How to Change Art Learning

GOOD TEACHING IS A PRACTICE

My educational psychology professor in college emphasized that all teachers need to think of themselves as being in PRACTICE in same way the physicians PRACTICE MEDICINE.  He indoctrinated us to say that we will be PRACTICE TEACHING no matter how long we are in the profession.  I retired a couple years ago, but I came our of retirement last semester to PRACTICE Teach a course called Teaching Visual Art (I was helping out since we had a professor on sick leave).  After practice teaching for more than 40 years, it still felt like practice.  I was trying new things and I was making notes on things to do differently next time.  It happens in studio art also.  My ceramics professor in graduate school told us that nobody had ever lived long enough to know everything about ceramics.  I never unload a kiln without finding something to learn from.

LEARNING ABOUT LEARNING

Of course there are many things that universities need to teach about teaching art, but in my opinion the ART OF LEARNING is most important thing that all future teachers and others need to learn.  No matter what our profession turns out to be, we will do best if we realize from day-one that we have to keep learning (by practicing).  This is no simple task because our habits of thinking are hard to change.  It requires that students change an aspect of their personality.  It requires that they change their disposition toward life and success.  We get many students who have been conditioned against this by their parents, their peers, and their former teachers.  They want the teacher to give them the answers rather than to help them learn how to learn.  They do not want to learn how to ask good questions.  They expect to be told how things should be done.  They have been conditioned to think education is a matter of remembering answers for tests. In my opinion we can offer some information, ideas, and skills from our expertise and from experiences, but it probably a mistake if we lead any student to think that we have provided the final word on anything.  It is also a mistake if we allow them to feel they have succeeded in the course based on what is taught as opposed to what is learned that goes beyond what is taught.

METHODS OF LEARNING TO THINK CRITICALLY ABOUT TEACHING ART

We require quite a few hours of pre-student teaching classroom observation and participation.  The challenge is to get students to creatively observe rather than simply learning by imitation.  We work at this by assigning them to observe the ways in which art teachers respond to students.  They have to tally the methods used when kids ask the teacher for help on artwork.  They have to count how often the art teacher uses suggestions, how often the art teacher helps by using an open question to get students to think, how often the art teacher helps the students find answers by encouraging experimentation, by showing an example, and so on.  In some cases, teachers draw for their students as a way of helping.  The goal of our assignment is to get the college students to become aware of alternative ways to teach art and to think about what each method does for and to the students in the art class.  Some methods teach thinking and creativity and other methods condition students to follow experts and become increasingly dependent.  As we learn about methods, we come to think of some teaching methods as anti-art education.

When my students write up their observation of an art lesson, I ask them to describe the lesson, but I am not grading their description of the lesson.  I base their grade on their original thoughts about the lesson, and unless they can propose alternatives ways to teach the lesson (no matter how well the lesson worked), they do not get credit for the observation.  For some students it is a paradigm shift in their own learning when they are required to contribute their own ideas in order to get credit.

When they field teach they have to conduct a class critique and they have teach art history.  They only get credit for what they teach if they bring a video of it for discussion in our class.  By this time they have begun to get it, and they ask each other good questions when we discuss their videos.  Even with all these methods and knowledge, when I go to observe them as student teachers (the following fall), I still see that in the heat of the moment they are prone to revert to imitation of inferior methods that were used on them by many of their teachers.  In our three-way conference after the observation I sometimes still need to ask them if they remember the tally of the various ways art teachers respond to student requests for help.

TESTIMONIAL

The Saturday before Father's Day I received a great note from a ceramics student from 20 years ago.  Rob came from a single parent home and was the first in his family to go to college.  I think one of his brothers was in prison.  I recalled that near the end of every year Rob would tell me he would probably not be back in September.  Somehow, he always showed up and made it through college, but it was difficult.  In his note he told me a bit about his job, his three teenagers, and that he was still making raku ceramics.  Mainly, he said that he wanted to thank me for teaching him how to learn.

ONE IDEA TO MAKE THINGS BETTER

I very much appreciate the sharing you all are willing to contribute to this list -- especially those who raise good questions to get some thinking started.  An email discussion group similar to this one could be very useful for university and college teachers who are teaching art teachers.  Many of the instructors are adjuncts and some are grad students.  Some are not very well prepared and many feel overworked and unappreciated by the students required to take their classes.  I think an email discussion group would be a good way to help them share both frustrations and ideas for things that work well for them and their students.
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"Art is me when I am myself."  ... a kindergarten girl when asked, "What is art?"

"You can't never know how to do it before you never did it before."  ... a kindergarten boy working with clay for the first time.

