MakEY Sheffield Project

Setting A: Interview with artist, Amy
Q
So it’s the 16th of March 2018 and I am Betty interviewing Amy for the MakEY project. And can I just confirm that you have read the information sheet?
A
I have.

Q
Have you got any questions?

A
No.

Q
Fabulous, and you’ve signed the consent form as well for us.

A
Yes I’ve signed that.

Q
Fabulous. So are we OK to start when you are ready. Sorry I didn’t realise you were writing.

A
That’s OK.

Q
Cool, brilliant. So what is your history as being a Maker?

A
My history as a Maker, I studied Textile Craft at university, specialised in Screen Print. And since then have worked in the voluntary kind of arts and community sector, first in a kind of admin-type way and then developed into leading workshops with participants. I’ve worked with all sorts of different groups, children quite a lot as was relevant to this project, but also older people, people with mental health needs, and just anyone that wants to be access, some kind of creative activity.

Q
Fabulous, that’s great, it sounds really interesting.

A
It doesn’t always. Like young men at risk of offending, they don’t want to.

Q
Oh that’s really interesting. So you’ve got quite a complex and extensive background of being a Maker.

A
Yeah.

Q
So what does ‘making’ mean in your community? I guess that could be, I don’t know in your different communities, different places you’ve worked, what has it meant?

A
I think overall…kind of obviously it means different things depending on the projects that I’m responding to, but for me it’s usually focused on the process of ‘making’ rather than the outcomes, and within that process of ‘making’ the learning that goes along the way, the benefits, and the well-being that sits alongside, that goes kind of hand in hand with the creative process and exploring that.
Q
Awesome. And would you say that that was definitely the case with the MakEY project for you?

A
Yes. I think with the set up of the project, the way the week worked and the partnership with Liz and Jackie, then everyone has…I felt like we all had the same kind of focus for the children to really play and explore the materials at their own level and engage with it in a way that was natural for them. And for it just to be something that was part of their daily lives rather than something that maybe sat outside it, something that was just integral to their play, to their development that they could hopefully get something out of and contribute to their well-being and enjoyment of the process.
Q
Awesome. And so to you what the value of ‘making’ for individuals and society?

A
I think first and foremost it would be for well-being but also for learning and development, not necessarily learning…learning in the broader sense really, whereas we’re not just…kind of with the MakEY project we’re not just learning about electronics, we’re learning about actions having consequences and learning about the value of trying things over and over again, which I think some of the children really did. There was one little boy who had a problem I think with his Play Doh, with the connectivity and the Play Doh, and he really persevered with it. And that was lovely to see and I was so happy that he had that approach to it, that he just kept going with it. So I think that’s a really valuable lesson that isn’t always maybe an acceptable part of the learning process. I think it’s important for things to go…not for on purpose for things to go wrong but if things do go wrong that’s part of life, and then coming at things a different way is a valuable kind of life skill really. What was the question again?
Q
No, no that was great, really interesting.

A
I think I need to say some more.

Q
So what is the value of ‘making’ for individuals and society in your view?

A
So we’ve talked about learning, we’ve talked about well-being. There’s also sharing, being able to have that…say making something for an exhibition, that would be sharing, sharing the knowledge or sharing experiences. Kind of having an interaction with other people that you wouldn’t normally have. It’s like using a different language, and it might be…say those children could go home, and I think some did, you chatted to a grandma I think?

Q
Yeah.

A
And it offers a different way of communicating with, well with parents in that case and other family members, and say when it goes to the exhibition in the Winter Gardens that would be communicating with the wider public and challenging those conceptions that this kind of activity wouldn’t be suitable for younger people.

Q
Those are great things, really interesting. So what did you know about makerspaces before you were involved in the project?

A
Nothing.

Q
Nothing at all?

A
No nothing, it was all completely new to me, it was quite a learning curve.

Q
So you hadn’t heard the phrase before either?

A
I don’t think I had you know. No, because when I looked into it I found that it was more popular in the States. But actually now there’s a makerspace in Huddersfield, and it doesn’t have the kind of digital emphasis, it’s included but it’s just like a group of people.

