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I have a ceramic lesson that I use to teach elementary students how to work with clay. This is supposed to be a part of our curriculum, but a lot of my fellow art teachers refuse to include it in their repertoire because they would have to carry a ton of supplies around from school to school and class to class. I don’t care. I see this as a great way to reach my students and let them experience something new.

 

As I demonstrate the “how” to work clay, I tell my students “why” we do things in a particular way. I use terms like “wedging,” “slip” and “kiln.” Most of my students have never heard of these and the words stick to their brains like wet spaghetti does a wall. I have the terms written on the board while we work and, as the kids are performing their projects, I ask them what they are doing, or why they are doing it. The answers come without hesitation, and some of the students use the board to keep their words straight. After three weeks, when the lesson is done, I hand out a small, ten-word quiz and see if any of the ceramic terms have been retained.

           

The terms used in this lesson – Clay, Wedging, Slip, Pinch-Pot, Kiln, Fire, Glaze, Green-Ware, Bisque, and Ceramic – are mostly unique to ceramic art. They are big words for students in elementary, but by constant use, a vocabulary is built up. Visual support is available for the students to reference and the actual physical performance of each term drives the word home. There are no real pitfalls to look out for when approaching a lesson in this manner. The words/terms are presented to the students and reiterated throughout the lesson. It takes three weeks to properly perform this lesson and this is ample time to help build up knowledge of the terms within the students. By the time for the quiz, the students have heard each word at least six times and this helps them retain the information.

           

I know that this type of lesson does not meet the criteria of the phonemic or phonological awareness reading (Current Practice Alerts and Development of Phonological Awareness). There is no decoding of the terms (Teaching Decoding). We do not even have to break down the syllables (The Multisyllabic Word Dilemma: Helping Students Build Meaning, Spell, and Read “Big” Words); we just use them. I introduce each word; repeat each word and physically/visually demonstrate each word and the connections are made kinesthetically, or visually (on the board).

           

I started getting interested in “Procedures For Word Learning: Making Discoveries About Words” until I found out that it was more of the same old talk about reading strategies. Yea, for building up sight words; yea, for word families; even yea, for partial and full alphabetic phases; but boo on the whole concept. Why is it so hard for the educated, educator to see that sometimes-actual learning comes from experience? Give a child a lump of clay, let them feel it for the first time in their life and, if the term is used in a proper way while they have it in their hand, they will associate the term and substance together. If you show the child the word at the same time, it becomes a third part of association. Watch a child squish that clay into a table, trying to pop any existing air bubble (wedging) and you will see determination. Tongues are hanging out and there is a worried look on their face because they do not want their ceramic project to fall apart in the kiln (for those that do not have experience with clay, wedging pops air bubbles that exist in clay. If you do not pop the bubbles, they will explode in a kiln [giant oven that heats clay to over 1800 degrees]).

           

I have experienced a lot in this world and most of my education comes through the hands-on approach. I can read, but the words are just that…words. My comprehension comes through a constant attack on those words. Most kids will not have the same approach, or persistence I have used to learn. But, if you give me the physical item in the word (let’s just choose dog as an example) I will associate the letters D-O-G to go with a dog (sorry, but if I chose a sacroiliac, it might confuse some people ). My approach sort of falls in line with the concepts behind Stahl’s “Vocabulary and Readability: How Knowing Word Meanings Affects Comprehension,” but I take a back-door approach into the learning of the words.

           

I understand the importance of reading and how most people achieve this intelligence. I just question why there have not been many people that have looked into finding ways, outside the norm, to teach people like me. The lessons I use with my students are not unique; many teachers utilize physical forms of teaching, but why can’t we find ways of using this to help some of our students? Are we afraid of failing? Or, are we afraid of succeeding?

