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Introduction

For the last decade we have seen tremendous change in educational reform and the impact it has had on students’ learning.  Education has shifted into a new paradigm of trying to support students more in reading and writing with such programs as America’s Choice and Success For All.  More and more educators and policy makers are realizing that we must begin to change our way of thinking and our way of disseminating information to students in order for them to succeed.  We are beginning to realize that we must integrate the curriculum and connect student learning to real-life situations and make it more meaningful.  To this end, creative arts is beginning to become more important in the role of educating our children.  This paper will discuss how creative arts relates to key competency areas of learning, accountability of teachers in regards to creative arts and art education, and integrating the arts in the classroom.

A Time for Change


In a three year study (1994 - 96) conducted by the National Education Forum (NEF) researchers argue that a more holistic approach is needed to learning that aims to start from the basic fundamental, overarching goals of education, which go beyond the specific learning pertaining to individual subjects.  This approach provides a focus on “connecting parts or pieces of the curriculum, identifying meaningful contexts for information and skills, and helping young people and adults to make sense of learning experiences” (Livermore & McPherson).  In doing so, teachers would tap into the student learning potential at greater rates.  This approach inevitably would encompass the following as tools to guide them:  integration of curriculum content, competencies and skills, multiple intelligences, social justice, organizational practices, teaching, learning, and assessment practices and the learning environment.  Researchers found that this process benefited children in primary grades K-6 rather than in high school.  According to NEF there needs to be a balance of both cross-curricular and subject-specific content  approaches.   Teachers who participated in the study began seeing the benefits of integrating the curriculum.  Teachers felt that a holistic approach to learning  included collaboration among teachers of different subjects, team planning, teaching strategies and developing curriculum content.    


Although the success of the program proves to be beneficial, some art educators still feel they do not fit into the holistic paradigm.  “The prime purpose of arts education for most students is to enrich their educational experience generally: to foster confident self expression… creative and innovative thinking… habits of being self directed and involved” (Livermore & McPherson)  .This statement focuses on the fact that many art educators feel their subject should not be infused into the general learning, that it should be a separate entity of its own.  Many believe that art teaching is based on teaching students to become artists, dancers, actors, etc.  What art educators fail to realize is that the educational process incorporates all aspects of  learning and wants to help students become divergent thinkers.  Developing students that can be creative and innovative without the teacher guiding at all times.  We must begin to produce students that are self motivated and self determined even when obstacles are placed in the way of their goals and desires.  Nevertheless, there are many arts educators who feel that an expanded view of the arts is needed and can serve the core goals of education.  Lyle Davidson, a researcher says that, “ Art can contribute to the curriculum by providing models of teaching practice, arenas for developing thinking skills, a training ground for the consideration of multiple perspectives, and a locus for authentic assessment practices”.   In Australia, art educators are beginning to realize they must rethink and redefine their teaching strategies.  These strategies must begin to acknowledge the potential that art will have on particular disciplines and apply it to life skills.  The National Affiliation of Arts Educators (NAAE), a national body comprising representatives from each of the five art disciplines has taken a broad view of advocating quality arts education in schools and promoting the arts’ contribution to general education.  Although the arts have gained considerable amount of ground, one of the key areas where art can be of potential use is the area of technology.  Many students learning in the future will depend more heavily on the use of technology in the classroom.  To ensure that the arts reposition and expand their role the NAAE has commissioned a series of papers on arts literacy.