Q
Oh fabulous, that’s great.

A
Yeah, and they have events on in space in the town centre.

Q
How lovely, oh that’s amazing. Is it focused at children, or is it anyone can go?

A
Well it’s a group of artists and then they have workshops which are aimed at different people, different groups of people, families as well.

Q
Oh brilliant. So doing the project and being involved, what is your understanding of makerspaces now that the project has finished?

A
I suppose it’s just kind of a…it doesn’t even have to be a physical space does it, it just can be a collective of materials, ideas, that would include people I think, incidentally, that could be a broad spectrum of materials and that isn’t focused on maybe a product, that’s focused more on the making and the kind of exploration side rather than say an art space that creates prints or something like that.

Q
Fabulous. So how do you feel that the project went?

A
Well I really enjoyed it. No I think it was good, it felt like it was a really positive thing for the nursery, like it fitted in with them and the children got a lot out of it. So yeah it felt like it went well on a lot of levels. Yeah, some really nice kind of little memories from the project when the children were really starting to understand, when something kind of clicked I think around the middle of the week that the children understood what we were doing and they could do that again, that if you did this and put this battery in here and attached this then this, this would happen. So that’s a sign of a good project. And we had people coming back again and again, so they didn’t get fed up as the week went on. Lots of good feedback, and felt kind of quite…yeah, welcomed in the setting, it was valuable to them, which I think I already said.
Q
Yeah that’s great. Have you got any particular memories, you said you’ve got quite a few little memories of good things that happened in the project – or bad things, either way. So do you want to expand on any of them?

A
Yeah. I think the activities, I felt like the activities that I did were quite kind of basic, but that was OK, and so I think you get quite embroiled in what you’re doing so it’s nice actually when you’re working with other people that you can sit back and see actually what’s going on, you get a sense of the bigger picture. And when the children were say taking the torches in to the tent with Jackie, had some beautiful little moments I think, really cute singing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ or something like that, the way that the children just incorporated those things that we’d made into their play was really lovely. And then, like I said before about just little changes that you’d see in the children, in their confidence growing with how to make whatever it was. And their keenness was very sweet, particularly kind of, like I said before, about when things didn’t work out that they’d still come and give it a go, and seeing the children then go into the room with the overhead projector with Jackie and play in their with things, that was lovely too. I think they were very excited, very excited by it, and they’re actually quite kind of simple materials and simple techniques once you get your head round them.
Q
You’ve mentioned some of the highlights of the project and things that you found really special about it, what would you think are some challenges for the project that you faced, or that anybody involved faced?

A
I think with the materials would be the main ones. I had a discussion with Liz about it one morning. We talked before about like the preconceptions that this kind of activity isn’t for little ones, so that there isn’t…well there might be…but I didn’t manage to find any resources, so the crocodile clips are too fiddly and too hard, it’s not geared particularly towards the very small children, that they’re…I think probably small children find it, throughout their daily lives, that things aren’t really made for them, they’re not geared for them, and if they are then it’s just something a bit patronising maybe. Like we ended up using the battery packs for safety, but then they were more fiddly to use than the cell batteries. But I was happy to go with the battery packs for safety reasons. The insulating Play Doh was a bit of a disaster in that the children just kind of mixed it in with their conductive Play Doh. So that’s how they play, so yeah that’s the challenge of working with that kind of age group – and also a delight really that they do things that you really don’t expect them to do.
Q
And so you’ve already mentioned some of the ways in which the children responded to the project, have you got any other things that you’d like to share about their responses?

A
I think one of the things that they seemed to enjoy was the making of the light boxes, which was amazing that the nursery had kind of sorted all those out for us, and I seem to remember there could have been a better way of doing it, that you didn’t maybe get as much mileage out of the light boxes as we could if we’d have used them more on the first day. But I believe the nursery then used them and the children played with them differently to how I thought, because as an adult I would cover the top, and they were putting things right inside, right on top of the lights. Remind me of the question.
Q
Can you say something about how the children responded to the project?

