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Introduction
Welcome to the fourth podcast series from the Arts and Education Portal. In this series, we share discussions and presentations from the 2026 Arts and Education Portal Regional Day. This took place on Saturday the 25th of April at the Garage Theatre in Monaghan. Our second episode features a TAP Creative Project called Waves and Wonders. Teacher Oonagh Gilsenan and artist Rebecca Maguire share their learnings from working with senior infants at the Navan Educate Together National School.
We hear how the classroom was transformed into an ocean of imagination using beach pebbles.

Oonagh
So, I'm Oonagh, this is Rebecca. I'm teaching in Navan Educate Together. I've been there since 2009. And this time last year at one of our staff meetings, one of the girls in our staff mentioned the TAP Plus programme. So, four of us from school signed up and it sounded like an amazing project.
So, the four of us did the summer course and we were really, really lucky to actually get three TAP projects and one blast, which was amazing. So, this year we've had a ceramic artist, a textile artist, a photographer and Rebecca, our amazing pebble artist. So, I'm working with, I'm teaching senior infants at the moment and I was blown away by Rebecca's presentation in the TAP summer programme. So, I was delighted to be partnered with Rebecca and she came in for an initial meeting and we kind of just discussed the possibilities of what we could do with senior infants. You know, I suppose sometimes we kind of think they're so small, the things that they could do are quite limited.
But actually, it was amazing what we, what Rebecca kind of inspired us to do. We discussed the naming of the project and before, when I realised that I'd got the project, I'd done a circle time with my kids. And we had started with saying, I wonder, all about the sea and all about the beach and they come up with just beautiful things. I wonder what lies beneath the ocean or what I could find in the beach and all that. So, they actually came up with six names for the project and we whittled it down to the name Waves and Wonders, which I thought was really nice.
So, yeah, we kind of spoke about the possibilities and at that initial meeting, we kind of said, maybe we could bring them to the beach just to see where the process starts. And, you know, everything doesn't have to be bought on shop. And, you know, I suppose we're an urban dash school. So, the experiences of art that our children, the things that our children experience, they mightn't experience being in nature so much. You know, eight of them had never been to the beach before.
So, we said, we'll try and get to the beach. And that was where it all started. So, Rebecca's now going to just say how we started.

Rebecca
Can I just say, Oona's amazing because she just dropped the words, the sentence, let's go to the beach. And I was like, are you serious?
Oh, my God, I couldn't believe it. Like, yeah, we'll get funding. Like, nothing was a problem for Oonagh. But I was like, this is a dream for me because Oonagh wanted it all about pebbles, big children. And I was like, this, it's just coming together lovely before we even started.
So, my first day meeting the children was amazing. The night before, I was there going, oh, God, senior infants, like little kids, five-year-olds, what am I going to do? So, I brought in my samples of my artwork and the little faces looking at me going, yeah, that's lovely. Is that a pebble? You know, framed pictures.
So, I decided to bring in a surprise for them. I created these little personalized pebble characters. So, it's a wood slice with a pebble with the children's names. Oonagh had given me the children's names in advance. And the night before, I was so unorganized.
I came in with a secret box and all these pebble characters. And I started a story time with the children. I said, children, you never guess what happened. I opened my hall door and there was a cat sitting on my porch. And the cat was called Caoimha.
And the little girl was like, I'm Caoimhe.. And then I said, and then a bee flew by me. And that bee was called Bernie. And the little face is just a light. So, that's when they realized, oh, my God.
You know, we can do art and storytelling with pebbles.

So, it was a hit. It was a big hit. And every time. So, after I sentenced Rebecca, presented the child with their pebble pet.
We call them the pebble pets. They were just blown away.

And then I started walking to the school and I stepped in a puddle. And there was a turtle called Timmy in the puddle. And they were like, how is there a turtle in a puddle?
You know, the imagination was great. So, that was that. So, you are all going to be pebble artists now. Just demonstrating how simple pebbles that you can collect on the beach can be used in a fun, creative, playful way to do storytelling. Use an imagination.
It's great for children. And they really get into it because their name is mentioned in the story. So, it's great. And then they can use that as like a nameplate for their table. So, it's many uses.
And it's inexpensive and so simple. And well done, everyone.

