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little or no value as collectibles in today's market. For collectors of toys, 

condition and rarity is everything. The excitement of folk art for both 

scholars and coUectors is the endemic uniqueness of the art form. For 

various paintings and sculptures, it is the collective wisdom and 

consensus of curators, appraisers, scholars, and dealers that determine 

which periods in an individual artist's development is most important 

and ultimately most valuable in the market. Punctuated by 

acknowledged and valued qualities, there are nevertheless arbitrary 

biases in all categories of collected objects accentuating the spirit of 

individualism. 

The market and the classroom often corroborate democratic 

orientations. Public opinion and public taste form a shifting matrix of 

consensus. Object learning advances the national art education 

standards with its emphases on critique, cultural history, aesthetics as 

well as tedmique and design. As s tates throughout the COWltry are 

issuing and revising arts standards, the reappearing concern for creating 

commWlity connectioflS is supported by the heightened examination 

of the artifacts of our personal and collective histories. 
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40 "Miss, Miss, Look" 

Miss, Miss, 
Look at What My Mother Sent Me 

from Jail 

Future Akins 

When I tell people that I teach in a public school. especially when 

Igo on to say that I teach at the Junior High level" there is almost aIways 

snickering soWlds and rolling eyes followed by horror stories from the 

past. They relate memories of crowded, 

noisy hallways filled with bullies; 

classrooms that felt like jail, teachers 

that were bored and lots of hormone 

driven mis-adventures. I just smile 

because I know it is all too true. I do 

not attempt to explain why, as an artist, 

I choose to retum to the classroom after 

so many years or how I am inspired 

everyday by the energy and truth of the 

students I encounter. I have come to 

learn that this immediate reaction by 

otheIS is only a small part of the whole experience. 

Junior High, for all its craziness and rambunctiousness is also a 

place of incredibly direct honesty. t do not know if this honesty is a 

remnant of innocence from elementary school or if it is the beginning 

bravado of young adulthood. It is probably a mixture of both. I only 
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know that if J get out of the way, if 1 pay attention, and if I allow for the 

unexpected, I will experience glimpses of unbelievable insight. It is 

these moments that guide me as a teacher, and as an artist. 

Through my personal teaching experiences, I have observed 

young men and women who transcend the conditions of their daily 

lives to communicate through art the raw truth of who they are. When 

I teach, I do SO from the experience and perspective of an artist. I try to 

bring the world of art into each life by first helping each student realize 

art is everywhere, that you do not have to be privileged or wealthy to 

see art or to study art; you simply have to look around YOll. With this 

in miIld I periodically ask a simple question "who has seen some art 

lately?" After we all survive the giggles from the various versions of 

questions about cartoons (yes, they are art), video games (who do you 

think drew the characters?), wrestJing (look at the wonderful colors 

and use of design in the costumes), graffiti (how many symbols do 

you see everyday?) and slightly racy scenes from movies (yes, when 

you go to college you will be able to draw and paint nudes), there are 

some shy responses about a painting or a drawing in someone's house, 

I always ask them to describe the piece in words that paint a 

picture ... size (height by width by depth), media (drawing, painting, 

sculpture), and subject and then to tell us why they liked itor disliked 

it. In the case of small pieces or reproductions, 1 encourage them to 

bring them in or to take a photograph of the art so our class as a whole 

can experience the visual image first hand. We have good reports and 

not-50-good reports, but we are talking about art and it is this dialog 

that I believe is the fOWldation of an awareness of art that can last a 

lifetime. 
One day the importance of this casual conversationru ahnosphere 

became clear when a very excited yOWlg woman quickly raised her 

hand and shouted out "Miss, Miss, look at what my Mother sent me 

from jail!" She held up an envelope covered with drawings. 1 knew 1 
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had no time to hesitate in my acknowledgement and encouragement 

of this form of art. So, as she opened the letter and brought out the 

enclosed handkerchief, I asked the class to gather aroWld. Instantly, 

we were surroWlded by "oohs" and "ahhs." Suddenly, students that 

had been silent throughout all our art talks started to tell of art they 

had received from relatives in jail, They compared images, color of 

ink, styles of lettering and the pro and cons of using tears. We were all 

looking, really looking at, the quality of the lines; the subject matter 

and the emotional message each image carried. It was a great art 

moment. 

