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INTRODUCTION
Red Balloon Learning Centres
Red Balloon is a family of learning centres operating in five areas - Cambridge, Norwich, North 
West London, Reading, Braintree. There is a sixth provision Red Balloon of the Air an online 
Centre which theoretically can take children on the programme from anywhere in the UK.. The 
Centres are for children, who because of trauma, bullying or other events and circumstances are 
for the time being unable to attend mainstream school. The aim is to help them regain their self-
esteem and confidence, get back on an academic track and return to mainstream education. The 
charity has three fundamental interlocking elements: education, wellbeing /therapy and community. 
It is the combination of these three components which enables over 90% of children and young 
people to return to a mainstream setting to continue their educational journey. Founded in 1996, 



Red Balloon works with children and young people between the ages of 9 and 19.. For more 
information visit: www.redballoonlearner.org 
Inquiry for Life
Inquiry for Life is a Community Interest Company, founded in 2013 with the aim of supporting 
communities of educators to develop new and effective approaches to teaching and learning. In 
particular it finds new ways to support young people as learners and help them to prepare for the 
challenges they face in the future.  Inquiry for Life and its founders have an extensive history of 
supporting teachers and working with disadvantaged young people, both nationally and abroad. 

1. OVERVIEW
1.1 What is the RB and CIC project about?
This project is a long-term training and support programme with two foundational elements:
1. To train self-selected members of the Red Balloon staff in the use of an inquiry-based 
approach to teaching and learning called Mantle of the Expert.
2. To support these staff members in their use of Mantle of the Expert with the students in the 
Red Balloon Centres.

The project has six aims: 
1. To help students at the Red Balloon Learner Centres to develop and improve their life skills. In 

particular, to help them to think about their own and other people’s values, to look at problems 
from different perspectives, to explore different emotions, and to experiment with different roles. 

2. For students to develop knowledge, skills and understanding across a range of subjects areas 
and to make connections.

3. To develop students’ speaking, listening, and communication skills.
4. To create a ‘community of inquiry’, where students collaborate with each other and with the 

staff  (teachers, therapists, student support, regional mentors) to solve problems, tackle 
dilemmas, create resources, and develop their imagination.  

5. To create a working environment where students feel they can take risks, take responsibility, 
make contributions based on their strengths, and develop a sense of belonging.

6. To develop the staff skills and professional knowledge in the use of inquiry and drama. 

Why the project is important for students:
Many Red Balloon students arrive from mainstream education having lost their confidence to 
speak out, communicate with their peers, tackle learning confidently and question.. Many are quiet 
and withdrawn and have come to believe that their views are worthless and their feelings invalid. In 
such circumstances Red Balloon students can find it difficult to take risks and to believe in 
themselves and the strength/validity of their ideas. Mantle of the Expert is an inquiry approach that 
creates fictional scenarios for communities of students to explore and develop using their 
imagination and interests. Mantle of the Expert creates a ‘safe area’ for them to try out new ideas 
and ways of being and gives them the opportunity to work in a collaborative way that draws on 
their strengths. In this safe area they can take on the responsibility of being people in authority and 
make decisions with the safety net of it being imaginary. It is a kind of ‘practice zone’ for life, with 
all the tension, excitement, danger and peril, but with without the consequences that come with the 
real world. 

Why the project is needed for staff at Red Balloon:

http://www.redballoonlearner.org


While Red Balloon offers drama lessons and community-based activities, such as circle-time, 
across its various learning centres, a community of inquiry approach such as Mantle of the Expert 
is not something that has been used in the past. This project will give the staff the opportunity to 
develop their practice and to try out new skills. There is a particular emphasis on questioning, 
collaborative working, and the use of the conventions of dramatic action. 

We collected evidence of the need for this project in a number of different ways: 
We ran four trial sessions with students at Red Balloon Norwich in the spring and summer of 
2015.

• Held a workshop at the RB Staff Conference in September 2015.
• Held extensive consultations with the founder of RB, Carrie Herbert.
• During the trial sessions we worked in collaboration with the drama practitioners at RB Norwich, 

discussing with them their impressions of the approach and the impact they thought the work had 
on the students. 

• We conducted surveys with the students who were involved in the trial sessions and discussed 
how they thought the sessions might be developed and enhanced further to support their 
learning.

