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Donegal Intermediate 1
Donegal sixth-graders, from left, Kianna Kauffman, Jocelyn Harris and Jaime Harvey work on a drawing that will be used as a pattern to create the tiles for the mosaic mural.
When is an art project life-changing?
When it's "this kind of project," third-grader Nicholas Zakarewicz said. "This changed my life. … We're making a mosaic in the park!"
The "we" are the nearly 900 third-, fourth-, fifth- and sixth-graders at Donegal Intermediate School, their intrepid art teacher Gina Fisichella and artist-in-residence Kevin Lehman.
And the project? A 255-foot tile mosaic mural that is being designed and created — and will be installed in the spring — at East Donegal Township's Riverfront Park.
The excitement in art class last week was obvious. The third-graders hummed and chatted as they glazed "practice tiles."
"We're gonna be making many, many tiles for this," Marissa Fasik, a third- grader, said. Then she glanced down at her trial tile. "Mine's got a hole in it. It's not going to ruin it."
Earlier in the day, the sixth-graders knelt on the floor, drawing the final figures on one of the paper panels that will serve as a pattern for the final mural.
The project is a complex undertaking, and the kids know it —which only adds to their enthusiasm.
"I just don't know how to draw the hands," sixth-grader Jaime Harvey said, as she sketched Native American figures "talking in community."
Fisichella and Lehman started working with the kids at the beginning of the school year, after the idea was hatched and the funding secured last year. 
The first step was for each student to draw whatever they thought should be part of the "story."
Jocelyn Harris and Kianna Kauffman each drew water, because the wall where the mosaic will be assembled is next to the Susquehanna River. While Harris stayed with natural subjects, drawing flowers and trees, Kauffman added the Donegal Indian mascot.
The park itself, and Native American history and culture were picked as two of the final seven themes that made it onto the 12-by-4-foot panels. The other sections will show various motifs that came from classroom discussions about the original drawings, including town life, farming and the history of the area.
A ribbon of blue tiles will weave through the panels, visually connecting them, and reminiscent of the river the mural will face.
Lehman is well known regionally, as both owner of Kevin Lehman's Pottery and founder and board president of Lancaster Creative Factory. He holds a bachelor's degree in art from Millersville University and, in 2011, earned a master of fine arts degree at University of the Arts in Philadelphia.
This isn't his first time working with kids and making a mosaic mural. He's been an artist-in-residence and organized outdoor installations such as this more than a half-dozen times. 
"This one is pretty impressive," Lehman said. "The kids are great, have great ideas."
That's why Lehman does this work, to encourage creativity and help make the ideas real. "The creativity fostered and cultivated in the arts, that's what we (as a society) need right now. We need problem solving (and) innovation."
A project with the vision, complexity and hands-on work of a wall mosaic builds skills that students can apply to life: teamwork, learning to be comfortable trying new things, organization and, of course, drawing, glazing, and assembling a wall made of nearly 4,000 tiles.
It took teamwork and planning to get this far. Funding for a resident artist and the materials isn't a standard part of a school budget. Last year, art teacher Erik Diaz-Perez and then music teacher Lisa Houser secured grants from the Donegal Foundation, as well as the Susquehanna Riverlands Mini-Grant program. The East Donegal board of supervisors was approached for, and gave, approval.
Fast forward through the summer, and those first 900 sketches, to last week.
The sixth-graders were finishing the paper patterns. It's a part of the project that requires attention to detail as well as an eye toward the overall vision. The tiles represented on paper are marked with a letter and number that will correspond with a letter and number on the back of the actual finished ceramic tile.
Within the next few weeks, the students will be forming clay tiles that will be glazed, fired in a kiln and eventually put together like a puzzle on the wall in the park.
But when it comes time to build the mural, Lehman and Fisichella plan to involve not just students, but parents and the broader community.
That's part of the purpose of an outdoor art installation, Lehman said. It brings community together during the process.
T.J. Delich stood in line as the sixth grade prepared to leave art class and head for lunch. "I just want to see it, once it's up, and am amazed at what we've already done."
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