
Sculpting Stories

How can children’s learning be extended by exploring 3D modelling? How can we develop their 
capacity for higher order thinking? How can this lead into storying? 

This was the beginning of a six week project to explore storying through 3D modelling, in 
which children, their parents, their teachers and an artist would discover together exciting 
opportunities for crafting stories. The first session introduced the children to clay as a 
medium –  it’s malleability allows infinite possibilities for creativity and imagination. 

Books and stories were used as a starting point to fire the children’s imaginations. Once the 
children and parents settled into the Hazel Room the artist shared one of her own stories 
with them of a little hermit crab who had outgrown his shell and was now in search of a 
bigger and better one. 

Having had opportunity to handle and explore a variety of seashells and fossils, the children 
were inspired to use such natural forms as spirals, cylinders and cones as they started to 
play with the clay and mold it into 3D shapes. At first they experimented on a sensory level 
and then began to craft and shape the clay into artefacts. We wanted the children to enjoy 
the sensory experience as they discovered the possibilities of the material: cutting it into 
slabs using wire, rolling it out, coiling, shaping and crafting it. Later we made a variety of 
additional tools and resources available. It was lovely to hear the children’s conversations:

“A snail! That one’s the sister, I’m making a brother as well.”  – Sophie 

“I’m making 100. I’m actually making lots they are fossils. They are fossils and shells so 
crabs can live in them. I’m going to take them home to holidays so I can give them to the 
crabs so they can live in them. They don’t have to share there’s enough for everyone. I’ve 
seen a real crab before at the seaside.” – Isobel

Week 1 : Clay

"I'm going to make some baby ones. Baby crabs look the same as big crabs and the 
daddy crabs."   

- Isobel



 Freya the sea snail lives in the 
shore on a big rock."

 -  Freya

"
Sculpting Stories

I've got a baby snail 
and a big snail and 
this is a sea hedgehog. 
They live under the 
sea in the dark."   

I've just done a baby 
one all called Marrissa 
and that's my name. 
I've got three I just 
need one more cause 
I made four."   

The children explored the shapes, sounds and textures of shells and fossils. 
Investigating the spiral pattern of a large conch shell they began spotting 
spiral shapes everywhere: in a curl of hair, the structure of a pinecone, the 
form of an ammonite fossil. As a group we discussed many questions.

Can a snail fly? What shape is its shell? What sounds can you hear when 
you hold a large conch shell to your ear? 

The children discovered the diversity of molluscs species, learning about 
the beautiful butterfly snail, sea bunnies and sea sheep (and how they 
move – sea butterflies float and fly while bunnies and sheep slither on one 
foot like land snails). Jacob crafted his own sea hedgehog which he said 
lived in the sea in the dark. The possibilities for imaginative stories were 
endless.

"I've made a book, these are the shells 
you go up and down."   



“

machine
moves:
roll
turn
spin
go up and down
left and right
they zoom
have buttons
round and round
it goes fast
slow
boing
down and across

It"s a rocket 

and then when 

it lands it can 

be a rocket car 

with wheels!"  
 

- Zack

"

Week 2 : Rockets & Robots
During the previous session we observed that the children had an interest in machines 
– in things that move – so we decided to build upon this by making make this the main 
area of inquiry for the project.

The sessions always start with a story. This week the artist shared a picture book about 
a top secret super spy who uses lots of clever gadgets, and then demonstrated a jet-
propelled balloon rocket made from recycled stuff.

What is this material? What could it be used for?

Given access to a variety of drawing materials, the children 
could choose to sketch designs for their own gadgets and 
gizmos. Some were eager to start construction straightaway, 
making observational drawings once their machines were 
ready for action. Parents and children worked together, 
co-constructing, problem-solving and exploring the 
possibilities presented by the wide range of available 
resources.

I’m making a spaceship, Mum . . .   
 . . . Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious! I really like it, Mum. 
Maybe it could turn into a gadget? It’s a magic rocket, Mum, 
because one button makes it go up and two makes it go down. 
This is an Actomotivator! It’s the coolest thing I ever had!”

– Amy, age 4

Sculpting Stories
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It"s a magic rocket, 

Mum, because it can 

turn into a gadget!"  
 

- Sophie

"

Sculpting Stories
As the session drew to a close we all gathered together to reflect 
on the process, and to share and celebrate our creations. The 
children had the opportunity to explain what their machines 
were and demonstrate how they worked. Their expressions 
indicated an understanding of the language of the machine age:

“The rocket refuels with the key. The refueller can roll to the rocket. 
When it goes the wheels will go round and round.”

“The buttons are to make it work, then the robot can talk. They are 
legs – Boing! – they go up and down.”

“This is the light and these are the pedals so it can flash at the side.”

“Everything that makes the ice-cream goes in the top, then it goes 
down and across – Zoooooo!”

“I’m putting on a hundred to make it go faster. It’s number one!”



Ideas fly, bounce around, accumulate, rise up, fall apart, and 
spread, until one of them takes a decisive hold, flies higher 
and conquers the entire group.” 