1.2 Who is involved?
The project is in now in its second phase. Currently there are twelve staff involved from the six 
Centres:
1. Cambridge - Chris Loft, Theresa Mcintosh, Cathy Pompe, Tim Pursglove
2. Air - Louise Byam-Cook, Stephanie Franklin
3. Norwich - Linda Clements, Maria Uzor
4. NWL - Gaynor Barnard, Anjali Singh
5. Braintree - tbc
6. Reading - Cindy Woods, Caroline Uwais
In addition - Carrie Herbert, Doug Bristor, Elien De Schryver, Heather Haggarty, Jill Moss, Abigail 
Taylor
Project organiser - Tim Taylor, in collaboration with Tim Allard

1.3 How is it organised?
The project is organised in four ways:
1. Weekend training sessions: 18th -19th June, 2016 and 29th - 30th April, 2017 in Cambridge.
2. Planning sessions, some face to face, others online using Googledocs, and Skype.
3. Occasional demonstration sessions working with students and staff.
4. Participating staff are each given a copy of ‘A Beginner’s Guide to Mantle of the Expert’.

1.4 How is it financed?
The project has been funded through two grants submitted by Inquiry for Life:
1. Big Lottery Fund - Awards for All, November 2015 - £10,000
2. Big Lottery Fund - Awards for All, March 2017 - £10,000



1.5 What strategies are used?
Mantle of the Expert is a community of inquiry and drama approach where the teacher and the 
students work together to explore areas of interest and generate purposeful activities for learning. 
The aim is to make learning engaging, purposeful and meaningful and to give the participants 
control over the inquiry, to make decisions about the way in which it develops and in this way to 
take responsibility and to understand the impact these decisions have. Real life situations, crisis, 
trauma, and stress, can be explored and discussed from inside a ‘safe zone’ created by the 
fictional setting. This is a particularly useful feature of the approach as it gives the students the 
chance to look at the kinds of challenges they meet in their own lives without having to face them 
directly.  
There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer to the problems being explored. As ‘the experts’ the students 
in role can assert anything, can try out different ‘voices’, ask questions, naive or sophisticated, 
assume another character, political position or emotional response and (in the process) expand 
their view and understanding of the world. 
In particular the use of the voice is important for the students at Red Balloon. Many arrive having 
lost their confidence to speak out, communicate with their peers, and give their opinions. They are 
quiet and withdrawn and have come to believe that their views and opinions are worthless. By 
using Mantle of the Expert they can experiment and experience what it is like to have power and 
be in a position of authority, being the people who make decisions and take on responsibility. 
Mantle of the Expert is about forging social bonds and becoming responsible and active members 
of society. For more information visithttp://www.mantleoftheexpert.com

1.6 What is the timescale?
1. March 2015 - July 2015: Trial sessions with students and staff at RB Norwich
2. Sept. 2015: Workshop at RB conference, UEA Norwich
3. June 18th - 19th 2016: Training weekend #1 - Cambridge
4. July 2016 - March 2017: Planning and Phase #1 teaching - Cambs, Air, and Norwich
5. January - May 2017: Teaching phase #1
6. April 29th - 30th: Training weekend #2 - Cambridge
7. May 2017:  Planning and Phase #1 teaching - Cambs, Air, Norwich, NWL
8. June - July 2017: Teaching phase #2

1.7 What training is provided?
The training involves working with Tim Taylor using a laboratory method, running through a range 
of fictional contexts utilising Mantle of the Expert and discussing how the approach will work with 
the students of RB. 
1.8 How are staff supported?
After the training, Tim supports the staff with planning and facilitation. This involves working face to 
face, using Googledocs, and Skype. 

2. TEACHING PHASE
In the first phase of the project the staff who attended the weekend training on June 18th - 19th, 
2016 worked with Tim to plan and teach fictional contexts, using Mantle of the Expert, for small 
groups of students in their own settings. The following is a brief description of their work.

visithttp://www.mantleoftheexpert.com


2.1 CAMBRIDGE
Red Balloon – Cambridge, Herbert House, 57 Warkworth Terrace Cambridge CB1 1EE

2.1.2 Workhouse
Led by: Chris Loft and Theresa Mcintosh
Theme: Victorian workhouses. 
Dates: Sept. 2016 to Dec. 2016 
Sessions: 10 sessions of 2 hours apiece
Group: 8 students, from 11-16 yrs

Curriculum aims:  
This project was part of a whole-school approach to help students become more aware of ways to 
be healthy. To think about the consequences of eating poorly and begin to consider what it means 
to eat well. To have an understanding of nineteenth-century values and practices to support work 
on nineteenth-century fiction for GCSE English. Other curriculum objectives included mathematical 
knowledge, report writing, cooking, art and design. In a broader context it allowed students to 
understand some of the parliamentary process of select committees of gathering information, 
cross-examining experts and changing laws. 