Art can bring people together who never might have met. In one 

class, one very shy young man (Ben) who was new to the United States 

(English was his seWnd language), living with his elderly grandfather, 

ended up sitting next to another young man (Jared) who was a bright, 

gifted and talented student from a well-to-do home. I am not sure how 

they ended up next to each other (1 allow my students to sit where they 

please), but I do know that they were the two smallest guys in a class 

of very large and very life- experienced students. We were about 

halfway through the semester when we developed a project on maps. 

I casually mentioned that they could work in groups. I explained how 

collaborations in art happen more often than most people think. I 

showed a number of slides of examples of collaborative work, 

discussing how the work was divided fairly. Class continued as usual 

for a number of days and then about a week later, Ben came up to me 

and carefully asked if I had meant it when I said they could work 

together. 1 assured him r did and then asked him why he wanted to 

know. He reluctantly turned over a drawing of the cartoon character 

"Snoopy", explaining that he and Jared both loved Snoopy. He 

hesitated, but slowly went on to explain that it was really important 

that it was "OK" to work together because" I don't always draw so 

good, but Jared can draw what I think." I wanted to cry or hug them 
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Lutht-r King. Mother ~ c-T OuoV~7~ "",[ G.mdh, w~ ~l 
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cl.s>.. WI< '"iI.&l1l1y k"ew wi! h.....t a way 10 help IIwrn with lheir relldio&

Tho! Spotn"'" 1O'..nwr .. fn. ... " I .. • w"""'" Ihi>< J"'rt uI tho! I'n.;.ct. FACio 

$tUd",,' ~g.-:I IO I'¥'KI tho! flmcIoe <!/Od> mo;.'1lh , ... d-.. ~, ~nd 

outJoud, wh1l<!wOfkU1f: 0;.'1 drawmg. and ...oo.lsci ttw.a .. 1"" ..... 1 of 

the tiaw. A$ the yNt poogrmed the student< Io;>id. oIt- proud they 

wt'I"e to be 'loIT)'lt\,g on a traditioo. how much furl ,1 was to learn why 

these c.:us well: iO 1I,\Id. a pm of their Hispanic heril.tSe. 

II wlo~ ~ W .. ~t Y'·'''. \.'ok went I" ~ dehydnr.timl I'IHnl mlearu fors t 

h!lIld who, .. v~ry ~m"U !'''''''P of f"".'pl~ 01" 1(1"",,1 110 .. w". ld . Whll" 

t~~, we we ... IID\IIZe'd 10 Mill' th., d~ 01 the pw-.I I<!II the ROT)' cI 

1M first shIp~t 0Y«'SN5 going toMc.otMn-ea, ThO!' girls woOOro,g 
on the~I:lanne<'Wert tluil.Ied. We ~ therivil~ 
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~ni. Woi had the FiRl deparlm<'rtl ClIOlC: wilh Ihclr main<> and aU 

In.,;r "'Iui"""",11I> IHlk wim II", ",ud""tlI;,!,ou1 what il watlih to be a 

A",fir.nll!l'. 

..... ~ ended the ynr with an exhibition 01 tMir finished art works 

at rhe MUSO!WfI., Ttlw ~ Ulliv.,nity. (!neof m y f.worlte p~ was a 

pUnting by • young African American student tholt c;uoo Into ~w.. 
neartheend d. tilt $ChooJ. yea..<. When w<: I:I<pIaincd Ihc lhcmI:oI~, 

he RIIllcd and. 9ld his gr:andmoIher (Who had juil dil!d which W,"" 

wily he Wti .uddettl~ at our~) wllS hi~ 11m). H" m;-o,l M . H" 

.asked if hOi ooukl do a "ainling .buuI1,.".. I thuughl it ,,'M" r,ood Itll!>1. 

