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Summary

The inherent paradoxical character of blindness and visual art is often a huge mental block for visually impaired art students.  My research is based on, Nick B, a ninth grade student at Kalamazoo Central High School in Kalamazoo, Michigan.   I first met Nick in the Introduction to Ceramics class while working as a student teacher in Mr. Voege’s art room.  Nick is completely blind now but was able to see as a young child.  A brain tumor and subsequent surgery caused his complete visual impairment. The issue studied and action taken is based on Nick’s inability to work independently.  The questions posed associated with the problem are:

1. How can visually impaired students have a successful and meaningful art experience and how can they be instructed to manipulate the medium more independently?

2. What techniques and tools can be used to achieve the first objective and the ceramics course objectives?

3. Where does confidence building and creative drive fit into the process of becoming more self-sufficient?

Nick came to K Central in the beginning of the 2012-2013 school year.  He has a full-time aid, Mr. Handley who is employed by the Kalamazoo Public School district.  Information was obtained by personal conversations from Mr. Handley and Nick’s Kalamazoo Regional Educational Service Agency (KRESA) caseworker, Mr. Bormann.  He is a Teacher Consultant for Visually Impaired, Orientation and Mobility Specialist who is instrumental and enlightening concerning Nick’s disability during the research process.

The early hypothesis’ within this area of study references art comprehension and argues that since touch is sequential and gradual, a blind person does not have the ability of a complete and spontaneous understanding of art.  Psychological and educational research crosses over in this area and it has been determined that research should be less concerned with tactile perception and more with emphasis on drawing.  Researchers now are moving more towards and reckoning with the understanding of creativity, motivations of students and the debate on how to achieve inclusion to better serve the visually impaired.

The ten observations recorded lasted on average 20-30 minutes each, spanning over the course of seven weeks.  The specific data collection techniques applied are; one to one interaction, direct instruction, observation and questioning.  These were all beneficial in determining a proper and effective course of action.  The data collections prompted some simultaneous actions taken during the research project to improve Nick’s level of independence and skills.  The following notes are a sample the log entries taken during the observation sessions. 

We begin our work time with discussion of ideas for vase design.  I asked, “What kind of design do you want to carve into your vase, Nick?”  He replies that he’s not sure but soon thought of a spiral.  I agreed that I liked his idea and explained it was an ancient symbol which means different things to different cultures like; water, sun and stars.

I began by drawing stars with pencil on the vase so he can carve the spirals out revealing the terra cotta clay color under the blue slip coating.  Next, I guided Nick’s hand to begin the carving; I could see he was having difficulty with making the circular spirals.  I redirected Nick to think about stars in the sky also.  He immediately mentioned red, white and super nova.  I said that he should consider creating these other smaller stars on the vase also.  They can be randomly placed and can be made by incising deep marks.  I guided his hand while he held the incising tool to apply pressure onto the vase surface while pulling hard to create the random star line.
It took a few tries but he got the hang of it and became very enthusiastic about the process.  He was happy with the results and acting on his own accord!  I felt he had truly gained confidence in his creative self at this point.  It was a break through point and he wanted to do more but it was time to go.

Establishing trust was essential to developing a successful relationship with Nick this semester.  By starting with an anticipatory set explaining art elements like; shape, form and texture along with clay construction on January 25, Nick would be able to place trust in me as a teacher and hopefully, as someone who is genuinely interested in his artwork and life.  The work and observations I conducted with Nick were linear and spontaneous.  By coming up with solutions quickly and in the moment, I could effectively provide more directed and differentiated instruction to further his progress.  

Encouragement and experimentation to create art more frequently and with different medias is a very big influence for improving desire and also can promote working more independently.  In the February 27th session, Nick was able to successfully manipulate his vase and incise a design onto the surface with little help.  The experience was new and it had meaning because it represented his own idea of the night sky.  Thus, the mental break-through gained in this activity is far more important than the end product.  The self-confidence and satisfaction generated during this session will hopefully resonate with Nick and he’ll be motivated to participate in future art experiences.  

Nick B. made significant progress in the areas of skills and his capacity to act more independently in the art room.  In order to help him mature into a higher-functioning blind adult it is necessary to continue with materials manipulation and confidence building activities like visual arts.  Not only is it interesting and satisfying, but it can provide inspiration for Nick to develop his abilities further in the arts and hone his social skills.  During our time together, I suggested to Nick that his mother could research area programs held with other visually impaired teenagers.

This action research project was rewarding beyond all expectations.  I was introduced to the integration of a blind student into the art room while focusing on Nick’s dependency issues.  We both learned so much by this experience and I will continue to think about the courage and inner strength Nick shared with me as we tried to navigate the K Central art room by working together.   