Historical context:  
Victorian workhouses, notorious for starving their inmates, feeding gruel to the poor while the rich 
masters dined in luxury.

Fictional context:  
March 1846, a team of investigators are assigned the role of a Parliamentary Select Committee to 
investigate a workhouse in Andover, Hampshire. Since the previous year, reports have circulated 
that inmates at the town's workhouse were being deprived of food and had taken to eating the 
marrow from horse, dog and cattle bones which they were employed to crush to produce bone 
meal fertiliser. Having heard the rumours himself, Hugh Munday, a local magistrate and also one of 
the elected guardians of the workhouse has made an unannounced visit to the workhouse 
accompanied by a local doctor. The Times newspaper has covered the scandal in detail, leading 
Parliament to send in the Select Committee. The matter is especially significant because Andover 
was the scene of riots by the poor that led to the creation of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, 
which in turn established the workhouse as the only means of poor relief.
The team are specifically asked to look at the condition of the children in the workhouse, as their 
health is of the greatest concern to the Earl of Shaftesbury, who is a campaigner for better 
conditions for children. They are asked to discover whether children are being deprived of food in 
the workhouse and, if they are being given food, if it is of sufficient standard to maintain good 
health.
See appendix.2 for complete plans for this project.

2.1.3 Evacuees 
Led by: Chris Loft and Cathy Pompe
Theme: World War 2 Evacuees



Dates: Spring Term 2017
Sessions: 10 sessions of 2 hours apiece
Group: 8 students, from 11-16 yrs
Description: 
This project was an inquiry project rather than a full Mantle of the Expert project. As Chris Loft 
writes, “this project is about two hostels that existed locally during the war, one for Basque 
refugees and one for Jewish refugees. A local secondary school is also involved in this project, 
researching these hostels, and the role for our students is to film the students from the other 
school as they research the subject. It is also Sarah’s (one of the participating staff) aims for the 
RB students to have an understanding of the subject. The sessions will partly involve Cathy 
teaching the students how to film documentaries, partly them doing some filming, and partly 
background about wartime refugees, which is where the IL part mostly features. It can’t be a proper 
Mantle of the Expert project because we have deadlines and specific things we have to do, but 
there will be some chance for the sort of inquiry learning skills we have used already.” [Chris Loft, 
14/1/17]
See appendix.3 for notes.

2.1.4 Moon Base
Led by: Chris Loft, Tim Pursgrove and Theresa Mcintosh
Theme: Science fiction
Dates: Summer 2017
Sessions: 6 sessions of 2 hours apiece
Group: 8+ students, from 11-16 yrs
Description:
NASA receive a distress call from a community of miners on the surface of the moon. A strange 
black box has been discovered by the miners who have begun to die mysteriously. NASA suspect 
the object is alien in origin and send an emergency team to investigate. 
See appendix 4

2.2 NORWICH
Red Balloon - Norwich - 76 Earlham Rd, Norwich NR2 3DF
2.2.1 Mountain Rescue Team
Led by: Maria Uzor and Linda Clements
Theme: Mountain Rescue
Dates: Autumn 2016
Sessions: 3 sessions of 1 hour apiece with three different groups
Group: 10 students, from 14-16 yrs
Description: 
Maria and Linda worked with three small groups for an hour each week using the Mountain 
Rescue Team context taken from the Mantle of the Expert Website. 
See appendix.5 for planning.



2.2.2 Paranormal Investigation Team
Led by: Maria Uzor and Linda Clements
Theme: Paranormal
Dates: Spring 2017
Sessions: 3 sessions of 1 hour apiece
Group: 10 students, from 14-16 yrs
Description:
A team of investigators visit an apparently haunted house to discover the truth and decide how to 
deal with the disturbances. 
See appendix.6 for planning

2.2.3 War Crimes Investigation Team
Led by: Tim Taylor
Theme: War crimes
Date: Spring 2016
Description:
The body of a soldier from the second world war is discovered in an old barn in Belgium. From his 
wounds it appears he may have been illegally executed. A team of war crime investigators are sent 
to find out.
See appendix #

2.2.4 Families ReUnited
Led by: Tim Taylor
Theme: Lost children
Date: Spring 2016
Description:
An elderly lady visits a team of people who specialise in finding missing people. She tells them 
about her baby who was taken from her at birth after she became pregnant as a teenager and how 
she would like to be reunited with her child. 
See appendix #