Oonagh
Okay. So, after that day, when Rebecca came in. I was exhausted.
Our next meeting was going to be at the beach. So, as I said, we're a Desh urban school. We don't like asking parents for money. And the cost of buses is gone through the roof. So, I decided, look, I'll write a couple of letters.
So, I wrote a letter to Credit Union in Navan. And they sponsored us. The cost of the bus and some of the materials for our project, which was amazing. They were really, really enthusiastic and really positive about it. So, we got to the beach.
Rebecca was, I was thinking kind of, what beach? We would go to Gormanstown, Bettystown. They'd be the closest one. But Rebecca said, absolutely not. There are pot pebbles on Killiney Beach.
We'll go to Killiney Beach. We'll go where the pot pebbles are. So, and also, she was very practical in her thinking. There are public toilets there. And, you know, for senior infants, having sat on a bus for an hour and a quarter.
Very important, those little things. So, we decided, yeah, we'll go to the beach. And I was kind of going, oh God, hope the weather plays ball. And the day before, it absolutely lashed rain. And my anxiety was going up and up and up.
But actually, on the morning, the sun was shining. It was absolutely beautiful. So, that was number one, positive. So, the kids loved getting on the bus. On we went.
We met Rebecca. When we met her at the car park, she had a bucket for each of the children. With their names on it. And pebble artist on it. So, they were really excited to get going.
So, they had to pick their favourite pebbles from the beach. And it was just magical. Rebecca will tell you all about the beach trip now.

Rebecca
I wanted to, from the very start, to get into the children to refer themselves as pebble artists. You know, we're all pebble artists here.
Let's go and collect our materials, you know, for our project. So, there was great excitement. I don't know if anyone has been to Killiney Beach. There's a fantastic car park. But you cross the road, there's the DART train station.
But the little children were like in pairs. And it was like, aye, aye, captain. You know, crossing the road. And we had to go downstairs and through a tunnel. And it was really like an adventure for them before we even got onto the beach.
So, it was like, oh, where are we going? And then when we turned around the corner, got out of the tunnel, it was like, wow! They were just so excited. Because the whole beach is just pebbles. Yeah.
East of them had never been to the beach. Yeah. And, like, we had to kind of stop them from running. It was like, okay, steady on. You know, what do we hear?
And then all of a sudden they started looking. I see waves. I see birds. I see pebbles. I see treasure.
I see seaweed. And then what do you hear? You know, I hear the pebbles. You know, do you ever walk through pebbles in the night? So, it became a sensory experience for the children.
And then it was like, off you go. And they were like, you know, some of them were kind of lying in the pebbles and picking them up. But they were actually looking at them. And that's great. Because they were looking at the patterns.
And, like, some of the, like, there's a little girl there. She was actually looking. And she said, there's spirals on this one. There was another child saying, there's holes in this one. There's diamonds in this one.
And, like, it was great. This child there, he was, I'm not a geographer. I wasn't good at geography in school. But some of the pebbles had kind of sparkly bits, like granite or something. And he's like, is this real diamonds?
Like, I said, yeah. He said, there's pirates out there. So, you know, their imagination, it was great. Now, this diamond, the pebble artist was collecting his pebbles. This is called a hag stone, if anyone, did anyone hear that?
And you look through it. And it's like an evil eye type of thing, kind of protects you. So, we found a hag stone. And there was great excitement. And we did a treasure hunt.
 I said, okay, I want you all to go now and bring me back a stripy pebble. So, they all came back. We found a stripy pebble. Put it in your box. Go and find me a black pebble.
So, it was a great experience. And we stopped for lunch. And it was just amazing. Like, one child said, I can see the sun dancing on the water. Do you ever see the twinkling?
Like, they were really taking it all in.

Speaker 2
And it was just brilliant. And one of them, actually, in the reflection at the end, we were asking what was their favourite part. And she said, sitting beside the water, listening to the waves and the pebbles. And she sat for ages.
She gathered all her pebbles within an arm's reach. And she sat and she listened to the pebbles rolling back. And it was just fabulous. She sat, I'd say, for about 10 minutes just listening.

