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A Te a cher Talks ab o ut Folk Art s–
D riven Educational Re f o rm
by Susanne Nixdorf

Elementary Art Specialist

Central Greene School District, PA

Over the past four years, the Central Greene School District in ru r a l , s o u t h w e s t -

ern Pennsylvania has created a folklife/art curriculum project to help develop

an understanding of cultural diversity that will have a lifelong impact on stu -

d e n t s . Po v e rty abounds in the county, w h e re few non-Caucasians live. A re c e n t

Ku Klux Klan parade, c ross burnings, and incidents between college students and

local people troubled the education community.

A catalyst in this initiative to teach folklife and folk art s, e l e m e n t a ry art teacher

Susanne Nixdorf says that what she gained from folklife education training was

a new way of looking at education, and she has become a key member of a team

to pilot folklife standards and re s e a rch students’ cultural understanding.

OUR FOLKLIFE / A RT CURRICULUM PROJECT aims to increase students’

.u n d e rstanding of the arts and their ap p reciation of their own and other’s

tr a d itions through studying folklife conce p t s . Our pri m a ry commit m e n t

and direction have been guided by the premise that, w ith the arts as the focal

point and the S t a n d a rds for Folklife Education as the ve h i cl e , yo u n g, rural ch i l-

d ren from an ethnically isolated area will develop knowledge that will lead to

d eveloping lasting multicultural understandings (see Sidener art i cl e , “ Fi n d i n g

Folk Arts in Te a ch e rs’ and St u d e n t s’ Live s ” ) .

The beginning of the folklife program in Central Greene was modest. In 1 9 9 3 , c u l-

tural anthro po l ogist Linda Deafenbaugh began inserv i ce training for a core of 3rd

grade cl a s s room teach e rs and art and music specialists in one sch oo l . Then she

modeled lessons with 3rd gr a d e rs and wo rked with teach e rs to develop fur t h e r

lesson plans, i n c o rporating po rtfolio assessment practice s .

S u c cess was immediately ev i d e n t . Students no longer simply laughed at picture s

of unfamiliar cultural objects and eve n t s . They desc ribed what they saw and

a s ked cap able questions of visiting art i s t s . They we re respectful and intere s t e d.

D eveloping po rtfolio practices furt h e red cro s s - d i sc i p l i n a ry integration and pro-

vided content-ap p ro p riate assessment, extending the ethnogr aphic tool of journ a l

ke eping into student learning across the curri c u l um .

C u rre n t ly, 3 rd and 4th gr a d e rs in the District learn cultural concepts thro u g h

i nvestigating their own folk groups and folklife: oral history, folk art s , folk mu s i c,

and ce l eb r a t i o n s . St a rting by identifying their own cultural par t i c i p a t i o n , s t u-

dents gain tools of vo c ab u l a ry, re s e a rch methods, re f l e c t ive thinking, q u e s t i o n i n g,

re s po n d i n g, and presentation techniques that prep a re them to tr a n s fer their

l e a rning as they later explore dive rse culture s . Student re s e a rch e rs have located



a rtists two previous folklife surveys missed. S i n ce those artists have special bonds

w ith students, they visit often.

Fi f t h - gr a d e rs re ce ive folklife instruction in language arts and social studies. A

f o l k l o rist and cl a s s room teacher conduct sessions in the cl a s s roo m . Te a ch e rs

identify topics to integrate into 5th grade curr i c u l um: oral history, c o m mu n it y

l o re , county arch it e c t u re , local tales and legends, and re s e a rching local folk

a rt i s t s .

O ver the ye a rs , D e a fenbaugh expanded to include more teach e rs . Now students

a c ross the district study folklife in grades 3 to 6 as part of their regular instru c-

tion by folklife - trained teach e rs . Vi s iting artists are a regular fe a t u re , g e n e r a l ly

f o l l owing the pattern of first studying one’s own students’ folk groups and then

other culture s . C u rri c u l um re q u i rements gove rn ch o i ces: Pe n n s y lvania studies,

A f ri c a , Latin Ameri c a , e t c.

The S t a n d a rds for Folklife Education f o rms the conceptual basis for cre a t i n g

p roject curr i c u l um , go a l s , and out c o m e s . The crucial assistance of Curr i c u l um

D i rector Linda McCracken gave teach e rs time for inserv i ce tr a i n i n g, p l a n n i n g,

and creating mu l t i d i sc i p l i n a ry unit s . Funding has come from the State Art s

C o u n c i l , sch ool distr i c t , and local PTAs to suppo rt artists and folklorist fe e s ,

t e a cher release time, and materi a l s . The superintendent and sch ool board have

been enthusiastic in their financial suppo rt , regional and national pre s e n t a t i o n s ,

and advocacy eve n t s .

The district needs for arts enri chment and cultural aw a reness have driven this

p ro j e c t . By effe c t ive ly incorporating the arts of eve ry d ay life and the artists of

local commu n it i e s , this project has won all-around suppo rt . Its development for-

t u it o u s ly coincided with the state-re q u i red development of local curr i c u l um to

fulfill new re g u l a t i o n s . Th u s , f o l k l i fe and folk arts education drove education

re f o rm effort s , w ith local suppo rt , rather than the contention that marked other

d i s tri c t s . Fo l k l i fe and folk arts education deliver parental and commu n ity invo lve-

ment in education in a meaningful way. Most impo rt a n t , students are engag e d.

When I was conducting a ye a r-end po rtfolio inter v i ew last spri n g, I asked a

student what she wanted to study in folklife next ye a r. She rep l i e d, “ We l l , o t h e r

c u l t u re s , of cours e . It doesn’t matter wh i ch ones. Th e y ’re all intere s t i n g.”
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