2.3 AIR
Red Balloon - Air - Chesterton Mill, French's Rd, Cambridge CB4 3NP
2.3.1 Titanic
Led by: Louise Byam-Cook
Theme: Titanic
Dates: Spring 2017 - Beginning Jan 2017
Sessions: 8+ sessions of 1 hour apiece
Group: 10 students (fluctuated), from 14-16 yrs 
Description:



Set in 1950s New York. A team of detectives are called in by the police department to investigate a 
homeless woman found wandering the streets. The woman is not dangerous and has broken no 
laws, but she appears confused and is considered a danger to herself. On bringing her into the 
station the police discover the woman is carrying a carpet-bag containing various items from her 
long life. They try and interview the woman, but she refuses to answer. After an examination by a 
doctor the woman is moved to a local residential home and the team of detectives are contacted in 
the hope that through their investigations they will be able to discover who the woman is and 
where she is from. After exploring the items in her carpet-bag they begin to suspect she may have 
been a passenger on the Titanic, this sends their investigations off in an entirely new direction.
See Appendix 7 for planning.

2.3.2 Victorian Workhouse
Led by: Louise Byam-Cook
Theme: Victorians
Dates: Summer 2017
Sessions: 8+ sessions of 1 hour apiece
Group: 10 students (fluctuated), from 14-16 yrs
Description:
To be completed.

2.4 NWL - North West London
13 Kenton Road, Harrow, Middlesex HA1 2BW
2.4.1 Victorian Dock Mystery
Led by: Anjali Singh
Theme: Victorians
Dates: Summer 2017
Sessions: 3 sessions of 1 hour apiece
Group: 10 students, from 14-16 yrs
Description:
Skeletal remains are discovered by workman clearing a disused Victorian warehouse in 
Limehouse Docks, London. The body is clearly very old and has been there for some time. The 
workman were pulling down brick walls between two large areas of the warehouse when they 
discovered the body crammed into a cavity between the bricks. After the police visit the site, a 
team of ‘cold-case’ detectives are brought into investigate.
See appendix 8
3. FUTURE PROJECTS
RB-Cambridge: Tim will meet Chris on 6th Sept to discuss the planning for the next Mantle of the 
Expert context for Autumn 2017.
Update - Tim and Chris met on 6th Sept. with the following outcomes:
1. From the Autumn Cambridge are going to include a two hour weekly session using Imaginative-

Inquiry as part of their regular provision, led by Chris and Theresa. This year the context will be 
Victorian Workhouse, next year Chris is working on the planning for a new one based on the 
‘Match Girl Strike’ of 1888.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/London_matchgirls_strike_of_1888


2. From June next year Cambridge are going to include a regular summer term Imaginative-Inquiry 
project with links across the curriculum. Chris is currently working on the planning.

RB-Norwich: TBA
RB-NWL: TBA
RB-Reading: After a Skype conversation between Tim and Cindy Woods, Cindy is going to trail a 
single session based on a ‘Vampire’ mystery written by Tim (See appendix 9). Tim will then visit 
Cindy in Reading in September 2017 (date TBC) to discuss next project, possibly passed on the 
Paranormal Investigation Team.
RB-Braintree  (Satellite Centre): Tim is meeting Steph and Louise Byam-Cook on 6th Sept to 
discuss setting up a next Mantle of the Expert context for Autumn 2017. 
RB-AIR: Tim will meet Louise Byam-Cook on 6th Sept to discuss the next Mantle of the Expert 
context for Autumn 2017 and who will be leading on this project.
Update - Tim, Steph, Louise and Carrie met on 6th Sept. with the following outcomes:
1. Louise and Carolyn are starting two hour weekly sessions on Tuesday afternoon at Hills Rd, 

Cambs working with students using the imaginative-inquiry approach. They are planning to use 
the Paranormal Investigation Team context.

2. Louise is heading a project with the RB Air mentors starting in January 2018, which will involve 
creating planning resources for them to use one-to-one with their students. Preparation for this 
project, including training, and the creation of resources will begin in the Autumn of 2017.

4. EVALUATION AND REVIEW

- Engagement

- Belonging

- Risk taking

- Trust
The following is an evaluation and review of the project so far looking at how the project 
developed, the challenges it faced, the students’ reactions, the staff’s responses, and how the work 
needs to adapt.

