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I

have been teaching elementary
art for nine years in the suburbs
of Chicago. This is my second
year providing art instruction
to a special population of students
with a range of disabilities including
Down syndrome, autism, cognitive
disabilities, dysphasia, and fragile X
syndrome.
The challenge I initially faced
when planning art lessons for this
diverse group of special-needs kids
was daunting. I felt completely
unprepared and in desperate need
of resources. I looked for examples
of programs in my community, but
there were none. I also looked for
graduate classes on the subject, to no
avail.
Researching Resources
Finally, I decided to do what I often
do when I need to learn something:
I went to the library. I found one
interesting book, Young at Art, by
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Susan Striker, which presents exploratory ideas for working with color,
shape, line, and various art concepts
in combination with music, games,
food, and books. This inspired me to
provide students with opportunities
to freely explore a wide range of art
materials without any rules.

time. Others just wanted to cut and
glue—especially glue!
It has been fun and challenging to
seek out materials to complement
the color or shape we are exploring. Seeing the pleasure in the faces
of these kids as they mix modeling
compound together and the joy and
wonder in their eyes as they spread
paint colors or print with real leaves
is awe inspiring!

Special Days
We had “Red Day.” I gave students
a variety of red drawing materials to
begin their work. We colored, cut,
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