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There are a few reasons I became an art teacher. Some of the reasons are positive and some are negative, but mostly I became a teacher because school and teachers suck. I always found the classroom setting to be very boring and the person in charge usually lacked the motivation to create a better learning environment. I have always said that most teachers are “Information Parrots,” spouting out and regurgitating information they were taught years ago while using the same methods they were taught that knowledge. Robert L. Fried only deepened my belief in this while I read through the first few chapters of his book “The Game of School.”

There have been studies that show that less than 10% of a lecture is retained by the time the listener walks out the door. That gained knowledge lessens even more by the time a week has passed. This presents a question….why do we still use lectures as a way to teach? As an example: I have another class in the Teacher Education program and the instructor uses a three-hour session to read a prepared PowerPoint presentation, which is promptly posted on ANGEL after class. Why? I have to sit in class for three hours listening to something that I can read in forty-five minutes, or less. I am zoned out for those three hours and learn more from the student input and comments, than listening to the instructions.

Fried wrote down a few samples of lessons some teachers have used to liven up the education of their class; he calls it “Authentic Learning.” A history teacher that uses the cleaning of an old cemetery supported by a trip to look up the village records to write a small essay about one person in that cemetery is a good enough lesson. But, they also follow this up by assembling the writings into a collaborative book to be an official part of the village records. How sweet! Not only do the students learn something about their local history, but they get to become a part of it as well.


Reading that lesson brought to mind a lesson I designed during my first year of teaching art. I had a placement inside a “Performing Arts” school and the students were very good at art. They challenged my creativity as much as I challenged theirs. I moonlight as a fire fighter where I live, so I used my connections to arrange a “working” visit with the fire station that was about half a mile down the street from the school. I preplanned by teaching my students about fast gesture drawings (a one-minute, scribble drawing used to capture the “motion” of a live model). As we toured the fire department building I would say “freeze” and the fire fighters would hold their pose for one minute as my students “caught” the moment on paper. If the fire fighters were demonstrating how to properly raise a ladder, team up on a hose, don their turn-out gear, or saddle up on a fire truck, the students could capture that. I would double this by taking a photograph over the students’ shoulders and this would serve as a visual reminder for the third part of the lesson. 

OK. We have learned how to gesture a person’s motion and implemented this during a visit to the fire station. After that entire visit we spent the next week of class turning one of the gesture drawings into a work of art. The students chose their favorite moment and had the freedom to choose which medium they wanted to work with. Some chose crayons, watercolor paints or color pencils. As they drew and colored their work I announced that the station had put up a department sleeve patch to be traded for the best piece and the fire fighters were going to be the judges of this contest. The artwork would be framed and put on permanent display in the fire house. The children worked as hard as they could, taking great pride in their work and they were desperate to earn the patch as a trophy. 

In the four years of teaching, I have been placed in 16 different schools. I have to establish myself quickly and I only get to see my students for about one hour per week. This means I have to earn the students’ respect very fast and find ways to keep their interest as the school year progresses. My initial approach to teaching is short and to the point, being closely related to a military setting. I have even earned the nickname “The Art Nazi” Once classroom rules and procedures are established I can relax and start to let my proverbial hair down. I use garbage as a medium. We use clay, paints, color pencils and telephone wire to create art with. I have taken it upon myself to find as many different ways to transfer my love of art and art history to my students and they feed off this. By the middle of October I usually have won over most of my students and my moniker disappears. I start getting extra drawings from the students telling me how much they love my class. Being the low-man in the department, I get to apologize at the end of the school year and tell the kids that I probably would not be back the next year. I get tears and handshakes from the students because I have shown them respect and made learning fun for them. Some of the hardest case, bad behavior students remember me and listen when I need to administer corrective advice; even if I come back to visit their school a year or two later.

Now that I have explained my approach to teaching (kind of) it is time to go back to my original thought….school sucks and so do most teachers. I have information I need to pass along to the students, just as a core curriculum teacher, but I find new and exciting ways to do so. I self-assess my approach to teaching every time I present a lesson. I just do not understand why other people do not do the same. My teaching motto is: “If you can reach them, then you can teach them,” but I wonder how many teachers feel the same. The methods we were taught are obsolete and need to be re-thought. In the 21st Century classroom, we need to find ways of implementing technology and use it as a tool. Institutions like The Lincoln Center, New York, provide training how to use art, music, dance and theater to develop cross-curriculum lessons. The internet is a giant cache of lessons just waiting to be found and used in the classroom. It is up to the teacher to find ways to make their lessons more appealing. By doing this the teacher would make themselves less sucky and I might enjoy being in their class. We, as teachers, need to quit being Information Parrots and start being the aggressors in developing tomorrow’s classroom environment; a new and exciting one.