A
I think they were mostly quite intrigued and excited by it. I remember one little boy just kind of sitting on the edge…in the younger room he just sat on the edge of the table and he was making these connections between the lights, and he was comparing it to kind of emergency service vehicles which was…yeah that was really cute, just those little associations that the children had that these things reminded me of them….no, reminded them of. But they made it their own I think.

Q
So you’ve already mentioned your feelings towards making and the process of making, that learning is like a really big part of it.

A
Mmm.

Q
And you’ve mentioned a couple of things about the children coming back and learning about connections. And I was just wondering if you feel that the children learned anything else, if anything just during the course of the project.

A
Yeah I’m sure I did. Let me just think. I think it probably helped their kind of fine motor skills, that was probably something that would be the best way of putting it. That those little things that make a difference. I think for a lot of them it was a case of us doing it but some of them did get on better with the materials and they certainly understood kind of the little journey I suppose that the circuit needed to go on. Yeah that’s the feeling I got, that you know it needs to go from A to B to make. So I think they did have, some of them, especially in the second room, had some kind of grasp about the circuits and how they worked and what might mess them up with the Play Doh and with the drawings with the conductive tape that we did.
Q
And so you’ve already mentioned the challenges of the crocodile clips, that that was something they probably found quite challenging, do you think that the children found anything else challenging at all?

A
I think the fact that it doesn’t always work straightaway as a little one is…as I said it’s a valuable lesson but it’s also something that can be quite hard to get your head round. I’m just remembering one of them in the younger room, we made I think it was a butterfly, and with the Play Doh there has to be a gap between the two parts of the Play Doh. So it was the challenge of getting the lights in the right positions, all that kind of fiddly fine motor skills stuff. And maybe just the challenge of being invited, asked or invited to do something that isn’t just, ‘make a shape out of a piece of Play Doh, something that has to be a certain size to work, or kind of giving them different parameters to work in really for it to succeed, and there being a…yeah I suppose almost like a purpose, an end product, rather than it being completely free. Even though we tried to fit it around them as much as possible, there’s only so much you can do when you’ve got this technology that works in certain ways.

Q
Definitely. And so you’ve already mentioned some really, really lovely moments about how children responded to various aspects of the project and the activities, I was just wondering if you could recall any other responses of specific children, or if there’s anything else that you’d like to mention in that way?
A
I’ve got an image in my mind of on the first day there were two little girls in the…we worked with those girls a couple of times in the older room, they were tackling the light boxes. And there was a bit of a, I think a bit of a shift in the dynamic of these two girls from the other one being very much led by her friend to her actually by the end of the week she’d developed more confidence. And I think she did some circuit pictures with me on the Thursday or the Friday and she’d really grown in confidence, and she’d got it, and she was the one that stayed when everyone else had run off to play with all the shiny things on the OHP. And yeah she stuck with it. I mentioned about the…I think there was more of a kind of core group, I suppose there was a core group that joined in in both rooms but I’ve noticed that more in the second room with the older children probably because the others were outside and so they weren’t around as much. And there was a little boy who was quite difficult to communicate with as well, and he came and did some with us as well, and you just find…it’s just being able to find kind of a way to make it accessible for everyone and them being able to join in as well, like finding it within themselves to be able to join in, rather than kind of purely just destroy everything on the trolley. I think that’s what he wanted to do the most!

Q
So exploring them.

A
Yeah, yeah, so lots of exploration going on. But that’s fine, that’s what children do, as long as it’s all healthy [and] safe. So that was my kind of…I might be going on to different…no I think I’m about to go on to a different question now.

Q
That’s OK.

A
Yeah, there’s kind of the safety element of it was important for me.

Q
Do you think the activities were designed in a way to accommodate your concerns?

A
Yeah, yeah we really tried our best to work around those concerns.

Q
Brilliant.

A
And I think it was worth it, because it just meant that we could get stuck in when we were there.