WIrn I "" .. ,"""'~",I un h,m,. hot wu d",n". phon!. Whet lMl.:M what 
Iuopl""'",l tu Ih .. id~" of u~l ng your grandmother. hi! said, "this is my 

W"ndmotheT." Now I h,'V<! b«n doing art iU long" I(M temembet 

bul this WII$ a jump in thought even for me. So I asked him to I.'XpLoin. 

what ~ Mid w;ss "My lrann~ 10 ... ::<1 pIilnl:S and shoe na,,"'" .n"'r 

plants. nus one isAtron, he w ... ""t Lov""; ..... " I UI" ...... "UI. 

I Iuov .. Io!>omt!d I~I Rrt OIn ho:<lp bridge tu.toric&I and. ~bMIporaty 

cultu_ through tho! study olf=mos;orti5h. One such;l.l'tbi Is Oi"l" 

RMo.I!!how slklesolhls wori<. We view ... vidoomhis W~. \\\;:diJ<UD 

~ ~ bttwftrl mw;Us or gnffili And, we c=m.Inc how art 
Q/I m.U;c ~ ~tl~t. Usually I giv~ead\ "udenlllllIH-f""t by th ...... 

fool: sq...uc 01 CinV;tll .... 'II.! 1e:U him or 1_ to <.leign ... inIH!;" 1M' will 

...y !lOmCthing pittiOl .... L TIwn, I attuwwlll", "\ud.",,,, I<> !~Am up in 
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order to combine resources and skills. The topics can be about anything 

as long as it is honest and the students have proven to me they have 

thought about it and planned out what they want to do. There are lots 

of dragons and dogs, cars and pop stars .. We use acrylic paint and try 

not to be too messy, The work is fun , 

Each year one canvas piece stands out for its honesty and its 

power, During my first year, one of my most relulant students came 

up after a couple of days and asked if itwasokay if a group got together 

to do something reaDy big, When I asked how big, he said, "You know, 

kind of like a wall big." 1 took the bait and asked why that big. He 

smiled and said slyly that he and a few others had "previous experience 

with that size." I laughed and agreed. He then asked if they could use 

spray paint. Once again, T asked why. This time he simply said he could 

do a better job with spray paint.l told him I would have to check with 

the principal, knowing I was on that thin line between we-love-to-see· 

art·work·in· the-halls and you·a..re.encouragmg-illegal-activity. Finally 

the principal agreed after I assured him 1 would account for every spray 

can- everyday. The next thing I knew Elias had convinced the entire 

Hispanic male population of two classes to join canvases with his. He 

then organized and oversaw the creation of a magnificent banner 

approximately forty·eight feet long celebrating the Mexican and 

American history. Influenced by the illustrations from popular 

magazines and tattoos, the banner proclaims the power of unity through 

freedom and justice. It was grand. 

l have always held that art is a universal language. That it speaks 

when words fail That it has the power to unite. This has never been 

more true than during my second year when two young women, one 

from Moscow, USSR the other from the Philippines worked together 

to create a visual statement on their canvas about the abuse and misuse 

of power they experienced everyday in school. Their work was direct 

and bitter. It told of a principal who yelled more than he spoke, of 
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being shoved into lockers, of students sleeping in classes, of teachers 

who had given up long ago, and of being herded along as U they were 

cattle while being fed food unfit for cattle. As with the other stories 

their story was personal, insightful, and honest. 

Not everyday is filled with moments like the ones I have 

described. But, when I am able to experience one of these 

rare moments I am reminded of my own time in public 

school and how art became my place of safety. The place I 

first learned to trust the truth within. I only hope that I 

am somehow able to create the same safe place. 