Key Areas of Concentration


Australia has developed concentration areas called Key Competencies, a set of statements and outcomes for education that reflect the current performance criteria demanded for success in business and industry.  The set of key competencies was considered to encompass things “that all young people need to enable them to participate effectively in the emerging forms of work and work organization” (Livermore & McPherson).    The skills that were defined are:  1. Collecting, analyzing, and organizing information – The arts involve interpreting and processing information.  Journal writing, making radio programs, visual art work and creative drama all play a major role in this skill.  During my internship at College Park Elementary School the kindergarten classes participated in a study conducted by Georgia State University and group called Wolf Trap.  Before Wolf Trap began their sessions with the kindergarten classes the children were asked to draw pictures of happy, sad and angry trees.  Students were also asked to complete a story on a magic bird that was in a tree as they passed by.  Many of the students created wonderful stories and drew trees that showed their creativity.  Once the data was collected Wolf Trap began their sessions with our classes.  We were told stories and sang and danced.  We also got a chance to act out some of the stories in such animated ways.  It was enjoyable for the children as well as the teachers.  I believe through these experiences we gained ways in which to incorporate the creative arts into our own lessons.  Many times during these sessions I observed the children and how they responded to the songs and dancing.  It was amazing how they seem to pick up vocabulary words that were introduced in the session and how they could decipher the meaning by acting it out.  Such words like “intense” and “relaxed”, just to give an example.  Students seemed to retain the information more in a long time range and could recall information of the events from and  could recall information of the events from the last session.  2.  Communicating Ideas and Information – The arts allow students to express themselves and to communicate and share information and ideas.  The arts also allow student to gain self confidence.  During the sessions Mrs. First, my cooperating teaching and Josh (Wolf Trap) went over how everything went, what the children seemed to grasp and what worked well and what needed to be added or changed accordingly.  They both agreed that these sessions enabled students to truly express themselves.  It also allowed all students to actively be engaged and participate.  I could see gains in self confidence in those 3.  Planning and Organizing Activities – The arts allow for dance, productions, time-management of in-class assignments and homework, responsibilities and organization.  Each activity that Wolf Trap presented seemed to be planned and well organized.  Josh was always upbeat and friendly.  The children responded to him well.  Even Mrs. First got an opportunity to act out a story for the children called La Guinea, a story about an African bird who got separated from here homeland and family and friends.  All of the students were able to participate in the story and everyone had an important role to play.  This proved to make the story fun and more interesting.  4.  Working with Others and in Teams – The arts help students become socially responsive. It provides for collaborative learning experiences.  During the Wolf Trap visits students learned about different countries and the languages they speak.  They learned that its okay to be different and to respect one another and each others diversity.  I don’t believe that this was an accomplished task by Wolf Trap, I believe this had already been established by Mrs. First and Mrs. Sheffield, the teaching assistant.           5.  Using Mathematical Ideas and Techniques – By using visual arts to illustrate mathematical competency helps students connect the process in a more meaningful way.  6.  Solving Problems – The arts help students solve problems by allowing students to become creative and innovative in their approaches.  The creation of art can be a continual process of problem solving.  7.  Cultural Understandings – The arts can introduce students to the beautiful cultures of other nationalities and shows how diverse this nation has become.  Both the National Affiliation of Arts Educators and Australian Council for Educational Research (NAAE)/(ACER) reports that the arts contribute naturally and significantly to all of the key competencies.  Training and education in any or all of the arts is seen to provide important opportunities for the acquisition of the key competencies. 

Teacher Accountability


Today in the 21st Century we as educators are still lagging behind when it comes to creative arts in the classroom.  Mostly teachers feel that they are not equipped to teach students how to be creative and innovative.  Art that is produced by students is usually teacher generated artwork or already printed material bought at a teacher resource store.  “Classroom teachers have generally taught art to clarify, consolidate, and vivify other learning in order to help students make sense of their experiences, especially those experiences they shared in school as they studied Greek mythology, or butterflies, or rain forests” (Thompson, Christine).  In most instances, children who do have creative experiences with art are taught by art teachers or are fortunate enough to have a teacher who loves to incorporate learning in a fun art-filled way.  We must begin to recognize that art is not just a means to an end, but that it can genuinely be used in an affective and effective manner to help students learn and apply what they have learned to real life situations and experiences.  In the best of situations, art in the elementary school should be taught as language is taught; a creative venture and an interpretive activity that allows students to share their perspectives on the world.  A 1995 survey by the National Council for Educational Statistics (NCES) indicates that art is taught in only 85 percent of the nation’s elementary schools.  The question arises of who should teach art in the early grades.  Fowler (1996) suggests there is, “considerable ambivalence [among art teachers as well as theorists] regarding the matter of classroom teachers teaching the arts” (170-71).  It can be very advantageous to have colleagues or support, understand, and can collaborate on the work.  However, if classroom teachers are viewed as “capable” individuals who can teach art, then elementary art teachers will begin to be seen as an added expense, a luxury that inevitably can be cut from the budget.  