Engagement
One of the six key aims of the project was to encourage the students to work collaboratively in 
different ways, both with their staff and with each other. Currently the RB Centres, including RBAir, 
largely involve the students working either one-to-one with an adult or in small groups. Imaginative 
inquiry requires them to work together in larger groups (typically of ten or more), sharing ideas, 
building on suggestions, challenging assumptions, and taking on responsibility. 
Some of the students found these new demands difficult to manage and were reluctant, at first, to 
get involved. As a consequence the staff reported the early sessions progressing slowly with low 
levels of engagement. For example, “Task 2 was very slow to get going and I was surprised by the 
lack of collaboration on the idea. Was this because they are used to being directed more or 
because of poor social skills?”  And “The early group dynamics didn’t work and some of the 
students were either very quiet or didn’t want to get involved.”
However, as the students became more confident and got used to the different ways of working the 
staff noticed higher levels of involvement - “I thought the discussions were good this week. We 
started off all sitting round the table and I think this is a good way to start. Everyone is facing each 
other, but we have the table to make it more compact than just sitting in a circle. Also, when we 
break for a task, it’s a real break  - tables are moved, the layout changes, it marks a difference 



which seems to work somehow. The students quite often start off glum, looking like they would 
rather be anywhere else!! Whether this is the mood we create, or a comedown from being outside 
during lunchtime and then having to focus in the afternoon, I don’t know. What is good, however, is 
that they do thaw out, and this week there was actual pleasure in the tasks.”
Engagement ebbed and flowed both across the term of each context and between sessions. Staff 
noticed the students levels of interest increased as they invested more and as their understanding 
of the contexts developed. Different students found different aspects attracted them more than 
others. For example, in the Titanic some of the students found themselves attracted to the fashion 
worn by ladies onboard, while others were more interested in the mechanics and technical aspects 
of the ship. 
This ‘movement’ (both backwards and forwards) along a line of engagement is something that has 
been noticed before by those using this approach. Dorothy Heathcote created a continuum she 
used as an assessment tool for gauging different students levels of engagement:

ATTRACTION ATTENTION  INTEREST  MOTIVATION  INVESTMENT  CONCERN  OBSESSION

Of course as well as these positive degrees of engagement there would exist a list of negative 
ones – lack of interest, lack of concern, demotivation, disenchanted, repugnance, etc - which 
would indicate students levels of disengagement (although hopefully no staff, in any context, would 
continue with a topic that repelled their students!). Generally, however, the staff involved in this 
project reported their students were interested in the imaginary contexts they explored together 
and showed growing levels of engagement. How far they moved along the continuum would 
depend on each individual student, many of them were prepared to invest time and energy in the 
work, while others demonstrated signs of concern, and others did not move beyond a general 
interest. Those that were uninterested left in the early stages. Drop out rates varied between the 
different contexts, but were not high. 
As the project developed we explored different ways to attract the students’ interests and to get 
them involved. One method was to work on contexts that had a certain amount of ‘edge’ to them - 
war crimes, teenage pregnancy, and murders - another was to plan investigations we thought the 
students might have experienced such as the lost woman being an outsider in the Titanic project or 
being treated unfairly in the workhouse- the third method was to conduct a survey and plan from 
the themes the students said they were interested in - this resulted in the paranormal investigation 
team context. These different ideas/themes resulted in a set of plans and ideas which can be used 
by RB teachers as planning resources for future projects.

Belonging
Whatever their reasons for leaving mainstream, joining a new community represents a major 
challenge for the students of Red Balloon. One of the main aims of this project, therefore, was to 
create ways for the students to get involved and participate in the creation of the fictional contexts 
and the solving of emerging problems. Through collaboration and dialogue with each other and 
their staff the students were able to make contributions that were valued by the community (often 
drawing on their own expertise - for example drawing (as in the Victorian workhouse), specialist 
knowledge (as in Titanic) and through personal experience (as in helping the ‘lost’ woman) - and 
sharing ideas that could be used by the community to deal with difficult situations they encountered 
during the fiction.
The opportunities created by the use of imaginative-inquiry for students to become part of a 
community can be summarised by the use of this heuristic, called The Circle of Courage .1

