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by Karen Myskiw

An Evening at the VAG: Thursday October 22, 2009
The mood was jovial and vibrant as I walked into the Vancouver Art Gallery foyer. I felt instantly at home. I ran into Jessie, a work colleague I had the pleasure of working with while teaching art at the District of West Vancouver. A night of connecting and reconnecting continued, as I met up with an old friend, Deanna, I had met while taking a painting class at Emily Carr. The remainder of the evening was spent mingling with art teachers from Coquitlam as they shared ideas and challenges of teaching art in Middle and Secondary schools.


It was reaffirming as Linda, a middle school teacher, in Coquitlam mentioned the valuable teaching combination of Home Economics and Arts. She shared an anecdote from one of her colleague’s projects. An opening presented it self to ask about a lesson plan idea I had come up with this past morning when I awoke. How gratifying!
Friday at Prince of Wales Secondary School 
Friday offered a myriad of opportunities. The morning keynote address by, Olivia Gude was rich. The message: Make Meaning through meaningful Making, wove itself through the talk with collections of students’ creation that harnessed their creativity. The notion of electing and choosing to invent new schools of thought for humanistic learning struck a chord. Spanning the gamut of art instruction with movement from modernist to present inspired teaching methods. She has created the spiral Workshop in Chicago for curriculum research.  Her e-portfolio and Spiral curriculum workshop is available for sharing. 
 I also attended a few Eco-friendly presentations and found it gratifying to see others share their embodied connection to the land. The use of video to create a documentary for environmental advocacy was powerful With such a philosophy, there is opportunity for sustainable meaningful solutions to our global condition.
Gr8t Art From The Inside And Outside The Student took, by Jane Skipsey gave a personally meaningful way of finding the strength from within. She referred to the book Manual for Life by Bennett Wong and Jack McKeen as part of her journey of self discovery that she brought into the classroom. With topics of Strength vs. Power, Vulnerability vs. Control, authenticity of roles, Presence vs. Absence art examples from students were woven into her talk. She gave examples of students’ works to utilize in lesson planning for the grade 8 curriculums and the use of self evaluation by the students as well as teacher review. Process was stressed over product. 
I spoke with Jane Skipsey after class as she was offering additional resource to teachers.

In many of the teaching classes the use of Photoshop was used as a tool for exploring and collaborating. To open my mind to new technologies, I attended Digital Graffiti transnationally.
Saturday, here I come!
After a twelve hour day Friday, I awoke refreshed and excited to attend the final day of the sessions. While having coffee I met Charlene Gavel from Argyle Secondary and Bruce Emmett from Seaquam Secondary as they described the programs they taught and their reminisced about their path to teaching. 
The Saturday keynote address struck me in unexpected ways, as Robert Dalton described a grass roots approach to creativity that stemmed from the experiences of his students. His humility was lovely as he outlined some of the themes of his works. In particular I was struck by his Eagle Quilt project when he talked of the majestic and furiousness of the bird of prey. Contrast this image against nurturing softness of a blanket; the project juxtaposes masculine and feminine archetypes.

Equally moving were his intergenerational studies, as creating community has underpinned my design philosophy.
As part of my volunteer time I was attending sessions and thanking speakers. I was fortunate to attend a great workshop by Diane Fairey called Community Building Textured Tile Project. We saw an overview of linking feeder schools to the high school and the benefits of pairing up secondary students with elementary students: ease the transition into the school, empower students, work with at risk clientele.  
I attended two workshops put on by Jeanne Krabbenbam. Analogue Photoshop-No Computers required and the follow-up course Great Relief – textures, textures, textures.

The first course was very informative and we did a variety of demonstrations and then tested the ideas ourselves. The second workshop was crowded, so it was more difficult to try the ideas out. The instructor sent hand-outs to follow up. I came away with techniques and lesson plan possibilities, plus a list of artists and terms to build a lesson from, when the opportunity presents itself. 

On more than one occasion, art teachers commented on the combination of Home Ec and art. At one point, Charlene Gavel referred to liken minded people, as I shared how excited and comfortable I was at the conference. Throughout the conference our volunteer efforts were recognized. The organizers did a great job. Kit Grauer professor from UBC was warm and gracious. At one point Associate Dean of Education and art educator, Rita Irwin took the stage to address the crowd and speak of international concerns. 
Saying good bye to Pippa Dean-Veerman, whose session I attended the day before called Evolution from Art Advocacy in Eco-Art, we shared heartfelt thoughts on connection to Nature and how we might subtly rekindle this kind of knowing into our classroom. Expressing my desire to teach art she responded: “give yourself permission”…intention creates opportunity. Thanking Kit Grauer again, we hugged and I said I have been adopted. She responded, “…that is a good thing!”
Epilogue

I did collect a number of older ‘Canadian Art Teacher’ journals for my library as well as learning more about the art teacher association list serve. Our student membership is active as a result of participating in the conference. I made numerous contacts and I have a pen pal being forged from a young art teacher out of Calgary whose dream is to have an Art School Ranch for Children. We shared some interests I want to explore more through pen, paper and art-making.
I did also gain some other insights. I met one lovely young teacher who graduated last year and had not received any opportunity to teach art as a TOC yet. I am fortunate in that there are opportunities to teach Home economics. Another teacher from Langley remarked that it was wise to have Landscape Architecture to fall back on, as she felt the education system was shrinking; efficiency and budget constraints were to continue and job availability might be affected.  

Last year I attended the THESA (Home Economics) conference, so for a change of pace, I was thrilled to have the art educators’ opportunity present itself.