The NAAE advocates that art teachers are needed to teach the demanding content that substantive art education requires and suggests that classroom teachers serve best in an auxiliary role.  Galbraith (1995) suggests, “the two groups of teachers generally hold differing images of what art teaching entails”.  Basically, they may teach the same subject, they begin in different places and follow different structures.    Teacher education programs are being examined to include methods of art education into the core classes needing to be taken.  For many students, if they have had good experiences with art when they were young, this class will hone in on those experiences and provide a more professional preparation approach.  Those who have undesirable experiences will hold on to these experiences and will inherently fester this in the classroom unless their attitudes are changed through teacher education programs.   The question remains whether or not teachers should teach as they have been taught; with reliance on teacher preparation programs that have guided them along the way.  Fowler (1996) says, “Nearly half of the states grant certification to elementary teachers with no required coursework in the arts, leaving colleges and universities free to eliminate arts methods courses from their curricula.  In Illinois only one college credit is required to obtain certification to teach in elementary schools.    “We must develop a pedagogy that will enable prospective teachers to think beyond their personal insecurities, to develop an awareness and willingness to teach art to children” (Galbraith 1995).  A national survey of art education courses for elementary education majors (Jeffers 1993) indicates that various concepts are introduced in such courses, but three topics emerge as staples: studio processes, pedagogical issues and developmental theory.  Since art methods teachers have little time to stress the importance of teaching art to students, they primarily focus on the pedagogical traditions and established conceptual framework.  Smith-Shanks (1995) observes, “If we expect elementary teachers to teach art—and in many educational communities we do—addressing these negative passions needs to be an integral part of the pedagogy of an art methods class”.  These courses must demonstrate the importance of creativity and innovative ways of teaching students the arts.  Teacher preparation classes should begin to show prospective teachers integrating the arts can be easy and fun.  The arts, in essence, should get students to be creative and to use divergent thinking.  Prospective teachers must feel less intimidated by their perceived notion that they are incompetent or inadequate for teaching the arts.  For many prospective teachers there prior experiences with art has either been a positive or a negative.  Many times, it was used as a form of punishment for not cooperating in the classroom.  Discouragement of negative thinking is highly encouraged.  


Classroom teachers that have the benefit of a strong preservice education in art can, and do, develop and teach remarkably rich lessons and thematic units. “Art for the child is based upon a variety of experiences and interactions with his or her world; the classroom is itself part of that world.  As elementary teachers orchestrate classroom activities, they involve children in experiences which either enhance or retard creative and artistic growth and are influential in forming student attitudes and beliefs related to the visual arts” (Carter 1993).  The way teachers affect children’s lives is indescribable; teachers have the ability to make or break a child.  Children generally can read messages from adults that may be hidden when they are transmitting them.  Abuse and neglect can happen by a teacher as well.  Teachers must remember to educate powerfully.  A model for meaningful art education in elementary schools must begin to outline what teachers are expected to do when it comes to teaching art.  Traditionally, the arts have been seen as “something added” to the basic curriculum.    If classroom teachers are given appropriate support, information, and guidance they can teach art in developmentally and meaningful ways.    “Authentic teaching is specific to people at a given time and place, contextual, an enactment of particular teachers’ stories of art and of teaching as these meet and cohere with their students’ evolving stories of art” (Zurmuehlen 1990).  In observing my cooperating teach Mrs. First, it is obvious that she is deeply concerned about the children.  She is always conscious of their diverse backgrounds and their culture that each one brings to the classroom.  In her teaching style she tries to constantly use props and different materials to help the students in their understanding, especially since we have many Spanish speaking students.  She actively engages students through creative writing, creative drama (having students act out the stories during their reading groups), she also uses puppets and other hands on materials for the students as well.  This seems to be an excellent way to keep them focused and on task.  This also helps her to assess their ability and what they have retained or gained from the lesson.  We as researchers, advocates, teacher educators, and other concerned parties can begin to give students  experiences that they will not forget, experiences that will build  upon their prior knowledge and enhance their current and future knowledge.  We must begin to share our experiences, good and bad, and encourage students to not be afraid.  Colleges, universities, and state departments of education must require art education methods courses as part of the certification process for elementary and early childhood teachers, and art educators must begin to make these classes a high priority.

