MEETING INDIVIDUAL NEEDS

Dog Days
Karen Rosenburg

F

ridays are a special
day in my artroom.
It is the day my dog,
Pax, comes to school
with me. Thanks to the
presence of this five-yearold chocolate lab, I have
witnessed amazing transformations in student
artwork, behavior, and
inclusion, specifically
in students with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD).
Pax is my son’s autism
service dog. He is trained
to help my son go places
that are overwhelming
for him, though he does
not need to bring Pax to
school. Pax went through
two years of training
with a special needs service provider before he
came to our family.
Soon after receiving
Pax, I started a Master’s
in Art Education with
an Emphasis in Special
Pax-inspired artwork from student MP.
Populations at Moore
College of Art & Design.
For my thesis, I decided to study the
in the same place. It was difficult to
effect Pax had on the art classroom,
get him engaged with creating art.
specifically on students with ASD.
My second student, TG, has some
cognitive impairment. TG adores art
and has filled several sketchbooks, but
In My Artroom
all of his drawings are the same. His
I studied the work of two students
work consisted of cartoon characters
with ASD and noticed some signifithat were copied from animated TV
cant changes after Pax began coming
shows. His sketchbooks were full of
to class. The first student, MP, has
characters that were so crowded on the
some cognitive and fine motor impairpage that everything overlapped and
the characters were transparent and
Thanks to the presence of this labeled with their name or something
lab, I have witnessed amazing they might have said. Both students
transformations, specifically in were in the same class and would sit
together. They didn’t try to interact
students with autism.
with the students around them.
ment. He would randomly pick colors
and make marks on paper, sometimes
not even looking at what he was doing.
His marks were repetitive and always
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Student MP
Once Pax attended school with me on
a daily basis, there was a big change
in both students’ behavior and work.

I discovered that MP
adores dogs and loved
having Pax in the classroom. Pax became a big
motivator for MP. He
went from being uninterested in art to actively
participating every day.
Pax would lie down next
to his chair every class.
If MP decided he was not
going to participate, I
would tell him that Pax
couldn’t sit with him and
I would have Pax stay
behind my desk. MP did
not like this and would
quickly get back on task.
MP also used Pax as
his subject matter. I created dog-shaped stencils
and taped them to paper.
MP used colored pencil to
go over the stencils. When
he was finished, I would
remove the stencil and
he would see Pax’s shape,
which he enjoyed. He
used this method several
times with many types of
media, each time saying, “That’s Paxy
Dog!” and “I did that!” when finished.
Student TG
TG was able to participate in a life
drawing lesson where Pax was the
model. Pax would lie in the middle
of the classroom while students surrounded him with paper and drawing
boards. TG said this made him feel like
a “real artist.” He took his time and
drew many pictures of Pax that were
accurate representations. For the first
time, he was drawing from life and creating something that was uniquely his.
After the project was over, he asked
if he could paint a picture. I gave him
an easel, a palette, a smock, and a canvas to work on and told him that this is
how artists paint. He was thrilled. He
CONTINUED ON PAGE 51.
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Thanks to the presence of
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not even looking at what he was doing.
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My second student, TG, has some
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all of his drawings are the same. His
work consisted of cartoon characters
that were copied from animated TV
shows. His sketchbooks were full of
characters that were so crowded on the
page that everything overlapped and
the characters were transparent and
labeled with their name or something
they might have said. Both students
were in the same class and would sit
together. They didn’t try to interact
with the students around them.
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model. Pax would lie in the middle
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boards. TG said this made him feel like
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drew many pictures of Pax that were
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started by painting a checkered
background in many colors. He
then added patterns on top of
each square. When the background was dry, he painted a
self-portrait in green paint over
the background. When I asked
him why he chose green, he told
me, “Because green makes me
feel brave!” This was a completely original piece and the
first time he was able to reflect
on his choices.

