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RESEARCH PURPOSE


As a new art teacher, I have been left to my own devices and failures in providing for my students. Lessons are gathered through networking with fellow art teachers, or art conferences. Supplies are slowly accumulated via wise spending of budget money, or finding places of storage for old, leftovers. The purpose of this research is to leave behind a written pattern, or map, on how future art teachers may get up to speed faster than those before them.

RESEARCH QUESTION

In this cash strapped world, we are forced to make decisions that may, or may not, be popular. Today’s school administrations have to choose if they can support art for their students, and if they are permitted how much can they spend? The school I work for has 33 schools, with 25 being elementary and 8 being secondary. They employ 25 art teachers to service those schools and this leaves very little budget dollars for us to spend on our students. This year we received about $2.40 per student taught and we have to do the best we can with that amount. The main question here is how? How do you teach a year’s worth of quality art on only two dollars and forty cents per child?
INTRODUCTION

My philosophy of teaching an art class is very simple: “If you can reach them, you can teach them,” but how do you reach all of your students with art? The main job is to find quality lessons that pique the interest of the children, while still adhering to the curriculum. In art, it never fails that there will be a few students that begin the school year with the comment, “I hate art.” I just respond to them that the reason for this is because they have not had me for an art teacher yet. Art is an interpretive subject and subject to so many opinions. While a group of students may love to perform 2-dimensional work, the others may prefer ceramics, or other forms of 3-dimensional art. I watch some other art teachers as they have their students perform lessons that are so mundane, the children are bored before they even get to touch the medium chosen by the teacher. There are only so many drawings a kid can do before they give up on producing quality art and just go through the motions, trying to achieve the minimum requirements necessary to obtain a passing grade. If the teacher is excited, and knowledgeable, about art, it will be seen by the students. They will pick up on the level of energy and try their best to meet the goals set before them, so stay positive.
WHERE TO FIND LESSONS

Before an art teacher begins, they must find some quality lessons. There are many different ways to do this. First, develop one; what better way to pass on information than to know it first hand? A good art teacher is an artist first, educator second and all artists love to pass along their techniques. Second, network; how can you beat using the experience of fellow art teachers? Third, research; the internet has so many places to find successful projects to upload along the way. Lastly, steal them; watch the walls, look into classrooms and observe what is going on around you.


Would you rather learn from somebody who practices their trade, or somebody that read about it in a book somewhere? There is an old saying that goes, “with age comes wisdom,” but I would qualify that with experience, not age. There is a lot to be said for experienced mentors in the workforce. This plays into the first two sources of finding quality art lessons; self developed and borrowed from a friend. A developed lesson has the teacher’s hands all over it. The project starts with something very close to the teacher’s heart; whether it is drawing, painting or something else. The enthusiasm just oozes out as the assignment is demonstrated for the students and the excitement is contagious. Once the students are on task, the teacher cannot help but smile as the students produce great works of art, proving that the message has been received. If you have an art teacher that is just there because they need the job, it will show in their approach to each lesson. Just because you have an “All Subjects” certification, does not mean that you know the art world. If you have to read out of a book as you present the project to the students, the kids will not respect you and it will eventually show in the work turned in for a grade. This is not to say that senior art teachers are superior to the upstart teacher, fresh out of college. There are those who have been teaching for so long, it has become just a job with good pay. They may have been good in their primes, but refusal to adapt to today’s classrooms has left their approach to teaching art back in the 1970’s. It is also not to say that an “All Subjects” certified teacher may not be creative, or skilled, enough to properly teach art to the students.


There is a humongous cache of tried and true art lessons out there in the real world; you just have to know how to ask for them. All art teachers have some form of filing system in which they keep projects used throughout their careers. Some assignments have not been used in a decade, stored for any number of reasons, but it can still be effective in the right hands. If you can get a hold of a few ideas from each art teacher you communicate with, you can start to build a repertoire of your own. In just four years, I have tried a ton of different art lessons with huge success and limited failure because of borrowed lessons. I still communicate with my mentor/participating teachers from student teaching at college. I trade lessons via e-mail with teachers I have met at conferences (Michigan/National Art Education Association). I visit other schools on my days off and observe their art teacher’s techniques. In the end, I have already ended up with a two-drawer filing cabinet filled with projects to try, or already performed.


If you type “art lessons” into Yahoo’s search bar, you will get 163 Million items to look at. If you narrow it down to “elementary art lessons”, you will get 14.1 million responses and “secondary art lessons” brings up 11.8 million. I do not care if you use all of your planning time for the rest of your career, you would never exhaust this mine of lessons. In my opinion, some of the better web-sites to look at are:

· http://www.princetonol.com/groups/iad/lessons/elem/elemlessons.html
· http://www.geocites.com/theartkids/artlessons.html
· http://www.artsonia.com
· http://www.crayola.com 

These sites can give you a ton of ideas that you can use. You might have to write the lesson plan out, but the concept is there and you can also blend two ideas together, creating hybrid projects; something all your own.


