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Creativity—Moving Beyond the Idea in the 
Art Gallery and Classroom

“… it is important for us to keep growing and learning ourselves through professional development 
and personal projects.”  - Heather Heckel

As an artist I continually transform creative ideas into 
tangible artwork, and as an art teacher I model that 

creative process for my students. A recent exhibit invitation 
reminded me that as art professionals we focus on creative 
transformation, in the classroom and beyond. For the past 
decade I have been awarded 30 artist residencies through 
the National Park Service and Bureau of Land Management, 
and my most recent, at Gateway National Recreation Area—
Sandy Hook Unit on the Jersey Shore, marked the milestone 
of my thirtieth residency. Ranger Mikayla, who helps 
supervise their artist residency program, called with an 
exciting new opportunity. Since 2026 is our country’s 250th 
birthday she suggested that my residency culminate in a 
10-year retrospective solo exhibit that highlights 250 pieces 
of my residency artwork. Since Sandy Hook preserves a 
former military base, she offered a large gallery space across 
several holding cells in the Post Guardhouse, which is now a 
museum. Thus, my solo art show was born, 10 Summers and 
250 Years: Advocating for Our Public Lands through 30 Artist 
Residencies. An exhibit itself is a visual record of realized 
creative ideas, and installing such a large show requires the 
same creative process. I approached this challenge as both 
an artist and art educator.

They say that teaching students in the classroom occupies 
the smallest portion of our workdays. There is the time spent 
researching and developing lessons, setting up, cleaning up, 
engaging in endless classroom management, building 
relationships with our students, grading, matting, designing 
bulletin boards and art displays, communicating with parents 
and administrators, meetings, and commuting. I find that a 
similar phenomenon is true when creating my own artwork. 
Drawing and painting feel like they take less time than 
coming up with the creative idea, researching, sketching 
compositions, securing the supplies, preparing for it to be 
viewed by others, and storing it properly. Or at least time 
seemingly passes more quickly in a flow state of actually 
making the art. As I prepared for my exhibit, I realized that 
the steps and life lessons that I went through turning this art 
show into a reality serve as teachable moments for my 
students in the art classroom.

Keep Your Artwork and Store It Properly
I live in a 700 square foot apartment in Manhattan, and I 
have exactly one small hall closet where I can store my 
artwork. I somehow managed to save all 375 pieces of 
artwork that I have created during my artist residencies, 
which also included moving five times. I had them carefully 
stacked behind the vacuum cleaner and next to the recycling 
bin, so I was able to sift through them to curate 250 pieces 
for the exhibit.
In the classroom, I have students store their artwork in 
personal folders that are kept stacked in their table folders. 
Organization provides less distraction when they are being 
creative and prevents damage and lost work. On the last day 
of each quarter, when my students will no longer have art 
class for the remainder of the school year, some students are 
eager to throw away their work, but I do not let them. I make 
students take home their artwork and let their parents and 
guardians decide what they want to do with it—I know they 
will appreciate seeing what their child has created. It is a 
teachable moment to demonstrate the importance of 
personal artwork, and to instill a value of the pieces they 
have spent hours working on—their own tangible memories 
of creativity that moved beyond an idea.

Presentation Is Essential
When I was earning my BFA in Illustration at the Ringling 
College of Art and Design in Sarasota, FL, I was fortunate to 
have professors who were professional illustrators with the 
highest standards. They constantly emphasized that it is 
crucial to present our artwork in the best possible way. 
Someone could create the most brilliant piece of artwork, but 
if it is displayed poorly that flaw is all the audience will 
notice. Even though we were just students we had to present 
all our assignments in impeccably clean and accurately cut 
mats. This lesson never left me, and I made sure all my 
pieces were properly matted and framed for the exhibit.