Rebecca
There was no one else on the beach, just us.
Like, it was just, I said, you can't make this up. It was just amazing.

Oonagh
They thrived, absolutely. And we'd have a lot of children with English as an additional language. And they find, you know, the reading and writing part really tricky.
And they blossomed in this project. They really loved it, really, really loved it.

And the teacher-artist pair, Mairead Murphy and Lucy Rill. Lucy works in the arts now. And Mairead was a deputy principal, but she had been a tap teacher.
And what they said was, different children become leaders.

Rebecca
Yeah, yeah, absolutely.


Very quiet, suddenly find their voice.

Yeah, yeah, yeah, that's it. And I started asking the children there.
Like, Oonagh was great because I wouldn't be used to dealing with young children like that. Like, my own are all in their 20s now. I actually forget when they were five. But Oonagh was very helpful for me, breaking down the language in a simple way. So I was saying, what does this pebble remind you of?
And they were saying, this is a fish, this is a whale. Look, this is a starfish. Like, you know, they were looking at the pebbles like, what could this be? And I said it in a kind of simple way to them. And Oonagh was a great help.
That's where the partnership worked really well. Because I wouldn't be used to a classroom where Oonagh is used to teaching children, used to explaining. So it worked really well. Yeah.


 Yeah.
 OK.

Oonagh
So then we went back into the classroom with our bucket of pebbles. I had a giant bucket of pebbles. And each of the children had their own little bucket of pebbles. And we kind of said, you know, what can we do now?
So this is the day after the trip. And their mom, these are twins, and their mom was late to collect them. So they were in my classroom on their own. So I dumped my bucket of pebbles out into the tuff tray. And I said, play with them.
And this is Samantha. And she made our secretary, Ailish. And just after that, she put two tiny little pebbles on for her nostrils. So I brought Ailish in and I showed her.

Rebecca
 She wasn't told how to do that.
She just started playing and coming up with that herself. And Una texted me that photo later that evening. And I nearly cried. I was like, oh, my God, that's just amazing.

Oonagh
And we decided then, with the children as well, what can we do now with these pebbles?
And, you know, we'll do a big, big project in November about the sea. So I pulled out all the picture books about the sea. We've got a gorgeous storybook I've left outside I'll show you about finding the perfect stone. Is it here? Oh, yeah. When you find the right rock.
And that was just a really nice introduction to, you know, nice illustrations about pebbles and just what we can do with them and how to just it kind of brought our project kind of to life here. And then we use them as we use them in our mats on 10 frames. And we use them to play bingo, Waves and Wonders bingo, which Rebecca came up with.

Rebecca
We made these bingo cards, images associated with the ocean, the sea. And we made bingo cards.
And the children used the pebbles as the counters. So we had a bingo morning. It wasn't legs 11 or two little ducks 22. It was have you got a starfish? Have you got a lobster?
So they would just cover. So that's a good kind of problem solving exercise for them as well. Teamwork. We had them in teams. So that was a good exercise for working as a team.

Oonagh
And they're still often brought out in playtime in the afternoons.
Can we bring out the Waves and Wonders bingo? They love it. And even still use the pebbles. I still have the bucket of pebbles there. Yeah. So and then we discuss songs that we could learn. So we learned a few songs about the sea.


Rebecca
Oonagh is very into music. She's the music person in the school. So it was important to Oona to incorporate music into the project. So they learned a few songs as well.

Oonagh
Yep. So then on Rebecca's next visit, she looked at the patterns in the pebbles.


Rebecca
So I wanted the children to look closer at the pebbles and look at the patterns and touch them, feel them, look at them for size, shape. And I said to them, let's trace pebbles now. So we got a blank page and they had their little buckets of pebbles. And I said, take a couple of pebbles out, baste them out nicely and trace them. And then they took the pebbles away and they were left with these shapes.
And then I said, start pushing a design on them. So they were designing their own pebbles. So that leads us on to task activity number two. So if you go to envelope number two in the bucket here, there's a Waves and Wonders journal. There's an empty page at the back called trace a pebble here.


