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Episode A

In the first episode of Aesthetics, the teacher explains that his lessons develop themselves.  He makes it a point to break his lessons down, and to think of different ways to present the material to help his students understand it.  His creativity and genuine desire to teach and share with the students is readily apparent. One of the comments he makes is that his students often come early or stay late, which I think is the result of the enthusiasm and devotion he shows them through his whole-hearted approach to teaching.

His school is located in Lynwood, California, which is considered an inner city, gang-riddled, area.  The students are predominately Hispanic and he speaks to them in both English and Spanish.  I thought that he managed to relate his lesson well in both languages.  He involves the students in class discussions, and I believe his use of dramatics helps keep them attentive.  

As in the first two episodes, the teacher introduced other disciplines along with the art, rather than simply explaining a method of production and having the students “create.”  He asked them to consider “what is the meaning of life?” and then gave examples, and visuals, of some of the philosophies of life: hedonism, materialistic, helping others, God, etc.  Then, he briefly reviewed his previous lectures on ethics (right and wrong, suicide, abortion), before he brought up the aesthetic stances of realism, formalism, expressionism, etc.  Working with an inner city population that has gang-related problems, I thought this was an excellent way of reaching out to students who might be struggling with everyday dramatics, such as gang influences.  One of his comments to the viewers was that at the end of his class, students often express to him that he has helped them love themselves; that is, to appreciate beauty and their own potential, and to open their eyes to the world.  His class is just not simply an art class, concerned with producing something aesthetically pleasing; he helps the students to find intrinsic rewards and to value themselves and their potential.  

He helps them to find beauty in everyday, practical experiences, and gives them simple examples that they might otherwise have overlooked.  A great visual example was when he added cream to a cup of coffee, and then used expressive language to theatrically describe its billowing to the bottom and then bouncing back to the top in “voluminous clouds, clouds that float…as if in a distant galaxy….”  He talked about lawn watering, and how the drops form small rainbows. He explained the difference between the practical and the aesthetic, and discussed some of the comments he received from another class.   Mention was made of a guy working out in a gym, and how he watched a drop of sweat trickle down, and then explode, releasing its prisoner of light.  This particular example helped to draw some of the more skeptical males into the conversation by relating the concepts under discussion directly to their experiences.  It also helped set them up for their assignment, which was to write a few sentences about red dye being dropped into water.  He further suggested that they use adjectives and similes in their sentences.  To follow up, he gave them two weeks to come up with two more experiences.  

I think this was a great way to follow up on his lecture because the students would be experiencing aesthetics and finding beauty in everyday occurrences, and this would help them to look at their surroundings in a new way.  Instead of simply teaching them to appreciate fine art in a museum setting, he was helping them see the artistic side of their own everyday experiences.  Further, he gave them a good start in learning to communicate and express themselves in the language of art.  He definitely enriched a studio course with art history, criticism, and the meaning of aesthetics.

Episode B

Episode B takes place in a more affluent area, in Plymouth, Minnesota.  The teacher is an art specialist in a middle class school.  She has been working on the curriculum there for 7 years, during which time she has seen wonderful accomplishments from students in a school which previously had no art program at all.  

I really liked her introduction: she showed several photos and asked thought-provoking questions like  “name three places that you remember seeing art…. Why was it in that location?”  She then initiated discussion about the significance of the art.  Was it for fun, or did it to commemorate an historic event?  Was it functional, like a bench, or did it have a purpose at all?  I thought this was a great way to help the students understand the purpose of art, and to apply it to their own lives through things they had themselves seen and experienced.  

The next part of the lesson surprised me, because I wouldn’t have thought to include a controversial topic.  But by including it, she got the children to discuss a subject that was a current event, which allowed them to better understand the roles of their community leaders.  Not only did they discuss it, but they also performed skits to demonstrate potential solutions to the problems surrounding the topic.  I thought it was creative and a great critical thinking exercise.  Not only did they have to problem-solve, but they had to express their reasons for their judgments.  Having the students enact skits allowed them to see all sides of the controversy, giving them new perspectives and making them aware of the role of art in life. 

Both of these teachers brought the students’ real life experiences into the classroom.  I believe that the students in their classes will take away valuable skills, beyond the ability to produce art.  The first class was given the power to find the beauty in everyday events, and even within themselves.  The second class was inspired to look at the reasons for art, apply critical thinking and problem solving skills to situations, and to recognize the effect art has on people and their community.  

The most important thing I noted in both episodes is that these teachers were enthusiastic, imaginative and thoroughly devoted to their students.  Both teachers used DBAE effectively and put together lessons that helped their students open their eyes to the world around them.  