Q
Yeah. And so you’ve mentioned a few instances involving different boys and different girls, I was just wondering if you noticed any gender differences between the involvement or how they responded to anything?

A
I think….oh I might have mis-remembered it, but it felt like in the younger room then it was a fairly even balance of genders getting involved. Actually then maybe moving down to the older group, that was predominantly boys and there were just the two girls that I’ve mentioned before in the older children’s room, the second room that we were in each day.

Q
And can you think about anything else about how they responded differently according to whether they were boys or girls?

A
I think…no sorry, I think it was partly the kind of supporting activity I would call it, so the Play Doh, the Play Doh attracted the girls in the younger room, and there were a lot of butterflies being made. So that was probably something that was that kind of familiarity that drew them in. But then it was just boys, it might have just been that day, in the second room it was just boys doing the Play Doh.

Q
Yeah of course, yeah.

A
So yeah maybe something to do with the younger children not having kind of learnt those gender roles yet. The girls that joined in in the second room, they came and did the drawing and I think they were quite a lot quieter about it, just wanted to get on with it in their own little way, whereas the boys were maybe asking a bit more for help and trying to be…kind of to push it a bit further. But that could have just been those individual children.

Q
Of course, yeah. So really interesting to explore and look at I think.

A
I could mis-remember it though. Yeah, you’ve got a different kind of view of things haven’t you when you’re in the thick of it as it were.

Q
Definitely. Is there anything that you would do differently in the project if it was to run again?
A
I was talking to Lisa about this this morning when I met with her and I was a little bit intrigued by the things that Lisa had done, like the making the light up houses. So I had considered whether something that was more of a product would have been suitable for the project. So they were kind of making a battery pack to light up a house, but actually the way that the project played out really suits kind of my style and the way that I work and think about making anyway. So I’m sure there would be little tweaks that I’d do, but on the whole I think I’d probably stick with most of it. I think it would be good to make more of possibly some kind of group work that could involve more of the children from the nursery, kind of the ones that didn’t engage with it of their own free will, that maybe didn’t see it as something for them. Just find a way that it could kind of be, I don’t know be bigger or freer, do a group piece outside, or have some kind of peer support so that the ones that were enjoying it and excited about it and got it, could be kind of almost skilled up to get their friends involved. Yeah, we did the little film at the end which was great, but maybe a bit more of the sharing element of it.
Q
Some really great ideas there, some really nice points. So definitely things to consider. So what skills did you develop as a result of being involved in the project?

A
How to light up and LED light with batteries. Yeah, right back to the basic things. I suppose kind of the acquiring and resourcing of projects is something that I’m used to but not within electronics. Also my dad’s a mechanical engineer so I did consult him at points, but actually his mindset is so far ahead of mine, it’s so removed from this that it wasn’t particularly useful, but he would be really complicating things, over-complicating things. So it was just a way of kind of finding…just a case of finding my own path with electronics for a very specific audience and considering the safety, as I think I’ve mentioned before.

Q
Yeah.

A
I may have mentioned that several times! It’s the kind of thing that keeps me awake at night. We want to be creative and do exciting projects with children but we don’t want any cell batteries being swallowed or anything. I think it was interesting around the refinement, like the things that you decide not to have, which probably came after the pop-up one that we did. That really gave me a chance to refine the project and just be a bit brutal and say, ‘No, we’re not going to use…’ say the conductive paint, because it lends itself to being used in such a way that isn’t for drawing circuits, it’s not what people want to do with it, people want to use it like an icing pen like you would for decorating a cake or something like that. And finding ways, trying to find ways which the children could access it as much as making it as accessible as possible. So I think that was another kind of element that I had to learn to the project. So yeah it’s learning it myself and then finding a way to pass it on. If that makes any sense.

Q
Oh totally makes sense. What is in your view the value of having artists involved in such projects?

A
I think artists tend to think…it’s just a different mindset. It’s not necessarily that we’re going to do some beautiful paintings, it’s that…I’m sure other people kind of could bring to a project but artists would tend to kind of think quite broadly about something and explore different avenues into making things work, and also have a different view of the journey and the value of that rather than the outcomes. So I guess it’s just a bit of a different attitude that other people would have, but not necessarily.