Oonagh
Yeah, so I suppose as part of the TAP summer programme, we just learned about documenting our project. And it's, I was kind of going, God, how do we? I do do that. But actually, they're able for a lot more sometimes than we think they are. And so I just gave them a copy book.
And for every lesson, we did something small, something easy enough. So at the beginning, it was just kind of where today is Monday. We'll start our Waves and Wonders project. And Rebecca gave me a pebble pet. So that was just after Rebecca's first visit.
Just a little bit of writing. Then they just drew, they traced around their pebble pet and just kind of copied it and wrote about what it was. The next thing was their tracing around the stones. So some of them actually just copied the patterns on the stones. But Harriet loves cats.
So she drew cats and herself on stones. And then Rebecca had brought in lots of just different pictures from the sea and from the beach. And they just did a collage. And they spoke about what they put on and what they liked and what their favourite sea creatures were. We learned Baidin Fheilimi.
And they just drew Báidín Fheilimí. They drew a boat. After our trip to Killiney Beach, we just popped in a couple of photographs. Small bit of writing again. They drew their favourite sea creature.
That was the photograph that probably should be at the end, but anyway, of our finished collaborative mural. We spoke about words to describe pebbles. So we took these pebbles here and talked about what words can we use, the adjectives that we could use to describe them. So they just wrote them down. And they coloured a little picture compared to their collage.
And then at the end, just a reflection. Did you enjoy the project? And they all absolutely loved it. They just looked forward so much to Rebecca's Wednesdays when she came in. And my favourite part of the project was what they enjoyed most.
And then we just stuck in a whole load of photographs of that particular child's work. So it's a nice thing to have for them to take away. And Rebecca made a gorgeous... It's very similar to this little booklet here. We had an exhibition at the end and she made one for each of the children and their families to take home as well.
 So it was just lovely to have a record of their project. So that's our journal.


So each stage of the project, they documented it themselves, which is great in their own little way as a five-year-old, like as a drawing rather than writing an essay, which they wouldn't be able to do. So it was their documentation, which is very good, a good process for them, a good thing to do. So...


Oonagh
Do you want to talk about the collaborative mural? Yeah.

Rebecca
So they were like, when are we going to paint the pebbles, Rebecca? They kept saying, when are we going to paint the pebbles? I said, you have to learn to handle them first, look at them, examine them.
You're a pebble artist. You're making them be real serious. And then I arrived one day, I said, we're painting pebbles. And like the faces were like, wow! This is what they were waiting for.
So we decided and we told the children that we were going to do a collaborative mural at the end of this project, but they were going to build, they were going to paint all the fish and the characters that were going to be stuck onto the mural. Because they were so young, I decided that it would be best if I did the base at home for the mural, and then we would stick all the elements to the final piece. So they were so excited, like painting their fish. This one here is gold. Timmy loved gold.
I said, Timmy, that's just gold. And he said, it's a gold fish, Rebecca. I was like, oh my God, well done. And there was another one there. Oonagh mentioned Harriet, obsessed with cats.
She kept drawing cats on her fish. I said, what's this fish? And she said, it's a cat fish, Rebecca. Why don't you know that? So for five-year-olds, it's just amazing, the details they did.
I went around each child, each table, and I said, come on, do your patterns, do your colors, and they were great. They just played and designed, and they did painted shells as well, which was a lovely activity. Again, you couldn't hear a word out, and they were just so focused. Like, as you can see, these pictures, like, they were really, you know, into it.

Oonagh
And that girl there actually has additional needs in my classroom.
She gets quite upset in an overwhelming environment. Excuse me. And she just loved when Rebecca came in. She really, really thrived in that environment. And she, like, these are all hers.
She was flying through them. She was really, really loving it.