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Circle_of_Courage1



Originating in Native America cultures, the Circle of Courage 
captures the different elements of personal development 
required to become an active participant in a social 
community. 
Starting with ‘generosity’, imaginative-inquiry provides 
students with opportunities to make useful contributions 
that are valued by the community. In imaginative-
inquiry these opportunities can emerge in a number of 
ways: [1] through the sharing of ideas; [2] the creation 
of artefacts and resources (including text, pictures, 
models, and actions); [3] and through participation in 
the creation of dramatic episodes. 
Next is ‘independence’. Imaginative-inquiry allows the 
staff to switch between one of three roles, each providing 
varying levels of support and opportunities for students to 
work independently. The first of the three is as the teacher-
facilitator, working with the students to develop the context and to give 
structure and direction to the work. The second is teacher-/staff in- role, 
where the adult takes on roles within the fiction of various kinds. These roles can create 
opportunities for the students to work independently of the RB staff, to make decisions on their 
own, and, occasionally, to have to unite against someone challenging or difficult to work with inside 
the fiction. The third is teacher-reflector, where the staff member provides feedback and support to 
the students, both in and outside the fiction. The purpose of this role is to challenge the students 
and to give them the resources and encouragement they need. Each of these roles and the work 
developed by the imaginary context is about handing as much responsibility as they can handle 
over to the students, not to leave them stranded with more than they can handle, but to ‘scaffold’ it 
in such a way that they can achieve things together and eventually independently of the staff 
member, taking responsibility and pride in their own achievements.
Next is ‘belonging’. In Imaginative-inquiry the students work together inside the fiction as an expert 
team with responsibilities and powers in order to achieve certain aims. For example, in the 
Victorian Workhouse context the students are cast as a team of investigators sent by parliament to 
investigate the truth behind allegations of neglect and malpractice by the overseers at the Andover 
Workhouse. In the Mountain Rescue context they are cast as a team of rescuers given the task of 
rescuing a climber who has fallen from a cliff and become stranded on the side of the mountain. In 
each context the students work together with the staff member (in various roles) to solve problems 
and to develop the narrative. This work involves them in sharing experiences (both inside and 
outside the fiction) and building bonds of trust and mutual respect. Through dealing with difficult 
situations, overcoming obstacles, and achieving their goals the students create a community 
where everyone belongs and plays an important role.
Lastly, ‘mastery’. Red Balloon is a community where academic achievement and social and 
emotional progress are the aims for every student so that each leaves feeling confident and 
qualified to enter the next stage of their life. None of them would be at Red Balloon if mainstream 
school had been a positive experience and they had achieved. The first priority, therefore, is 
always to support students in building their self-esteem and self-confidence. Imaginative-inquiry 
helps support this work by providing a ‘safe-space’ for students to try out other ‘ways of being’. 
Using drama creates fictional scenarios where students can feel what it is like to be in charge, 
make decisions, and deal with difficult situations without the worry that if things go wrong, people 
will get hurt. It is also important that children learn that to make mistakes is a ‘good thing’ and that 
in a drama context it is extremely safe to do this. In this sense imaginative-inquiry is a ‘laboratory’ 
method where participants can experiment and explore how they would deal with dilemmas in 
historical, criminal or mystic situations. They will not meet a 1840’s MP or a survivor from the 
Titanic in real life but they may well experience similar feelings of fear, mystery, injustice, anger or 
sadness in other real life situations. Dramas such as these also provides protection, because at 
any time they or the staff member can stop the fiction and steps outside and reflect on what is 



happening and whether they want to continue in this way or change it. It is like play in this sense, 
because, as in play, the participants are always in control of the situation, always the ones with the 
power, and the ones who can decide in which direction the fiction will go. This is what it is to have 
mastery. Mastery is control over your circumstances, the freedom to make decisions, and the 
authority to be heard. In the real world, many of the students in Red Balloon have only experienced 
the world as themselves without control, without freedom and without authority. This lack of agency 
can be damaging to people’s confidence and corrosive to their sense of identity. Imaginative-
inquiry is an approach that can be used to rebuild these essential elements and help RB students 
to be more resilient and confident in their own abilities. 
It is difficult to know to what extent the imaginative-inquiry project at RB has developed these four 
elements of personal development. Certainly there is anecdotal evidence that the work done so far 
has provided opportunities for the students to make contributions and be ‘generous’ to the 
development of the work. Similarly there is good anecdotal evidence that the project has given 
them the chance to work independently and take on responsibilities, both in and outside the fiction. 
There is less evidence the work has so far generated strong bonds of community, in all the 
feedback so far, the teachers have talked about how hard many of the students find to work 
together effectively and although they are often very generous and kind to one another, they are 
not yet (to any significant extent) demonstrating signs of becoming a strong, autonomous, 
community. This is similarly true of the mastery element, where, up until now, there is little 
evidence that the students are demonstrating significant signs of increased mastery through the 
project. I suspect this is because the project is still in its infancy and the students have had little 
experience of this kind of work, in comparison to the much longer experience of the rest of their 
schools lives (particularly before RB). Also this early phase of the project has mainly been about 
training the staff and generating the experience they need to become skilled practitioners of the 
approach. As their skills increase it is hoped we will see wider ranging outcomes, including 
developing levels of mastery among the students. 
It must however be noted that RBs are Centres where students come for a period to recover. Many 
have not been in mainstream education for months and in some cases years before they reach us.  
All are damaged by the system, by their peers, by staff and by life’s experience so working 
together as a community or achieving mastery are skills that once gained will provide them with 
their ticket to move on to another educational setting leaving us with new recruits.  It is hoped 
however, that there will be a few each year who stay to help smooth the introduction of a new 
project, bringing with them the skills, interest and experience which help the new students ‘buy in’ 
to the process.