In the classroom, I make sure that my students understand 
the importance of keeping their artwork as pristine as they 
can, ideally free of smudges and errant marks. To 
communicate this to the school community, I carefully double 
mount all the artwork I display in the hallways.
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Time Management
I consider myself to have a dual career as an artist and art 
educator, and in order to do this I have to devote time to 
each. My school days present a predictable schedule to be 
an educator, so the challenge is to find time to work on my 
artwork. I have found that working just five minutes a day on 
a personal project is satisfying since I am working toward an 
artistic goal. I find time on my 47-minute Long Island 
Railroad commute to and from work, sometimes on hall duty 
and my lunch period, and during evenings and weekends. 
For my Sandy Hook residency I decided to create 30 pieces 
to commemorate my 30 residencies. The park has us log our 
volunteer hours, and when I tallied them up, I was amazed to 
see that over several months I had worked a total of 430 
hours on this project—every minute adds up.

To teach my students time management in the classroom, I 
have a projected timer on my white board that counts down 
how many minutes (and seconds!) are left until clean up 
time. The expectation is that students work up until they hear 
the timer buzz, then they know they have three minutes to 
complete their clean up jobs before the bell rings. I have a 
timer for each class that I calculated according to my 
teaching schedule, and my browser remembers those times. 
I press Start on all five timers, when the 8:00 am bell rings so 
I do not have to think about it during my day, and I scroll 
down for each class, so they only see their timer (if you are 
interested in this routine, I use https://www.timeanddate.
com/timer/). I often hear students telling one another how 
much time they have left to work during their period since 
they do not have to ask me. I also appreciate that I can fully 
focus on helping a student and not have to keep an eye on 
the clock.

Things Always Take Longer Than You Expect
This phenomenon has a name, Hofstadter’s Law, and it is 
always important to build in extra time because of it. 
Hofstadter’s Law includes our human tendency to be 
optimistic, therefore not anticipating realistic obstacles, and 
our inability to accurately predict the complexity of a task, 
especially when steps are revealed along the way. Big 
surprise, finishing thirty large paintings took longer than I 
thought. In my mind I told myself I would simply complete 
three paintings a day to meet my goal, but once I began 
painting, I realized it would take longer than that to finish 
each one, and I adjusted my deadline to be more realistic.

In the classroom I do not announce a deadline at the 
beginning of a project, rather I create daily deadlines of what 
students should be achieving during the class period. Every 
student works at a different pace, and I monitor how much 
progress the class makes as they work through the individual 
steps of the assignment. Once I can see approximately how 
much time is needed to complete the entire project I will turn 
it into the deadline.

“There Are Many A Slip ’Twixt The Cup And The Lip”
My mother, who was an artist, loves to invoke this old adage, 
meaning things can go wrong in the space between the birth 

of a creative idea and bringing it to fruition, and in fact we 
should expect it. True to form, this was a reality in planning 
my art show. 

Problem #1: The Dented Delivery. Since Sandy Hook is 
hosting the exhibition, I wanted to make a big statement 
from my residency there and decided to paint on thirty 
24”x36” aluminum panels, which weigh about 5 pounds 
each. I was working on a tight deadline, and when the panels 
were shipped to my apartment the deliveryman left the 150-
pound package in my building lobby—I live on the fifth floor 
with no elevator. I had to unpack the large cardboard box on 
the ground floor and carry up a few panels at a time. Once I 
got them all into my apartment, I was thrilled that my 
workout was over but then discovered to my dismay that 13 
of the panels were dented. It took several hours to document 
the damage and chat with a customer service representative 
to reorder them. Luckily the company was willing to replace 
them, but it took two additional weeks for the new shipment 
to arrive, coincidentally they arrived when I was on a plane to 
Florida. I had to contact my super and ask him to bring the 
package upstairs to my landing so it would not be in the way 
of my neighbors, then wait five more days to find out if the 
new shipment was intact, luckily it was, but it significantly 
ate into my deadline. 

