“THE BIG PICTURE” or What is Your Project About?

M

any times the skills we teach or the art forms we work with seem to exist for their own sake as separate entities to be learned: How to model with clay, how to play an arpeggio, how to execute a perfect plié. Yet by themselves, these are only components of the Project Design, they do not as yet indicate what learning these things will contribute to lasting knowledge, capable of application and transference to other situations and learning occasions. In short, ArtsBridge students need to relate their particular lessons to a “big picture,” to life-long learning goals. Here are some examples of excellent ideas that don’t quite link up to a big picture:

· This example is adapted from Understanding by Design:
 Coordinated activities in a third grade classroom around the theme of apples yielded some wonderful activities such as writing a creative story involving an apple, learning about different types of apples, making an applesauce recipe in larger quantities than the original, and visiting an apple orchard. But these linkages were merely superficial, only tied to the theme of apples without reaching out for enduring understanding. Here are some suggested conceptual questions that might lead to a Big Idea for this unit:

· How have planting, growing, and harvest seasons affected life in the United States over the years? In our region? How have children’s roles at harvest time changed? Do we still need to close schools for nearly three months in the summer? How do the art activities relate to these questions?

· At Davis, a student was teaching primary colors in conjunction with first grade weather studies. Painting umbrellas in primary colors seemed to link her skills with the weather topic, but there was no larger concept to take away. Thinking about the properties of paint, she came upon the idea of having students paint rain falling and letting colors mix, thus combining the dynamics of weather with the abilities of primary colors to yield other colors as they mix. Something larger--about change, nature, color, and artifice was then the subject of the project—this clarified the big picture.

· In a unit on world dance here at Irvine, the connections between learning Vietnamese harvest dance movements and the activities of harvesting in the real world seemed like a satisfactory Big Picture. But beginning to explore the relationship of embodied experience (actual labor) to art is a bigger picture, and the function of art as a reflection of reality but also an imaginative re-creation of reality is even bigger. Does art lead or follow? 

· Conceiving of the Project Description in terms of aiming at Enduring Understanding(s) of a Big Picture requires students to ask questions about what they are teaching in relation to the problem presented by the teacher, but also to go beyond the obvious to a further level of complexity and analysis. Some helpful questions to get this process started are:

(1) Why are you teaching these particular lessons? What outcome are you hoping for?

(2) How will these lessons help students make creative sense of their world?

(3) What will be learned about art and its relationship to culture through these activities?

When it’s time for the Weekly Project Plans, the evidences of understanding students decide upon should correlate to the enduring understanding of the big picture they are trying to foster.  Keep harking back to those larger goals as you structure the smaller, sequential tasks.
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