Risk taking
When faced with potentially threatening experiences human beings are likely to choose from one 
of three options - fight, flight, or freeze , and the students at Red Balloon have more reason than 2

most to fear uncertainty. As a consequence their response to imaginative-inquiry has typically been 
to show caution. To mitigate as much as possible the stress involved in this process we decided 
early on (after the initial trial sessions) that as much of the teaching as possible would be done by 
the staff at Red Balloon, rather than by the trainer. This involved a certain amount of risk, 
particularly on the part of the Red Balloon staff who were being asked to adopt an approach which, 
for many of them, was entirely new. To reduce this risk we planned three types of support: a 
weekend introductory course, along with a guide to using the approach; step-by-step planning for 
the context they were going to teach, and ongoing support through email, google docs and Skype.
On reflection, the staff said although they were cautious to begin with they all started to enjoy the 
work as it progressed and felt more confident as their understanding of the approach improved. 
Those who were unfamiliar with using the conventions of drama felt worried, and in some 
instances embarrassed, about looking foolish in front of the students, but for most this became less 
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of a problem as the work developed. Some said although they were happy to use drama they left 
the ‘acting’ to those staff who felt more confident in role.
A crucial factor in reducing anxiety among the staff was the support and encouragement of the 
Centre Coordinators (headteachers) and RB Group (senior management). Imaginative-Inquiry is a 
complex method, with many new elements to learn - particularly drama - and without feeling the full 
support of management it would have been difficult for the project staff to have taken the 
necessary risks in the sessions they were trailing with their students. The staff interviewed for this 
report felt this ongoing support would be crucial to the continued success of the project.
With so many elements competing for time, finding space in the timetable for imaginative-inquiry 
was a challenge. Priority was often given to curriculum subjects - particularly those being taught for 
exams – but the social and emotional elements of Red Balloon’s provision was also central to the 
planning.  Timetabling was also complicated by such factors as time out to visit further education 
colleges, special projects and trip sand excursions (all part of the RB Wellbeing Curriculum).
Each of the Centres had their own ways of tackling this problem and it inevitably meant a certain 
amount of disruption and reduced time for other kinds of activities, such as circle time. In the future 
it will be a matter of discussion as to where imaginative-inquiry fits into the Red Balloon 
programme. In the Centres where it worked most successfully the Coordinators found a regular 
slot, ranging from 60 to 120 minutes, that integrated one or more of the curriculum subjects, such 
as English literature and/or history. The project staff felt that in order for imaginative-inquiry to 
thrive within Red Balloon, a routine weekly slot needs to exist and for the approach to become part 
of the regular curriculum experience for students. In this way, over time, imaginative-inquiry will 
become embedded at the Centres and student anxiety will reduce as they grow accustomed to its 
place in the weekly provision. 
Of course any change of this kind involves a certain amount of risk. However, there is a greater 
risk of the project not working if it is not given the necessary time, encouragement, and support it 
needs to succeed. 

Trust
The students who attend Red Balloon have, for many reasons, lost trust in the orthodox education 
system. The bonds they form between themselves and the other members of the Red Balloon 
community (both staff and students) are, therefore, vital to their sense of wellbeing, and to the 
restoration of their confidence and mental health. Imaginative-inquiry creates situations where 
participants are involved in solving problems. They are cast as a community or a team faced with a 
dilemma or a challenge, such as investigating a corrupt workhouse, helping a homeless women 
recover her voice, or rescuing an injured climber on the side of a mountain. The tension of the 
situation brings the participants together, binding them in a common goal. The way they tackle the 
problem - drawing on each other’s strengths, sharing ideas, making decisions - binds them closer 
together as a community. 
In discussion with the staff, many of them commented on how the students often found it difficult to 
work together in the beginning. They speculated that this might not necessarily be because they 
didn’t want to, but because they were anxious about interactions in an unknown setting, they were 
worried about what might happen in the drama or what others might do/say, they felt they didn’t 
necessarily trust each other (or themselves) and that this was a new learning experience.  In the 
contexts that developed beyond the early stages, however, the staff began to notice a change. 
They noticed the students became more confident in their contributions, started to share ideas, 
and to make decisions for themselves. 
This is a process that took time, over several sessions, with the careful nurturing of the project 
staff. 
In the future, the staff have talked about working with an established group (or groups), from the 
start of September, so that trust and understanding can grow and develop among the participants. 



