SPREADING THE VTS MAGIC

By Barbara Edin

In September, Mary Lewis and I were asked to assist the VUE (Visual Understanding in Education) regional director in a Visual Thinking Strategies Workshop at the John Michael Kohler Arts Center in Sheboygan, Wisconsin.  What a rewarding and affirming experience.

Mary and I were very pleasantly welcomed into the fold and immediately accepted by all at the JMKAC.  Even though their acronym is much longer (than MIA’s) they have just as noble a mission.  To encourage and support innovative explorations in the arts and to foster an exchange between a national community of artists and a broad public that will help realize the power of the arts to inspire and transform our world.

Two of the JMKAC Education staff had traveled to the MIA earlier in the month to observe our docents doing Discover My Story tours for those suffering with Alzheimers.  They were very impressed and wanted to develop a further relationship with our Museum.  After visiting with Sheila McGuire, they decided to solicit help from our corps to introduce the VTS initiative to their docents and staff as an additional educational tool. 

Margaret Groff had been recently hired as Education Program Manager and had been so impressed with VTS when she attended her own training with Yoon Kang-O’Higgins, VUE regional director.  Yoon was mentored by Phillip Yenawine,now retired from VUE, and is attempting to succeed him in preaching his gospel.

The workshop at JMKAC followed the VTS agenda with which we were very familiar. After introducing the concept, viewing the teaching video, modeling a presentation, followed by a Q & A, the group was divided and taken into galleries where they could practice VTS and be coached by us, their "more capable peers."

While in the galleries, one could literally observe the transformation from doubters to believers.  The collection at the JMKAC is unique in that it is primarily contemporary folk art, some of it regional.  The rotating feature exhibit at the time was entitled “A Sense of Humor”.  Imagine doing VTS in front of an enormous nine foot moving, talking sock puppet.  Or, in a gallery surrounded by four life size three dimensional white cloth elephants inflated and slightly moving by an air blower inserted inside each separate cavity.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                There was lots of relaxed sharing, fun, and laughter.  You could feel the energy and excitement growing with each presentation.  Final evaluations of the Workshop were mostly positive.  There were also two visiting docents from the Milwaukee Museum who were very excited to go back and share their newly acquired VTS knowledge and expertise.

The art was not the only observable innovation.  The original art center started in the historic Italian Revival style home and carriage house built in 1882 by John Michael Kohler. The interior spaces were converted to house some galleries on the main floor where you can still appreciate old world charm of stained glass windows and beautiful original woodwork, chandeliers, and multiple fireplaces.  In 1996 a dramatic contemporary expansion was built and creatively connected to the old mansion. The new single entrance to the JMKAC is now through an Atrium with soaring glass ceiling.  Behind Visitor Service Desk is the Matrix, a spacious hall that may be customized to suit different needs, whether it be receptions, performances or large-scale presentations.  This was where we enjoyed socializing each day with morning coffee and delectable box lunches provided by the ARTcafe. 

Absolutely enchanting are the SIX completely different artist-inspired and created world- famous restrooms.  Of course, we visited all of them, cautiously knocking on the Male door before entering.  Even the professionally photographed postcards available for sale in the ARTspace (Shop) do not do them justice.  

There is also a light filled, inviting ARTery which beckons all to enter, no matter the age, to let creativity loose with freely provided art and craft supplies and a full time art specialist to help or offer ideas.  Such a happy place, and very well used, whether it be for a short drop-in or all day project.  We observed many “guests” cutting, sewing, stuffing “monsters” from Wigwam socks donated by the company.  This ongoing community project benefits surgical patients in the local hospitals.

There is another amazing collaborative with Kohler called Connecting Communities Program that brings renowned artists to the region to collaborate with individuals from the area’s diverse communities on the creation of new works, which are displayed in the galleries and other public spaces after completion.

Neither Mary or I had ever visited this charming city on Lake Michigan and found so many other elements, besides the JMKAC, to make the area a worthy destination.  What a wonderful adventure we had in Sheyboygan.  The greatest reward, as always, was sharing in VTS.  This enlightening participatory experience, whether it be facilitating or coaching, was a great way to expand the reach of the MIA…. by spreading that VTS magic.

