Visual arts teach more than just art
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Christi Dojack at GCPA created her poster to celebrate school spirit and art. 

Pearl Hawk
Published: May 21, 2010 
Updated: May 21, 2010 
» 0 Comments | Post a Comment 

You say that you can’t draw a straight line or color inside the lines? The Greene County Public School system has a place for you from pre-kindergarten to high school.

Contrary to the popular misconception, the visual arts curriculum is so much more. 
It develops motor skills; it’s about science, history and the SOLs. Art develops conceptual thinking. It assists children who learn visually. It helps gifted as well as academically challenged students to remain in school. It brings the world to the classroom through technology and gives students the opportunity to develop themselves through creative expression. 

Teaching and leading the way, the exceptional instructional staff provides enthusiasm, talent, and quantified direction from pre-K to high school. 

Kathyrn Payne, director of the preschool program says that the children are first introduced to the various mediums of art in early childhood where it is incorporated and tied into lesson plans. She points with pride to the framed preschoolers’ art work that decorates the school’s conference room.

“This is my dream job!” says Christi Dojack, art teacher at Greene County Primary School. A muralist and 5K runner, Christi teaches her kindergarten through second grade students to look at objects, reduce them to shapes, choose colors, and gives them the tools to think what to draw. The class projects are geared so that each child can be successful. “The children’s self portraits at the end of the school year capture their own special, unique features. They have developed so much from their first portraits at the beginning of the year. They never cease to amaze me.”

Beth Rodriguez, kindergarten through fourth grade art teacher at Ruckersville Elementary School, believes enthusiasm starts with the teacher. “If the teacher isn’t enthusiastic, then the students won’t be enthused.” As a way to keep ideas and class lessons fresh, Beth plans pursuing a masters in art education online this summer. Her portfolio will include her students’ work to reflect her teaching skills. Beth believes art is taught through an interdisciplinary approach, “Art doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It is influenced by many areas, including history, science and geography.” And it fits in naturally with the SOLs, Standards of Learning tests. So while colonial America is taught in the fourth grade and Greece in the third grade, the art classes paint and draw clipper ships, rural landscapes and Greek amphora vases, while learning art fundamentals.

A collector of vintage cameras, Beth always keeps a digital camera with her to capture photos for her class and her personal artwork. “My husband and I share a workroom. While he plays his guitar, I enjoy painting watercolors and always have something in progress.” 

Kate Kraus, who teaches third through fifth grade art at Nathanael Greene Elementary School finds that the art classroom is a dynamic place. “Educational studies have found that where students are passionate, where passion is understood as an innate desire while pursuing an activity while losing track of time, it tends to be found in art, athletics and music. I believe this is because the students are allowed to have a choice and find something that is important in their lives.” 

Holding a Master’s degree in education, a degree in fine arts, and a degree in art therapy comes together naturally for Kate when she hears a student say, “ I really like this. I feel good about what I’m doing.” Life skills, choices and art techniques were coordinated in a recent project. “The class used the movable computer lab with laptops to search online for interesting pictures. We discussed what was appropriate or inappropriate. They then successfully translated the flat computer screen image into a three dimensional multi-media mask.”

Initially painting oils in a traditional style, Kate is developing an interest in primitive arts. She recently dug clay from a local stream bank, fashioned pottery and fired it without kiln technology.

As students progress to the six, seven and eight grades, Carla Masterson, art teacher at William Monroe Middle School notices that some students elect to focus more on art. Some children have a different way of learning, a “visual learning,” explains Carla, “and creating a poster or collage may reinforce what they’ve learned in another class.” 

The student may start to think “Hey, I’m good at this and maybe I can go to art school, become a fashion designer, sign painter, tattoo artist, do commercial art, or architectural design.”  Carla believes it’s her job to help explore and develop those skills and talents. 
She points with pride at the number of students attending the prestigious summer Governor’s School and at a first place award to an eight grader’s watercolor, which will hang in the state capitol for one year. 

Having lived throughout the United States and Europe, Carla brings unique experiences to her computer power point presentations on art history and the technology “clicker program” facilitates group discussion and testing.

William Monroe High School art teacher Beth Laine reiterates her fellow art teachers’ comments about teaching, “I love my job! I am fortunate to have very talented, motivated students who make teaching a pure pleasure.” 

Beth brings a wealth of art and teaching experience to her high school students. “For years research has suggested that students who take art have higher test scores than students who do not take art… Aside from having a higher self-esteem, they seem to have an increased ability to stay on task, complete work on time and achieve higher grades overall. It definitely makes me feel good to see my students excel in areas outside of art and know that their art education helped them.”

While Beth loves to paint everything from abstract, interesting designs to realistic landscapes and flowers, she notes that art teachers are different from other artists in that, “They have to be reasonably good at all kinds of art in order to give our students a breath of experience in the classroom.” The students completed projects in fifteen different media, including clay, mixed media, pen and ink, pastels, photography, and oil paints.

Beth’s initiative and leadership spearheaded the successful county-wide Arts Festival this past April. Carla Masterson helped coordinate the schools and invited local artists and vendors to sell their arts and crafts. With the gym filled to the rafters with students’ artwork, students’ musical events and plays, poetry readings, participation by the Greene County Technical Education Center in Architectural and Fashion Design, Building Trades, Culinary Arts, and Graphic Communication, it was a year’s culmination and showcase of incredible talent and achievement. 

Despite budget cuts which in some cases apportioned about $2.50 per student for classroom materials for the school year, the Arts Festival vibrantly reflected the students’ and teachers’ hard work. With volunteers and participants, great weather, and an approximately 1,000 person turnout, the festival has become a Greene County community event. 