This is something that (as discussed above) has implications for the timetable and the current Red 
Balloon programme, but might have significant benefits in the long term. 
Time will tell. 
It must however be noted that RBs are Centres where students come for a period to recover. Many 
have not been in mainstream education for months and in some cases years before they reach us.  
All are damaged by the system, by their peers, by staff and by life’s experience so working 
together as a community or achieving mastery are skills that once gained will provide them with 
their ticket to move on to another educational setting, leaving us with new recruits.  It is hoped 
however, that there will be a few each year who stay to help smooth the introduction of a new 
project, bringing with them the skills, interest and experience which help the new students ‘buy in’ 
to the process.

5. NEXT STEPS
As of September 2017 this project is two years old. Over that time the project staff have worked at 
establishing imaginative-inquiry as another way of contributing to the restorative programme 
offered at the Red Balloon Centres. Twice in that time they have given up a weekend to spend 
working on this method of inquiry based learning, finding and trying out new techniques, asking 
questions, raising tension, challenging assumptions and finding new and creative topics for the 
students to explore.
They have embarked on a process of professional development, involving reading, training, 
planning, teaching, and reflection. The Coordinators have supported this work by finding space in a 
busy timetable and giving staff and students opportunities to explore and experiment. The results, 
so far, are encouraging, in a limited way. Staff report seeing development among their students in 
terms of the three aims of the project - confidence, resilience and enjoyment - but there is still 
some way to go before imaginative-inquiry can be called an established and systematic part of the 
Red Balloon programme. 
The speed and extent of that development is largely up to the staff and managers of Red Balloon. 
The following is a list of suggested pathways and is in no way prescriptive. 

1. Establish a regular weekly slot - called ‘imaginative-inquiry’ or ‘inquiry’ - of between 90 and 
120 minutes. This is longer than some of the Centres have been able to give the work so 
far because normal session times are 50 - 60 minutes, which has become the students’ 
expectation. However, longer sessions have been found to give the staff and students more 
scope to explore ideas and to become more invested in the context. Staff should be able to 
end the session early if the students lose focus or interest, especially in the early days. If 
the approach is working they will become more engaged as the context develops. 

2. Start in September, finish in July. It can be hard to keep going, but if it becomes an 
established part of the programme then it has more chance of success. It will also help the 
students to overcome their reluctance to engage with something new.

3. Involve as many of the students as possible, but especially those in Key Stage 3. The 
earlier the students get involved with the approach the sooner they will understand it and it 
will become part of their ordinary week. 

4. As much as possible involve other subjects. Imaginative-inquiry was not designed to work 
in isolation from other subjects/topics in the curriculum, it was designed as a way to teach 
the curriculum. Combining it with other subjects will also help to free up space on the 
timetable.

5. Try to establish regular informal opportunities (possibly in the pub) to meet and talk to 
colleagues about the work and how it is going. In other successful projects using 
imaginative-inquiry this has been a significant aspect in developing the work and keeping it 
going. 



6. Embark on an ‘action research’ approach to the work - keeping notes, planning, and 
evaluation of sessions, and making plans for future development.

7. Another training weekend in the spring - following on from the ones in 2016 and 2017, and 
open to new as well as established practitioners.

8. The creation of a Red Balloon Planning Manual - with lesson and context plans tailor-made 
for Red Balloon students. 

The following list shows possible next steps, which will involve finding significant further funding:
1. Establishing a team of ‘trailblazers’ from across the Red Balloon community. These will 

comprise staff (at least two from each Centre) who will make a commitment to the approach 
and will, over time, become teacher-trainers in the own right.

2. Provide release time for project staff to study, plan, and develop their practice - ideally a 
day a week, depending on funding.

3. Create opportunities for project staff to visit other schools in the UK using imaginative-
inquiry. This is an important next step. There are a number of primary (sadly, no secondary) 
schools using the approach that would warmly welcome a visit from the staff at Red 
Balloon.