Conclusion
Both MP and TG improved socially as well. Classmates
would give them positive feedback on the work they were
doing and start conversations about dogs and pets, which led
to conversations about their families and, eventually, their
art. They learned the names of all the students in the class.
They became more social every day. Pax was able to bridge
the communication gap between MP and TG and the rest
of the students. He aided in successful inclusion where students with special needs are made to feel a part of the class
instead of just physically being in the room, so every Friday
will continue to be Dog Day in the artroom!
Karen Rosenburg is visual arts and ceramics teacher at New
Hope-Solebury High School and special area curriculum liaison
for New Hope-Solebury School District in Solebury Township,
Pennsylvania. krosenburg@nhsd.org

to find and draw before the
end of the day. Parents need to
participate if a student wants
to find them all. Students can
race ahead with their parents
The Sketchbook Scavenger Hunt
or meander with me for a
I
while. Most families do a combination of the two. When they
run into me, they often show
me their drawings and ask if
they can see mine. It’s a fun,
low-key approach.
The following year, I added a
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 16.
thirty-minute sketching lesson
to the beginning of each event. Families who want to come
early can meet for a few minutes to learn how to identify
the simple shapes that make up animals and how to sketch
those shapes quickly until they create a satisfying drawing.
Through trial and error, our art events get better each
year. They are now a selling point for our art program.
The headmaster mentions them during every school tour.
Because of their success, I was invited this year to pitch
my other ideas for community art projects. My next ambition? An in-school art fair!
MANAGING THE ART ROOM

Rama Hughes

n the decade or more that I’ve
been leading my school’s art program, I’ve never been able to take
my students on a field trip. The
administration has approved visiting
artists and guest speakers, but field
trips come with a unique set of problems. How will students get to the
location? Where will they eat? Who
will supervise them? Each of those
answers comes with a monetary cost.
I see each of my classes once a
week. How can I justify taking students away from their other classes
for half a day or more? It’s a shame
because drawing on location is a world
away from drawing in a classroom.
Happily, I’ve found a way to offer
these experiences to my students.
Several years ago, I got approval from
my school to invite my students to
draw with me at the Los Angeles Zoo,
the Natural History Museum, and the
L.A. Farmer’s Market.
At the Zoo
The activity began when I volunteered
to chaperone a third-grade field trip to
the zoo. I got the homeroom teachers’
permission to add a few of my own
objectives to their lessons. In addition
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to identifying and describing predators
and prey, we invited students to draw
those animals. We asked them to use
their drawings to augment their written descriptions.
We challenged students to observe
the important traits that made each animal unique. What details should they
include in their drawings, for example,
to show the differences between a
bongo and a gerenuk? The outing was
such a success that I volunteered to
chaperone again the following year.

After-School Alternatives
When it was made clear that I could
not lead my own school field trips, I
requested an alternative. Instead of a
school-sponsored field trip, I got permission to invite my students to join
me for extracurricular activities on
the weekends and after school. Some
of those events include portrait parties, adult art classes, and art talks.
The most successful though are our
annual sketchbook scavenger hunts.

Making Adjustments
Students and their families are invited
to join me at the Natural History
Museum in the fall, and the L.A. Zoo

in the spring. Because the events are
optional and because we meet at the
venue instead of the school, they are
not technically field trips.
Parents pay for admission and supervise their own children. The activities
are designed so they cannot be completed without parental participation.
That wasn’t always the case. Origi-

Drawing on location is a
world away from drawing
in a classroom.

nally, I walked families from exhibit to
exhibit and we drew as a group. Parents
attended, but often left a few students in
my care. Inevitably, one student wanted
to race ahead while another wanted
to take their time for a long, detailed
drawing. The guided tour became a disgruntled mess, so I made adjustments.
The Sketchbook Scavenger Hunt
I introduced the new and improved
sketchbook scavenger hunt. Students
are given a mini-sketchbook with a list
of items to find and draw before the
CONTINUED ON PAGE 51.
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Rama Hughes is an art teacher at Yavneh Hebrew Academy in
Los Angeles, California. rama@ramahughes.com
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Author Website: www.ramahughes.com

NEW FROM DAVIS!
Following in the tradition of Beautiful Stuff,
this book tells stories in which children and
teachers explore the beauty of their local
environments all around North America.
Through their explorations, collections,
creations, displays, and stories, children
discover the beauty and variety of their own
natural worlds. Principles of the Reggio
Emilia approach guide the explorations and
documentations of found materials from
the natural world, providing inspiration for
any classroom to look more closely at the
beauty and wonder that surround them.
Grades PreK–5. Softcover. $34.95
DavisArt.com/BeautifulStufffromNature
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