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ABSTRACT
On a trip to Chicago’s
Museum of
Contemporary Art,
fourth-grade students
discover new and
surprising ways to
approach the work of
artist Dan Flavin.

Marina Lopez

Following the Light

As I prepared for a field trip to the Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) in Chicago, I found myself coming up short on
ideas and images to present to the fourth-grade students. I had
overlooked that my confirmation to the museum did not
include the work we would view during our time there. I
assumed that it would not be a problem since the MCA has
such a variety of work; I could easily discuss contemporary art
in general terms. My main concern was that my students were
prepared. As their teacher, I needed to give my students as
much information as possible, prior to their visit, about the art
they would see. I came away from this field trip questioning
how much we as teachers overlook the possibility for surprise
and wonder when we prepare our students to venture out into
a new setting.
It is important for my students to have exposure to
Chicago’s cultural institutions. Our Chicago public school has a
population that is 99% Latino; more than half of the students
are second-language learners. A large percentage of our students rarely visit the city’s museums outside of the school setting. Many of my students have never visited the MCA and
therefore did not have any preconceived idea about what they
would see.
I assumed that we would view some of the permanent collection—artists such as Jenny Holzer, Andy Warhol, and possibly a few works from Dan Flavin’s “Retrospective.” I had hoped
that I could prepare the students for this field trip by showing
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them a few images of the work they would see. This would enable them to identify work
as they walked through the museum, and it would serve as a reference when we discussed
other work.
In discussing the trip with the students, I spoke in broad terms and explained that what
we would see at MCA would not be traditional art in the sense of many paintings or drawings hanging on the walls. I told them that the work might be sculptural and might use
unconventional materials. We also spoke about general museum etiquette and how we
would have someone guide us while we were there. They could ask questions, and the
guide would ask them questions as well.
The bus came late the day of the trip. Our tour was for one hour at 10:00 a.m. sharp.
On our way to the museum I continued to wonder about how the students would
respond to the work inside the museum. We arrived at the MCA with one minute to spare.
We waited outside while another school entered; the students stood at the steep steps
going up to main entrance and looked around. On the lower left roof stood a group of pliable bright yellow figures, very cartoon like. I asked the students a few questions about
them to keep them focused and to keep their minds off of the Chicago “hawk” that
whipped between the museum and the Water Tower. As we prepared to walk into the
lower entrance, a fleeting question came to my mind: What would we see today? As we
entered the museum, we were greeted by three knowledgeable guides who would help us
to understand the artists’ works.
We split into groups, took off our jackets, and were told that we would walk upstairs to
the fourth floor. We took the staircase that spirals around, in an eye shape, and looks
down into the pool of Koi—gold fish to the students. We could hear the sounds of movement and the look of construction on the other floors. We happened to be there the week
a new show was being hung.
As we got to the west end of the fourth floor, we came upon the first installation of the
Dan Flavin Retrospective. The students stood gazing at the gate-like work with green fluorescent lights glowing into large windows overlooking the entrance of the museum. Our
guide, Matt, gave the students a bit of the background and history of the piece and then
encouraged them to notice the color change outside the windows—a violet hue.
As we turned into the next gallery, my eyes squinted as a variety of colored florescent
light jumped out at us. The security guard stood still in the foyer with dark sunglasses covering his eyes. It was then that
it hit me: all these rooms with
light, the construction, and not
Questions quickly began to surface in my
one piece of art that looked
familiar. I had not realized that
head: Will the students be able to grasp
we would not be seeing work
Flavin’s work? Will they accept this work as
from the permanent collection;
art? Do they have enough prior knowledge to
the only work we could see
understand the concepts of color theory that
was Dan Flavin’s Retrospective.
Flavin was working with?
Later that week, I would find
out that all of the permanent Collection was in Italy.
As a teaching artist, I believe I am working in some fashion to help my students understand this highly complicated and vast world of the arts. Yet, I have to admit I do not
understand all works of art and all processes; I could not pretend that I had a great wealth
of knowledge about the artist Dan Flavin or his work. Of course, I had heard of his work,
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