If you watch around you, wherever you go, you will see art being used at the age level you are looking for. Look at the walls of your elementary school and see what the classroom teachers are doing with their students. Do not use it yet, it has already been done. Rather, just take the idea and implement it if you ever switch buildings. Watch out for student displays at the mall, at a hospital, or even the city library. All of these places love to participate in student exhibitions, showing support for their local schools. Why can’t you steal an idea as you walk past? Just do yourself the favor of making a twist or two to the assignment, making it your own.
WHERE TO BUY SUPPLIES


After the art teacher has decided on the lessons to implement, they have to provide the mediums in which to perform the projects. Each school may have different policies, but gathering supplies is a never-ending process and eventually up to the art teacher in the end. Spending budgets usually have a lot to say about how many supplies might be ordered per school year, leaving the art teacher to act as a purchasing agent, finding the best bargain possible. Most schools only allot “X” amount of dollars to be spent by the art teacher and some schools even tell the teacher where to purchase the supplies. Personally, I have found out that shopping around can help obtain the best price possible, netting you more supplies in the end.


The National Art Education Association (NAEA) conference was held in Minneapolis, MN this year and there were 119 vendors pitching their wares to hundreds of the nation’s art teachers. The teachers were there swapping ideas, and lecturing each other on categories of expertise. The companies send their best representatives to try to get those art teachers to spend their budgets by showing off what is new, or available. Catalogs are given out like flyers at a political campaign rally. Gifts are handed out as the teachers walk past. Supplies are set out for the teachers to try, experimenting with a medium while deciding on whether or not to purchase it. Raffles are held, with daily winners. There are so many different mediums out there and the sales people do their best at getting the teachers acclimated with them.


While at the NAEA conference, I took some time with a few of the vendors that do not specialize in one product area (ceramics, kilns, paint, etc.) and asked them some survey questions. The answers that follow the questions are direct statements (quoted), or the numerical average between representatives from Blick Art Materials, Crayola LLC, Sargent Art, and two different representatives of Sax Arts and Crafts (Interviews, 2009).

· 1.) How many art teachers contact you directly to get quotes on supplies? Or, do you usually just deal with each school’s representative?

10 teachers contact their representatives directly. The rest of the schools have specified people that take care of the leg-work involved with the pricing/purchasing of supplies.

· Approximately how many school districts do you service?

47 Public Schools and 6 Intermediate School Districts.

· Are you ever involved with the development of art lessons?

“No” (Blick, Crayola LLC, Sargent, Sax ).

· Do you ever suggest certain lessons to be taught, leading the teacher to purchase certain items?

“Our company offers prepared (and tested) art lessons available for teachers to take and try with our supplies, but no high pressure sales are involved” (Sax). Lessons are available on our web-page, we are happy to be able to help you by providing the means to accomplish them” (Crayola).

· How often do you give product presentations?

“One or two in school presentations per year” (Sargent). Conferences at the state level are good. The National conference gives great exposure” (Sax).

· How “cut-throat” is the nature of your trade?

“Very competitive” (Blick, Crayola LLC, Sargent, Sax).

· Do you have an artistic background?

“I have a degree in marketing, with a strong interest in education” (Sax).

“ No, my background is in marketing” (Blick).

OTHER TEACHERS’ APPROACH TO THEIR BUDGETS

DATA COLLECTION


As a side bar opportunity, I took advantage of my attendance at the NAEA conference. A series of questions was also developed and presented to the art teachers as they walked around between lectures. Talk about shooting fish in a barrel, I couldn’t miss; just look for a rainbow lanyard (a gift from Crayola to hold your nametag) and ask away. Not one teacher refused to participate and some were quite surprised to hear about my budget woes; others impressed I received a whole $2.40. Upon looking at the returned questionnaires, I see that I talked with a wide variety of educators; from first year teachers to university professors and museum education. 
DATA ANALYSIS


I started my questioning with a simple number. This number means a lot to an art teacher, because it is so hard to “entertain” this many minds and this relates to money. You cannot teach when you cannot provide the mediums to do so. How many students do you teach per week? I started here because I see 578 students per week, for forty-five to sixty minutes for a class period (depending on which of my six schools I am at). At twenty to fifty students, two Washington D.C. museum educators had the fewest children to teach (survey 1 and 2). The closest anybody came to the number of children seen per week were two teachers with 500 each. One is an elementary teacher in Howard City, Michigan (survey 3) and the other is a middle school teacher from El Paso (survey 4), Texas. In all, an average of 268.25 students is seen at 147 different schools (surveys 1 through 147).