Problem #2: The Magnetic Mishap. Since the Sandy Hook 
Gallery is housed in former holding cells, all the walls are 
made of metal, and happen to be magnetic. Some of the 
walls are solid, but most are made of a lattice with five-inch 
square gaps between metal strips. In order to make sure that 
my artwork could stick anywhere I used two horizontal 
magnetic strips that ran the length of the back of the artwork 
to catch the lattice no matter the positioning on the walls. 
When I arrived at the Post Guardhouse to hang all my work, 
the smaller matted paper pieces stuck to the walls 
successfully, but the large aluminum pieces did not. There 
was not enough surface area on the magnet strips touching 
the latticed walls so they would not stick. Luckily, I had 
booked two days to install and had bought extra magnetized 
strips ahead of time. On the second day of the installation, I 
had to measure, cut, and adhere several additional magnet 
strips on all the pieces that were being displayed on those 
walls. There were also previously unnoticed ridges running 
down some of the solid walls that required the magnet strips 
to be doubled and tripled on top of each other to make the 
artwork flush on those walls. 

Any unforeseen complication requires problem solving, 
which is a valuable lesson that art class teaches our 
students. As my students are working on their projects some 
will accidentally make an incorrect mark with a Sharpie 
marker, or use the wrong color colored pencil, or press too 
hard with their graphite pencil. I reassure them that this is a 
normal part of making art, and I work with them to 
camouflage it as best as we can or turn it into a happy 
accident.
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It Takes A Village. Or, It Is Ok to Ask For Help
I am an extremely independent person, often to a fault, so 
this exhibit was good practice in asking for help. Several of 
my friends generously offered to come over and help me 
stick adhesive magnet strips to the backs of all my artwork. 
A friend drove to Manhattan from Philadelphia with his 
minivan to transport all my artwork to Sandy Hook, New 
Jersey. This involved several trips up and down my many 
flights of stairs, carefully carrying matted artwork of varying 
sizes and the large, heavy aluminum prints. Another friend 
traveled down to New Jersey with me for a full second day of 
installing the show. I wrote an accompanying book for the 
exhibit, and yet another friend volunteered and proofread it. 

In the classroom my students sit four to a table. I have them 
ask each other for help before they ask me and am delighted 
at the many informed and eloquent responses they have for 
one another. It often seems easier to see areas of 
improvement in someone else’s work than it is our own, and 
therefore easier to provide feedback. If a student does not 
know the answer to something we already reviewed I have 
them ask a tablemate. I encourage students to interact and 
rely on each other as much as possible. I also lean on my 
colleagues when trying something new to hear about their 
experience and learn best practices.

Stop and Smell the Roses
Ultimately, despite all the challenges of creating artwork for 
and installing such an ambitious exhibit, it all came together 
in the end. In fact, after all the focused time, attention, and 
energy, it felt a little anticlimactic. I had to remind myself to 
pause and fully absorb the accomplishment and practice 
gratitude for all the support from friends and family as well as 
the echoes of former professors that helped make this 
happen.

After each assignment I have my students complete a self-
reflective artist statement which always includes prompts 
asking them to describe their favorite part about the project, 
and what they are most proud of. They also enjoy seeing 
their artwork matted and displayed in my classroom, on 
bulletin boards, and in other display cases around the school. 

My school also has fall and spring art exhibits to celebrate 
student work. 

Looking Forward
As art educators we infuse our experience outside the 
classroom into everything we teach, which is why it is 
important for us to keep growing and learning ourselves 
through professional development and personal projects. I 
am excited about the opening reception for 10 Summers and 
250 Years: Advocating for Our Public Lands through 30 Artist 
Residencies, which is scheduled for June. It will be a time to 
celebrate a decade’s worth of work with park visitors and 
loved ones. I will share the news with my students and be 
sure to reference the lessons I learned during this project as I 
move forward in my career. Here is to the creative process, 
and all the beautiful challenges that it provides. And here is 
to moving beyond the idea—creating artwork or creating an 
art exhibit to show creativity.
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Congratulations to Heather on publishing her first book!
10 Summers and 250 Years: Advocating for Our Public 
Lands through 30 Artist Residencies, accompanies her 
solo exhibit described in the preceding article. The 
independently published book is available from Amazon 
in both paperback and hard cover.