Q
That’s fine.

A
I’m just trying to think if I could find a better way to say it.

Q
No I know what you mean, don’t worry.

A
Without saying ‘thinking outside the box’, which other people do too obviously but…

Q
Of course. What do you think are the benefits of working in a team with other professionals such as researchers and teachers?

A
I think for this particular project then that all worked really well, kind of the different angles that everyone could bring to it in terms of experience of working with….Everyone’s got their own different experience, the experience of working with the younger children coming from Liz, and then with the younger children and the media, the technology from Jackie, and then I think I sat somewhere in the middle kind of making sure that we got all these things done as well. So, yeah, everyone’s got their role to play and you can really kind of support each other and then not worry about things which are kind of outside of your remit as well, you can concentrate on what you can do and feel like ‘that’s got a value’ rather than it’s such a broad project, rather than anyone trying to tackle the whole thing on their own and not being able to do it as well as you can in a little team. So yeah I do appreciate when I get to work in a good team because often I am just kind of out of my own. Even though I’ve got kind of people that I refer back to, I’m not completely just making up projects off the top of my head, then it’s really nice to work with other people who have got their expertise and you can just let yours shine as well.
Q
So you’ve already mentioned some challenges about the project, do you think there are any broader challenges to this kind of work?

A
I think I talked before about the…again, it’s like expectations that younger children, what they can and can’t do, which I think probably pre-schoolers face on a daily basis and they probably face a lot of frustrations in their day to day lives as well as kind of specifically with projects, with materials that aren’t necessarily made for them. The materials budgets are likely to be quite high I think for this kind of work. I was chatting to my friend and she works at a nursery, and she’s quite keen on the ideas of it but I’m not sure whether the potential cost might be something that would put her off. But I’m sure there’s ways round this kind of thing. Like we had quite a luxury kind of budget, I think, so that everyone could have their own individual battery pack and light and things like that and we had plenty of spares, but I think it would still be valuable if people had to take a turn with them and could share them. So we’ve got the logistics, yeah the logistics and the cost of it. And also there’s the skilling up of the people involved. Like, I think we felt that it would have been good if the staff could get more involved, but they haven’t necessarily got the time, it’s not like they’re kicking around being spare whilst we’re working with some of the students – if that’s the right name for nursery aged children. So it would have been nice to pass more of the knowledge on so that it could carry on and for them to be able to share it maybe with colleagues from other nurseries as well. So yeah it’s getting the adults on board and well – and parents. Yeah it would have been great to be able to send everyone home with like a little pack or something like that.

Q
That’s a lovely idea, that would be really nice. So do you have any other thoughts about the project that would be useful in our analysis, anything else you’d like to add or talk about?

A
No I don’t think so.

Q
Brilliant.

A
Just that, yeah, I thought it was a great project. It’s quite a kind of luxury I think to have so much…a whole kind of week’s worth of working with the same children exploring the same thing really, we were exploring just the circuits in different ways and approach it from so many different angles. So I think it was really kind of well-resourced project in terms of like time and materials, budget and all those kind of things. So that was a nice treat.

Q
Do you think that the time element in that you were in every day for a week was important in that sense of the time structuring of it?

A
I suppose for the children it’s quite nice for them to see us every day, whereas for me I quite like going into places one day a week and then having the week to reflect on what’s happened the day before. But this being so intensive…yeah positives and negatives that it did just all have to be ready to go really and there wasn’t…there’s a little bit of opportunities to tweak things. Could have ended up being a completely different project if it was one day a week for a few weeks. But for the children, to keep up that momentum, yeah, I think it was good that they were building on their learning rather than maybe forgetting it kind of a week between the sessions.

Q
Brilliant. So unless you’ve got anything else to add, I think we’re done.

A
No I think that’s it, thank you Betty.
Q
Fabulous. Thank you ever so much, and thank you for your time and your involvement.

A
You’re welcome.
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