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Space to Flourish is Early Education’s bespoke professional learning programme for early 
years practitioners and leaders who want to strengthen arts-rich, creative and inclusive 
practice. At its heart is something many teams rarely get enough of: protected thinking 
time to reflect, notice what children are telling us through play, and make intentional 
choices about what happens next.

The programme combines professional development with coaching and mentoring, 
high-quality professional dialogue and practical experimentation with materials like charcoal, paint, 
paper, light, clay and movement. We use a Thinking Environment approach (Kline, 1999) to create 
the conditions which ignite thinking, keep conversations focused on shared endeavour and listening, 
so teams can be honest about dilemmas, share and build on what’s already strong, and leave with 
transformative ideas they can actually sustain. The aims of the programme include:

	■ Stronger pedagogy for arts-rich, inclusive, play-based learning that supports communication, 
creativity, wellbeing and belonging.
	■ Confident adults who attune with children and extend children’s thinking.
	■ Coaching and reflection tools that improve team dialogue, planning and continuous 
improvement.
	■ Practical change in provision through low-cost resources, enabling environments and inclusive 
approaches.

WHY CREATIVITY GETS SQUEEZED 
In early years, creativity isn’t a ‘treat’. Making, singing, dancing, drawing, building and pretending 
are how young children process the world. These experiences support communication, language, 
self-regulation, wellbeing and a sense of belonging.

Yet many practitioners tell us they have had limited training in teaching through the arts, and 
limited time to develop it together. With competing priorities, recruitment pressures and packed 
days, creative provision can become a single ‘activity’ rather than a thread running throughout 
children’s learning and development.

When budgets are also stretched, resourcing for the arts and CPD related to creativity and the 
Expressive Arts and Design (EAD) are often the first to be trimmed. Space to Flourish is designed 
with that reality in mind: it focuses on low-cost materials, careful observation and pedagogy so 
arts-rich learning is achievable and equitable, not dependent on a ‘specialist’ or expensive extras. It is 
directly linked to how children learn in inclusive and holistic ways.

How Space to Flourish works 
Funded currently by The Mercers’ Company and delivered by Early Education Associate 
Consultants Debi Keyte-Hartland and Cathy Gunning, Space to Flourish has worked with 34 early 
years settings in London and is now being offered more widely to schools, local authorities, trusts, 
groups and individuals across the UK. The model works best when leaders and practitioners learn 
alongside each other, so ideas move quickly from reflection into everyday routines, environments 
and interactions.

It’s relevant for practitioners, room leaders, SENCOs and setting leaders. Participants leave with a 
clearer sense of intent (‘why this, why now?’), examples of arts-rich provision that don’t rely on high 
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spend, and an action plan that can be shared and sustained across the team. There are three layers to 
the programme.

	■ Deepening Pedagogy Days (off-site): explore arts-rich, inclusive practice and theory and plan 
realistic next steps to action.
	■ In-setting consultancy: visits to understand your context and support implementation with 
leaders and practitioners.
	■ Online coaching: keep momentum between sessions and problem-solve live and emergent 
challenges together.

Alongside day-to-day changes, participants write a short Story of Impact which is a practical 
account of what shifted in adult practice and what children gained. A brief before-and-after 
questionnaire helps settings capture growing confidence, pedagogical knowledge and changes in 
provision.

WHAT SHIFTS WHEN ADULTS HAVE SPACE TO THINK?
Across the settings we have worked with, three significant shifts come up again and again:
1.	Adult confidence rises: practitioners are more willing to try new ideas, explore possibilities and 

see themselves as creative (a necessary condition for enabling children’s creativity
2.	Pedagogy becomes more attuned: observation leads to responsive teaching, not fixed ‘activities’ 

and children’s curiosity, motivation and positive emotion increases.
3.	Children lead more of the learning; with richer opportunities to communicate through talk, 

sharing ideas, taking the lead as confident and social learners. 

Educators reported that dedicated time for deep thinking, alongside opportunities to explore 
arts-rich materials in relation to their own pedagogy, enabled them to create powerful, language-
rich experiences in which children communicated their knowledge and understanding. They 
described feeling more able to nurture children’s creativity and to recognise the signs of their 
creative thinking in action. They also found children had increased motivation.

One reception teacher from Greenwich said, ‘I started thinking ‘I’m not an arty person’… but I’ve 
definitely grown in confidence. This is the training that has most influenced my practice.

Educators also reflected on how their own creative identities and beliefs shaped their interactions 
with children, contributing to growing their own creative confidence.

‘Previously, I might have tried to manage [children’s] energy through structured activities. Now, I plan 
much more flexibly, using their natural enthusiasm as a starting point for creative exploration... This shift 
has made me more attuned to the different ways children express.’ (Reception teacher, Wandsworth).

Educators also reported how they felt more confident using responsive, inclusive teaching. They 
planned more intentionally, using the arts as a way of developing learning across the EYFS, and 
adapted their curriculum and environment to include children’s own thinking and ideas. Creativity 
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became part of everyday learning, and educators curated materials to spark and extend their 
children’s thinking.

Case study
By Evi Marami – Nursery Manager and Eleni Fytta – Early Years Educator, at Colour Box 
Montessori Nursery, Wandsworth
Since joining SPACE to Flourish, we embed creativity in our daily routines, placing greater 
emphasis on children’s self-expression. We no longer set fixed expectations, instead we 
invite children to listen to jazz music perhaps and to paint what they feel rather than 
guiding them to paint something specific and we now notice a significant increase in their 
confidence and engagement.
We now reflect more deeply on our practice, with greater intention, and we are continually 
striving to inspire our children’s curiosity, exploration, thinking and expression.  We have 
also shared our insights gained with colleagues and together we’ve made practical 
changes that have had a noticeable impact on children’s behaviour. Children are more 
collaborative and build their communication and language skills; they lead their own play 
ideas and shape the rhythm and flow of the environment.  Our curriculum now gives every 
child more space not just to explore creatively, but to discover their own inner creativity at 
their own pace and in their own terms.

FINAL THOUGHT
For this project to work well, both children and educators also needed agency. Educators said that 
top-down directives, required interventions and scripted programmes limited this flexibility to be 
present with children in creative play and artistic endeavour.  Sustained progress depended on 
regular reflection on practice, and on setting a culture that encouraged experimentation, collective 
learning and creativity. In short, children’s agency and motivation grows best when educators are 
trusted to use theirs.

TRY IT TOMORROW: FOUR SMALL CHANGES WITH BIG IMPACT
If you’re leading practice in a busy setting, start small. These four moves can shift culture and 

provision quickly:
	■ Spread creativity across the day and provision and not restricted to activities at a table or in a 
specific space. Think about how children think with blocks, create and make outdoors, imagine 
in role play everywhere, and how snack times and transitions can be times for sharing ideas
	■ Observe for children’s ‘languages’ and attune to what are they communicating and thinking 
through marks, movement, sound, narrative play and construction.
	■ Use the arts to build school readiness through singing together, drawing ideas, developing 
rhythm games and storytelling to develop creative thinking, listening, turn-taking, vocabulary 
and confidence.
	■ Protect ten minutes to think with a short daily team check-in can keep practice reflective rather 
than reactive. eye 
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