A voluntary personal/professional question followed; what is your budget per student? This question received quite a few laughs and some very sarcastic comments. Most teachers fell into the same category as I do, about $2.40 per student (the average budget was $2.63 from the 109 schools that gave a real number) (surveys 1 through 147). Some teachers are quoted as “?, what budget,” (survey 5) and “Budget set per year, principal ideas” (survey 6).Can you imagine teaching art at a school, not knowing how you will feed the many minds coming through your door? The lowest budget I can find is $2.00 per student from our friend at the Howard City, Michigan elementary (survey 3). The best budget is $18.00 per student at Byron High School, in Byron, Michigan (survey 7). I visited this classroom and it is amazing what she does with her allotment. All of her students were on task the whole time I visited and you can see the pride they took in their work. The teacher even has dedicated one cinderblock of her wall for each graduating student and they get to paint a self-expression design (approved, of course) to be left behind as a legacy. One answer that surprised me was from the university professor. At $250 per class, with 3 sessions being taught, they received $750 for supplies, for each semester (survey 8). I guess I just never really thought about college professors needing supplies too.


“Where do you purchase your supplies from?” This question was skipped by over half of the respondents, and those that did answer said that they usually order through catalogs (surveys 1 through 147). Vendors send tons of catalogs to the schools and the teachers create a wish-list for the “powers that be” to order. Personally, I like to discuss my order with the Sax representative, because she gives me a quoted price which is usually lower than from her company’s catalog and those of her competitors. This helps me to buy more of what I need to teach the students. Most vendors like Blick Art Materials, Crayola LLC, Sargent Art, and Sax Arts and Crafts are middlemen and have wiggle room for negotiated prices, keeping the customer happy and loyal.


If a teacher spends their personal money on supplies and submits the receipts to purchasing for reimbursement, it is met with a lukewarm response. At 47%, a majority of schools will pay the teacher back (out of their budget, of course) without question. 32% of the teachers said that their school would refuse to repay the teacher and they would be out of the money. That leaves 21% of the teachers that said the circumstances would dictate if they would recoup their expenditures (surveys 1 through 147). These are not good odds, making it better to go through channels before purchasing items on your own. 

One thing that surprised me is how many schools will permit the art teachers to make purchases off E-Bay, or other online sites. From those that answered the question, it was an even 50% (surveys 1 through 147). I see places like E-Bay being a great resource in finding supplies for a decent price, you just have to be educated to an ordering price and refuse to go over that, including shipping in the final cost.

Sixty-five percent of the art teachers said that they receive their budgets in the fall and the majority of those make a one-time purchase for the whole school year. The other 35% receive their money in the spring and have to place an order then for the next school year, whether they hold that position or not (surveys 1 through 147). Placing a one-time order is really difficult. You have to plan on which assignments you want to do a year in advance and, once you place your order, you have no room to make adjustments. If a bigger and better idea comes to your attention, you might handcuff yourself by not having the supplies necessary to teach it. What if you are a first year teacher and subject to the supplies left behind from somebody incompetent for their position? My line of questions did not leave myself any room for these kinds of abnormal situations.

The last set of questions was surrounded around supplemental monies; were there any chances, or did the teacher ever make financial requests from the parents of their students. At my school, there is one opportunity to obtain extra money to be spent on supplies. It is called Lansing Education Advancement Foundation (LEAF). The 18 elementary and 4 middle school teachers request their students to donate selected items to be sold at auction. Local frame shops donate their services and the artworks are sold to the highest bidder (silent or live auction) and the money raised distributed between the participating teachers. As a parent, I was very offended when my children came home with a “bill” for art supplies and I refused to pay. I pay my taxes and that is supposed to be used by the school to provide art supplies for the students of the school. With that in mind, I refuse to request anything of the parents of my students. I do not even know if it would be against school policy and do not want to find out. This does not mean that I would not take an unsolicited donation and, in fact have. Parents have all of these weird collections of things they think would make nice arts and crafts supplies. Sort out the things worth saving and dispose of the rest; a giant storage room would be to keep everything given in the name of art. Now, we need to get back to the survey of art teachers. There were only 7 percent of the respondents that said they have any opportunities for extra money through district sanctioned avenues and those same 7 percent said they also ask parents for extra funds (surveys 1 through 147). Maybe they thought my two questions were asking the same thing, but in different ways.
CONCLUSION


Performing a hands-on survey taught me that I am not alone in the proverbial poor house; I am about average. This does not make it right, wrong, or any easier to teach, it just shows me that I need to stay frugal with the limited monies I receive for an art budget. An art teacher needs to stay on top of their game in order to remain effective in the classroom. Quality lessons are out there, whether in a fresh mind, waiting to be experimented with, or in the filing cabinet of an old-timer, long since forgotten. Supply vendors try their best to make themselves visible, and attractive, so the art teacher will spend their budget money with them, not the competitor. Pinching pennies can add up to extra supplies. An art room is an environment controlled by the teacher, meant to be busy with creativity. It is up to the teacher to know what, and how, to develop that creativity. They need to take the time to look for the best bargain possible and communicate with those that have beaten the path before them. Experience speaks volumes and can help you avoid the pitfalls of being a new art teacher trying to survive on $2.40 per student.
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