– Loris Malaguzzi

“
fly
zip

soar
swoop

whoosh
loop de loop

It can fly. It is 

a butterfly!"  
 

- Sophie

"

Week 3 : Flying Machines

The session started with atelier Pippa Pixley sharing examples of 
wonderful flying machines created by artists and inventors such as 
Heath Robinson, Samantha Bryan and Luigi Prina. The children 
got excited and discussed their ideas of machines they would like 
to design and make.

The whole floor was covered with paper, so the children 
had opportunity to create large designs using paint. Some 
children simply loved the creative experience of expressing 
themselves on such a grand scale: using big flowing strokes 
as they painted their pictures and experimenting with 
painting their hands and feet. Others designed fantastic 
flying machines or monstrous alien creatures.

They then moved on to crafting their designs from a variety 
of materials including willow, different textures of fabric, 
coloured paper, and an assortment of recycled materials. 

Sculpting Stories



I made a drawing and then I made it. 

I've got loads of remote controls in my 

pocket."  
- Zack

"

The three boys were focused and involved in planning, designing, 
making, exploring and problem-solving. Their interest lasted over 
the course of three weeks leading into storytelling and making 
a storybook about the carrot.  At the end of the session we all 
shared the things we had designed and created, and explained 
how and why we made them, and what they could be used for.

One child, Romy, suggested that we could make stories from our 
objects, so that set the stage for next week’s session.

This is a cat catcher.

It was bendy so we put 

lollypop sticks to make it 

super strong."  
- Ben

"
This is a fishing 

net it is a bit 

bendy but it can 

go really high 

and down."  
 

- Romy

"
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Three children – Romy, Ben and Zack – were very interested in a carrot which they had spotted on the 
rooftop outside the classroom window. They said it had been left behind by Santa when he came to 
bring the toys. They worked individually, as well as with each other and their parents, to share creative 
ideas on how to make machines and contraptions to recover the carrot back and have it for their tea.

“We need to make it longer.”  – Zack
“It can’t reach.”  – Ben
“I’ll make a lasso.” –  Zack
“What about a net that can catch it?”  – Linzi (parent)
“How can we make it longer?” – Libby (parent)
“We need a long rope.” –  Zack
“I have lots of wire.”  – Romy

The children shared lots of ideas and then set about creating and inventing different machines, 
exploring various methods and approaches to solving the problem of how to get the carrot.



“

Week 4 : Scribble & Scrunch

This storybook-making session built on interest shown by the children during the 
previous week’s workshop. It started with the retelling and dramatisation by Pippa of 
her interactive and multi-sensory story “Scribble & Scrunch”. The story teaches a growth 
mindset, and encourages mark-making, movement and singing.

Srunch is a little paper character who is feeling lonely and sad. One day he has the 
brilliant idea to make a friend: Scribble. Together they go on exciting seafaring adventure 
in a paper boat. 

Scrunch has an idea. She is going to MAKE a friend. So she gets some paper and a big 
black pen and draws two eyes. That’s looks good, thought Scrunch, but how do I draw a 
body? Scrunch isn’t quite sure, as she hasn’t learnt that yet, so she gets a big red pen and 
just scribbles. 

Pippa modelled how to create and craft stories 
from simple materials such as paper, fabric, 
and a sprinkling of imagination. Using natural 
materials such as a pinecone and a fluffy scarf 
she demonstrated how ideas for stories can be 
found anywhere and everywhere. 

Sculpting Stories



Who is your character?
How will your story start?
What happens in the middle?
How will the story end?
What is your story?
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This is a car 

monster. He is 
a monster but 
also a car. His 
legs turn into 
wheels!"

- Sebastian

"
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The children explored the different mediums for creating characters, such 
as making sheep out of fluffy fabric and sticky tape, a bat out of leather, 
and chicks of out scrumpled up paper.

The children together with their parents created stories, acted out stories 
and made books – with ribbons, staples, twigs, tape, and string. 

“I’m putting on a hundred to make it go faster. It’s number one!”

The children’s stories were told, read, acted, written and drawn.
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The fifth  session was all about creating characters or objects to tell stories with.

The children experimented with willow, wire and tape. With the help of a parent or 
practitioner they created curious devices and creatures with wings covered in tissue 
paper and sparkles.
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Weeks 5&6 : Sticks & Stuff



One day the little dog called Fluff Tickle went in the water. She saw a 

goldfish and then she took the treasure away from it. Then she saw a 

crocodile and then she ran away to her mummy. And then Sophie played 

with the dog. The end!"  
- Sophie

"

Sculpting Stories
The last session started as always with a story. Pippa created a few 
characters – an owl, three owlets, and a snake – out of bubble wrap 
and masking tape. She modelled oral storytelling skills, focussing on 
character, narrative and plot. 

To help develop the children’s retelling skills they made story sticks 
to tell and retell their stories. The story sticks act as a mnemonic aid 
as the different colours and textures of materials help the children to 
retell their stories.

At the end of the session we all shared the stories we had made.


