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While Thompson does not name collective creativity as a concept, she none-less describes 

children’s culture and artmaking from this perspective. In her work, Thompson (1990; 2003; 

2006; 2009; 2015) describes collective production through vivid examples of children 

drawing together in preschool classrooms.  There she describes how the immediate influence 

of peers affects the content, styles, and skills of their drawings.  When drawing together, 

children exchange roles in order to collaborate with one another (Thompson, 2003) and create 

meaning in dialogue with peers and adults (Thompson, 2006).  

 

Collective Creativity in Children’s Art-making  

For more than a decade, Thompson coordinated and studied (2003; 2006) children’s art 

activities in Saturday School, a community based program and advanced practicum for pre-

service art teachers, sponsored by the School of Visual Arts at the Pennsylvania State 

University. The 9-weeks of art classes, taught by advanced practicum art education students, 

are offered every autumn and spring for children ages 4 to 18 who “explore ideas and 

materials with advanced art education majors” (Saturday School, 2017). In Saturday Art 

School, every class begins with 20 minutes of sketchbook time when children are free to draw 

whatever they want to in their sketchbooks.4 In the midst of carefully pedagogically planned, 

imaginative, and inspiring activities, Thompson (2003; 2006) focused research attention on 

this aspect. Rather than concentrating on the products of children’s drawing, Thompson 

(2015) is “fascinated by the life of the classroom” and her interest lie in “the process of 

drawing as a gerund, a performance” and “the intensities of social interaction that belied 

accounts of drawing in childhood as a solitary and silent activity (p. 554).  

 

I participated in Saturday School activities as a researcher and co-learner in the spring 

semester 2015, during my time as a visiting scholar at Penn State. In 2015, the 9-week 

curriculum and activities for 6-year-old classroom were composed around the big idea (see 

Walker, 2001) of superheroes. During the art school, children for example invented a secret 

superhero identity for themselves, decorated masks and capes, created architectural structures 

representing hidden lairs of superheroes, and learned how to create a superhero comic. In the 

end of the curriculum, children created a superhero movie5 - with a little the help of adults, 

who filmed, edited, and acted along.  

 

In Saturday School, it was common to observe the collaborative art making made familiar 

from Thompson’s (2003; 2006; 2015) writings. Not only did children voluntarily negotiate 

                                                 

 

 
4 Thompson (2006) speaks of children’s “voluntary” drawings: the structures are made by adults but the children 

have as much freedom as possible as it comes to the decision of medium, scale elaboration, and subject matter. 
5 The movie is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPuSUPW7p0U. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPuSUPW7p0U


 

Mustola: Not Those Seven Annoying Dwarfs  7 

 

 

and produce works of art together, the ownership of final products was not essential and no 

one seemed to be interested in discussing property rights. What seemed important, instead, 

was the process of creating something unpredictable and adventurous together. Following the 

curricular task to design a superhero cartoon, for example Luna and Mackenzie abandoned 

their individual work to create a storyline together (see Figure 2). Together they drew storms 

and villain attack as their new, mutual storyline proceeded in their talk. They took turns to tell 

the story and to draw simultaneously. One continued another’s ideas. Occasionally the girls 

drew together – usually when something visually messy, such as storm, was happening in the 

plot. The imaginary chaos lured Luna and Mackenzie to unite their drawing capacities and to 

create a dramatic, vibrant comic panel.  

 

 

Figure 2. Girls are drawing a collaborative cartoon at Saturday School. 

 

After observing and analyzing free drawing situations, Thompson (2003) noticed how 

children felt pride after a peer copied their work and how intensively they engaged in 

collaborative art making processes. Thompson’s approach to children’s drawings does not fit 

into a historically popular paradigm which views children’s drawings in object-oriented ways 

(see Ivashkevich, 2009), nor does it reinforce the myth of children’s inherent creativity (see 

McClure, 2011), but instead notices the sociocultural aspects of a drawing event. Thompson 

observed how talk is intimately bound to the creation of art (1990) and how an assemblage of 

influences became visible in a drawing event (2015). This makes the social and cultural 

contexts of children’s creative processes visible. Like the superheroes of the Saturday School 
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classroom, creation does not happen in an artificial void but in the middle of complex social 

relations and multiple peer and popular culture influences.  

 

Conclusion 

I have indicated here, how Christine Marmé Thompson’s writings (1990; 2003; 2006; 2009; 

2015) helped me to understand the value of any kind of dwarf in children’s artistic production.  

Thompson (2015) has repeatedly demonstrated in her work how drawing events can be seen 

as “an assemblage of influences coming together in particular moments” (p. 554). This kind of 

perspective emphasizes the paradigm of collective creativity, which stresses collaboration, 

process, and sociocultural aspects instead of underlining the significance of a creative, 

original individual.  

 

In our neoliberal society and global economy, the demand for creative thinkers is increasing 

and the business of creativity flourishes (Bühler-Niederberger, 2015; Fischer & Vassen, 

2011). There is demand for both creative individuals and for those who can flourish in 

creative social processes. However, creativity, collective and individual, does not flourish in 

all kinds of pedagogical settings. The voluntary drawing sessions that Thompson (2003; 2006; 

2009; 2015) attends to in her research, emerge from pedagogical settings that cherish 

collective creativity and freedom of choices. The settings also celebrate and treasure 

children’s peer and popular culture as children are allowed to switch places, to collaborate 

with whom they want in the classroom, to discuss, and to freely use their social contexts. 

Cultures are understood as open resources grounded in children’s interests that support 

children in their collective negotiations and expressions. While artistic products might be 

violent, kitsch, and unsettling for adults, they represent genuine connections to children’s real, 

everyday lives. Thus, creating pedagogical spaces where individual and collective creativity 

can flourish requires that we welcome children’s unofficial interests, including ket aesthetics, 

as part of pedagogy and curriculum (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Christine Marmé Thompson, a.k.a. Tina, reads with the children during Saturday 

School. 
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