Rebecca
More pebbles, more pebbles. And this, like, this is just fantastic. This little girl put mascara and eyeliner and lipstick on her fish.
But they just loved it, and they were so proud. They're like, take a picture of my shell, take a picture of my pebble. So we were doing a collaborative mural, so I said to Una, I would like the children to do individual pieces, a mini version of our final piece. And I said, Una, it's going to be messy. And she's like, oh, what do you mean?
 Like, I said, like, there'll be paint on the walls, on their faces, like I'm bringing in balloons and straws, and she's like, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa. I said, just go with the flow. Trust me.

Oonagh
You know, trust the process. So sometimes with 25 senior infants, I am guilty of just taking them as a group during playtime and doing that group one day, that group the next day, you know, just because sometimes it just takes a lot of organisation and it can be quite noisy when it's just me and 25 children.
But Rebecca said, no, we're going to do everything all together. So we just got an adult in for each table. So it was well controlled.

Rebecca
When I walked into the classrooms, the children were gowned up, gloved up. I was like, what?
Oonagh's like, OK, what do we do? So my type of art is mixed media. You can see it there, the children. So I use recyclable materials to create art. So I would get a balloon and dip it in paint and put it on the canvas, or I would get straws to make bubbles.
I don't know if you can see. And the children were so excited. I brought in a toy car and I ran the wheels through the paint and I just ran it across. And one of the girls was like, Rebecca, what are you doing? I was like, this is art.
So they just got so messy. There was paint everywhere. But like, look at the faces. They were delighted. And I was absolutely delighted with the result.
Like, I was just flown away. It was amazing. And this little guy here, he kept saying, how much can I sell this for? And I said, $1 million. And every time I went into the classroom, he'd say, I'm going to get $1 million for my painting.
So you can see the dipped balloons, straws, everything. Just bubble wrap. Cocktail sticks. Cocktail sticks, everything. That was the base.
And then they painted pebbles to create these beautiful. So this was a mini version of our big mural that we were going to create. And they were so proud of it. And you can see the tire marks there, the wheels of the car going through. And they were like, oh my god, this is amazing.
Rebecca, you're the best artist in the world. I was like, going home with a head this size. I was saying to my family, do you know who you're speaking to? The best artist in the world. So it was great.
So this was what I was doing at home. It was exactly what the children did. I was throwing beads, balls, rags, mops at this. And then I was creating the backdrop, the jellyfish. Like, all this is done with straws, back of spoons, bubble wrap.
So I was creating that. And then all these beautiful pebbles that the children created were going to be stuck on. And Oona, music is important to Oonagh, and she wanted a bit of movement through it. So I put the lyrics of the song Báidhín on it and glued some kind of direction stones to create movement in the piece. So you can see it there.
And I got the fish going. And there's the lyric. So I brought this in to the children. I didn't want them to use glue, so I took all their pieces home with me and stuck it and brought it in. And they were like, wow.


Oonagh
They were blown away. It's hanging outside my classroom. And we actually had an exhibition in February. And we invited all the parents in. We invited the rest of the school in.
And we had the classroom set up in a U-shape with the children all sitting beside. And each one of them had a guest or two at the other side of their table. So they explained the process. They had their pebble pets. They had their piece of art and their stones all over the table.
And they were just so proud. It was just, they were really, really...

Rebecca
And then they got up and sang a song. They sang the song they were learning. And it was a beautiful celebration of the project.
And the principal came in and she said, hello, pebble artists. And they were like, yeah. So proud. And I went in. I hadn't seen them since December.
And I went in. And one little guy, Theo, said, I can see you through my hagstone. And I was like, oh my god, he remembers. He remembers the name of the stone. So it was just brilliant.


Oonagh
And it was lovely for the parents then to meet Rebecca because she's like a celebrity in my classroom. So all the kids were going home and saying, Rebecca, Rebecca. And so the parents eventually got to meet and speak with Rebecca, which was lovely.

Rebecca
And Oonagh's daughter came in and played the harp. It was just a fantastic celebration.
It was really great.

Oonagh
And actually, after that exhibition, each of the children from the other classes got to take away their favorite pebble. And one of them from first class was sent back to me that afternoon after their free playtime. He went to the art table. And he stuck his pebble onto a sheet of paper.
And it was the head of a dinosaur. He drew the dinosaur's body. And his teacher was like, oh my god, amazing. It wasn't teacher-led. It wasn't artist-led.
It was just him using his pebble for the dinosaur head.