Integrating The Arts


Education has generally been fragmented and compartmentalized, until now attempts to link subject matter to other subject matter has not had significant progress or has been few and far in between.  Cultural diversity also plays a huge role in the complexity of trying to teach students core material with all of the varying backgrounds and cultural differences.  “Today’s teachers face huge educational problems when they attempt to design experiences that allow our students to cherish and build upon the cultural values of their own heritage while learning tolerance for the values of others and then to develop the shared beliefs that are necessary for our nation to maintain its purpose and identity” (Dunn, Phillip).  Teachers have difficulty embracing cultural diversity with the influx of minority students migrating from other countries enrolling in the public school, it is even still a struggle trying to achieve gender equity, which remains a major issue in the school system.  The arts, the move from one era to the other is also causing many of us to restructure what we teach and how we seek to teach it.  There are many issues relating to the role that teachers should play in the development of their students.  The concern ways heavily on how to balance this revolving problem.  


Two approaches have been developed to share in the goals of strengthening the role the arts play in making schooling more relevant to our children.  The first approach is the interdisciplinary-arts approach.  This approach crosses traditional subject matter boundaries by combining them.  This requires a new breed of teacher – “a change agent”.  “This marks the emergence of what could become a new paradigm for teacher preparation in arts education” (Lentczner 1993).  This teacher will be trained to create and deliver interdisciplinary learning experiences in multiple art forms to children.  These approaches would be team-teaching based that utilizes the expertise of trained specialists in art, music, dance, and theatre.  Teachers must be retrained  to integrate the core curriculums with one another.  In essence, the reform calls for intensifying rather than diluting the content of education by strengthening and adding focus to the subject area knowledge or expertise of teachers.  Many elementary schools are starting to have subject specific classrooms or departmentalized areas..  Students are beginning to encounter teachers according to academic specialties such as; science, math, language arts and reading.   As far as the arts, in states where there are no specialists it is up to the general classroom teachers to create experiences in each of the arts.  This approach would force colleges and university to abandon teacher education programs, no longer will elementary education be necessary.  Students will begin to major in English or another specific field of study and then finish with certain core education classes to earn a degree.  This does not mean that these students with “specialty” fields will not be required to teach in all subject areas at the elementary level.  The second approach is the integrating-the-arts model which seeks to create parity for the arts in education.  This approach also has its advantages and shortcomings.  Historically a balanced approach has not been found when trying to integrate the arts with other subject areas.  For the most part, art and music has always been classified under the gifted and talented programs more for popularity with students than for contributions they can make as disciplines.  Given the current state of affairs in U.S. education, now is the time for us to seek integrating the arts in education.  


During the last decade visual arts education has been a prominent force emerging sensitivity to expanding the arts education curriculum to include content from the four disciplines of art.  Many schools have created programs that elevate the arts from their current position of soft, semi recreational programs to programs that seek to develop multiple learning opportunities for self expression and transmitting knowledge about art.  We must begin to move the arts into the educational mainstream.  Linking arts to core curriculum such as reading, math, language arts, science and social studies. All of these can be integrated with the correct approach and the right attitude.  We should begin to encourage students to embrace the arts as an integral part of the their learning process.  If we can integrate the arts with each other we could begin to reverse this trend by providing multiple opportunities for achieving success while studying the arts.

Conclusion


Overall, the Wolf Trap experience seemed to be a success although we have not seen the end results of the sessions.  It is my recommendation that we begin to take a closer look at creative arts and what it has to offer to our classroom experiences for children.  We must begin to realize that the old way of teaching is no longer enough, writing on the chalkboard and sitting behind a desk.  We must begin to actively engage our students.  Create an environment that is nurturing and full of fun and excitement.  Make students want to come to school and learn.  Create opportunities for all students to participate whether it is through drama, music, writing, play.  There are many varieties that encompass the creative arts.  We must learn that “art” is not only part of the art teachers job, it should be a part of ours as well.  Truly, if you look at research it is suggested that children learn best when the arts are presented in the scheme.  At College Park, as I walk around the halls and visit classrooms, I see many teachers believe in creativity.  I see many pictures and stories hanging from doors and walls.  I see drama, I hear lots of music and most of all I see learning taking place in a more creative, expressive way.
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