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ART TEACHER HELEN JOHANSEN" INSPIRES STUDENTS
TO FIND THE "WHY" BEHIND THEIR WORK

Castilleja’s Upper School art teacher Helen Johansent* is
fascinated by seeds and pods. “I'm rather obsessed with the
beauty of the world, the things that are about to transform

and become something else,” says Ms. Johansen as she dabs
green paint over a collage. “When | became a junior class dean, |
created a whole box with dozens of sculptures of these tiny little
pods to represent all the students in my grade.”

Transformation is at the core of Ms. Johansen’s art and

story. During her 21 years at Castilleja, she has taught every

art subject—from studio art and ceramics to photography and
stained glass, and served as a class dean. She’s headed the Visual
and Performing Arts department for many years and has her own
art studio. “I still get excited every day to come to work. | just feel
like I'm the luckiest person to do what | do!” she says.

Although she started out as a math and science kid, she found
her calling in high school in the North of England, going on to
study art and design at the University of Wales and the University
of Leeds and teach at the college level.

Then came another transformation: immigration. Ms. Johansen
moved to America as a brand-new mom. “It was absolutely
bonkers,” she remembers. “Just because we have the same
language, | underestimated what it’s like to live in a completely
different culture.”

This culture shock turned out to be a blessing, empowering

Ms. Johansen to pick and choose the best of both worlds. She’s
embraced the direct communication style that defines the
American experience. “In the north of England, you don’t usually
give a compliment,” she says. “You give cloaked compliments. So
one of the things about living in the U.S. is being able to say it as
itis, like 'This is working, and this is awesome!’ | found it really
stifling to always read the subtext.”

Still, two things remind her that she’s a Geordie Girl from
Newcastle at heart. “I definitely kept my dry British sense of
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humor,” she remarks. Soccer is the second one. She’s a huge
Newcastle United fan, always looking for someone to support
her team, The Magpies, if there’s a game during lunch.

Ms. Johansen encourages students to grow mindfully and

to provide peer critiques in ways that are constructive and
helpful. “It’s always about the 'why’ behind your work. It’s getting
kids to make connections between what they’re doing in other
disciplines or in other parts of their lives,” she says. “Because

| come from a different culture, | think I'm quite attuned to

that. The importance of bringing your culture into your art is
something to be celebrated.”

“Instead of rolling it skinny, roll it back thick,” she tells a young
artist working on a clay model. Ms. Johansen rolls out a slab of clay
the color of coffee with milk. “When the clay stops moving, that’s
when you know you got it.” The student nods and gives it a try.

“The energy here is just spectacular,” she says to another
student by an easel. “I’'m wondering if you could push that out
a little more. Come and stand back with me, you’ll see what
I’'m talking about!”

Ms. Johansen has added a large table in the center of the

Anita Seipp Gallery and cubbies along its perimeter, to inspire
creativity and community. She encourages everyone to use the
space, even if just to do homework. She loves hearing from alums
who, when stressed in their day jobs, do ceramics at night after
taking her class.

“Cut yourself a little bit of a break,” she advises. “Be kind to
yourself and to everybody else. Be creative. And take up soccer!”