Rebecca
It was inspired by senior infants.

Oonagh
Yeah, it was lovely. Lovely.

Rebecca
So this is our next activity.
I hope it goes well. I hope I've arranged it. It's called Maths in Disguise. So this is Xs and Os, or bees and ladybirds. So we didn't do this with Oonagh's children.
We did the bingo. But I wanted to demonstrate this today, again, how simple pebbles can be used as a learning tool for maths. So it's problem solving, sets. What else, Oonagh?

Oonagh
Just having fun with pebbles, I suppose.


Rebecca
Yeah. So it's teaching them, again, mapping out a grid, identifying sequences, predicting your partner's next move, problem solving, and then organizing it into groups, pebbles, bees, and ladybirds. So envelope number three, you need to be in groups of two for this because we're short on time. This is just a video of a couple of highlights we put together. And there's very important speakers on the guest speakers on the video.
Some very famous pebble artists, Irish pebble artists. So I invite you to sit back and enjoy.

Video
I left my machine, I was shipping a taxi, said to me, we're going this way out with my machine. How about a ride for me? I left him like a lad in my Waves and Wonders journal.
I loved our pebble artist, Rebecca. I made a dolphin and a turtle using pebbles. I liked a picnic on the beach. I liked collecting a bucket of pebbles on Killiney Beach. Into the waves and the pebble.
We found some hack stones on Killarney Beach. I like to tour the huts on the Killarney Beach. I like to do the picture with the pebbles. I like painting fish on my pebbles. I made a rabbit using pebbles.
I loved when my dad and mom came to my classroom to see my pebble artist. I'm going to sell one million dollars for my art. I love the story when Rebecca gave us our pebble pets. I love going to the beach with Rebecca. I've signed up for the TAP programme again next year.


Oonagh
If anybody is looking for a course to do, I would highly recommend the TAP summer programme. Catherine did it as well.


I'm actually working with Catherine at the moment.

Audience
It's really good for tension. It's an hour and a half to switch off.
It's very creative. I really enjoy it. I'm a very lonely camper if you need to come back.

Speaker 3
 We're working on space adventures with Catherine. I had to brush up on my planets.
I was like, oh my god, the solar system, I can't remember. The children are great. That age group are lovely, five year olds. They are so free. They don't think about what's right or wrong.
They just fully immerse and go for it. I highly recommend signing up for TAP. It's brilliant.

Audience
I visit a lot of the TAP programmes just to put my head in and say hello to people. I see repeat offenders.
What they say is they're doing it for their well-being. They don't look for a residency or an artist. Each year they do it for their own well-being. I suppose one of the joys is you don't know what the artist genre would be. You come on the TAP programme and it could be four different genres.
That's the joy of it. I suppose the confidence, to go back to your question, you're more empowered. Even if you don't get a residency. If you get a residency through TAP, you could apply for a Glasgow residency. Because artists will always be TAP trained.
A lot of people do it. Particularly through COVID, we pivoted and went online. There was some challenge. The amount of people who came back and did a face-to-face TAP course with us afterwards. To find out, could it be better than they had online.


Rebecca
It's amazing. We were with the education centre. It was a marvellous summer course. With the wonderful Farrah McEvoy and Rita Penny. The dynamic duo.
Me and Oonagh. I finished that course. I felt so inspired. It was amazing. I went home floating every day after.
It's a fabulous course. The education centre got in touch with me. They said you're partnered with Longwood. I was looking at them. We were all training together.
 I remember sitting in the car park waiting to go in. I can't remember who Una was. When she walked out, I remember. She was the best. And Catherine.



 Yeah.

 Oh, yeah.

Rebecca
Amazing. It's a great altogether programme. It's just wonderfully put together.
I'd recommend everyone do it. I bet you you'll never look at Pebbles in the same way again. And go to Kiliney Beach.

Oonagh
Thanks, everyone.

