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Teachers Collaborate to Create School Wide Project at King
Teachers at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. School wanted to create an art project that was able to reach the entire school while remaining relevant to their specific learning environment.  “We really wanted to use the arts in a school wide project that respects Africa,” said Lydia Jasti, a teacher at King. 
King is a school with an African American Immersion Program that focuses on the history and culture of African Americans.  The teaching staff decided they wanted to incorporate this curriculum into their first attempt to engage the entire student and staff population through an arts project.
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After meeting as a group and connecting with a few artists, the teachers at King decided that visual artist Marina Lee of Beginning Dreams Forever was up for the challenge. “It was a new experience for all of us,” said Jasti. “We felt she (Lee) knew exactly what we wanted to do.” 
Lee was able to schedule multiple meetings with teaching staff to collaborate in the development of the project. “The teachers were very organized,” said Lee. “They would explore different ideas and take it back to talk over with the staff.” 
Over a matter of weeks, Lee was able to create multiple art projects in each classroom that flowed cohesively throughout the school. Each grade level studied a different African country and incorporated what they had learned into various visual art projects. The younger students worked with paper mache masks while the older students created Adinkra symbol stamps, Kwanzaa banners, jewelry, friendship pins, beadings, and hieroglyphs. Lee provided a wealth of research to tailor projects to each grade level while incorporating the Afrocentric theme into each activity. “It wasn’t something separate we did in the classroom,” said Jasti. “It was a continuation.”
“The teachers went so far out of their way to help make it work,” said Lee. Many teachers even participated in creating a piece of art. “Some couldn’t wait to get their hands in. The teachers really made the final celebration happen.”
The culmination of the project came during a school wide celebration where the Kwanza banners were hung in the gym, students wore the African jewelry and friendship pins they created, and exchanged gifts among themselves. Both teachers and a few chosen students spoke to the audience about their experience. “It really helped everyone make sense of the program,” says Jasti. 
King has a great new art room but because they don’t have a full-time art specialist the room is usually empty. Lee was able to use this space to work with students and create a learning environment through the arts. 
“I think we all enjoyed it,” said Jasti. “If teachers don’t get excited about what the children are doing, it just isn’t the same. Our school really enjoyed the feeling of something in the air. It has been wonderful connecting to the community. It changes the culture of our school. We have a new look. There is a freshness about the building” 
How does King School’s African Culture project address grade-specific learning targets that align with State standards?
The strength of King’s project is the natural flow of the theme throughout the entire school.  Teachers and Artist Marina Lee used the school’s Afro-centered educational focus as a starting point and built the program to enhance learning objectives.  Learning targets for each grade level were naturally infused into the curriculum design.

K5 Language Arts:  By listening intently to Artist Lee as she provided instructions on constructing paper mache masks…students followed oral directions.
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Grade 1 Mathematics:  In the construction of paper mache masks, a series of patterns were created with beads and found materials which allowed the students to…create, describe, and extend patterns.  Identify the repeating unit in a pattern that uses a series of numbers, letters, or pictures.

Grade 2 Physical Education:  In the construction of large, 3-D artwork, various materials are assembled throughout the art room.  Groups of students work in teams to gather materials and organize placement in the overall design of the masks…students demonstrated self-control and the understanding of the importance of self-control in group activities.

Grade 3 Science:  Found materials and manufactured materials were used in the construction of paper mache masks, Kwanzaa banners, jewelry and friendship pins.  When gathering and examining these materials, students…distinguished between natural and manufactured objects and materials.

Grade 4 Reading:  As the project evolved and spread throughout all classrooms, teachers had the opportunity to use the creation of artwork with Artist Lee as a focal point in selection of reading materials and other resources as sources of information.  Students read a variety of materials that introduced African culture…recognizing and summarizing the main ideas and key points in different types of reading materials, including informational texts.  Students connected what is learned to their life experience. 

Grade 5 Art:  Artist Lee and King teachers used African Adinkra symbols to incorporate in banners, helping students understand the meaning behind the symbols, their importance to culture and the connection students can make with their own lives, families and communities…students understand that an artifact is a simple form of art.  Students explained the importance of artifacts to our cultural history.

Grade 6 Science:  Jewelry created by students was formed in clay, glazed and fired.  Students discussed and participated in the process…learning how matter changes.  Students explored concepts of solubility, and density.  They connected heat energy to the different states of matter – gas, liquid, solid.  They learned that matter is made up of atoms.

Grade 7 & 8 Music:  In the culminating celebration, students performed African drumming, using traditional instruments, such as the djembe…participating in organized instrumental groups, playing an instrument at an intermediate to advanced level.

What elements define the success of the African Culture Project?
Using the “Characteristics of excellence in arts education collaboration”, let’s examine what made the King/Beginning Dreams Forever project an exemplary arts education partnership.  

· Sustainable long-term relationships are developed.

Without a staffed art specialist at Dr. King School, teachers were hungry to develop relationships with community artists, with the goal of building an “arts-buzz” throughout the school – an atmosphere that would build value of the arts in their school working toward a sustainable program.  Lee’s comprehensive residency helped all teachers and students in the school make a valuable connection with a highly qualified artist educator.

· Multiple perspectives are valued.

During the planning stages of the project, Artist Lee connected with teachers from each grade level to design art projects that addressed the theme of African culture, while building on the skill development needs of individual classrooms.

· Projects support capacity building.

Teachers were genuinely excited and fully engaged in the creation of artwork and planning the school-wide culminating activity.  Through the project, teachers gained skills in the creation of art that they will be able to replicate in their individual classrooms.

· Partners view the entire curriculum as being whole.

Teachers and Artist Lee made natural connections to all academic subjects.  As multiple levels of the project developed, teachers found more ways to integrate the art projects into science, social studies, language arts, and mathematics.

· Projects provide equal access for all students.

The creation of a variety of 2 and 3-D art was a perfect medium for students with cognitive and social developmental disabilities.  Participation in the project “leveled the playing field” for all students.
· The program builds on the strength of each art form.

Each aspect of the program built on the strengths of the other art forms.  Artist Lee, in partnership with teachers in all grade levels, selected projects that fit the learning objectives of individual classrooms while connecting to the overall school community initiative.

· Projects encourage leadership among the partners.

A collaborative approach was implemented which allowed each individual teachers to take a leadership role within their classrooms.  The artist worked side-by-side with teachers and students to design and create.

· School-wide initiatives build bridges with the community connecting the school to the outside.

The school community is using this project to connect with outside partners to feature the completed artwork in a public exhibit.  By taking the art into a public venue, parents and families are encouraged to support their students’ accomplishments, while the greater community sees the value that the arts bring to developing the “whole child”.
