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ABSTRACT 

This study is concerned with pre-existing beliefs or 

preconceptions teacher candidates bring to their methods 

classes. It specifically addresses students in art 

education methods classes at a middle sized midwestern 

university and the population of generalist teachers the 

classes serve. The research question is particularly 

important because of the emergence of a new theory for 

delivering art education, discipline-bas9d art education 

(DBAE) (Greer, 1984), that has challenged the existing art 

education paradigm. The study draws heavily on curriculum 

enactment research (Doyle, 1978). 

Through interviews with two groups of students, one 

entering and one exiting the teacher education program, the 

research seeks to identify and analyze the persistence of 

students' preconceptions about art and art education. 

9 

The study's analytical framework is drawn from two 

bodies of research: (1) science and math studies concerning 

preconceptions held by students about subject matter; and, 

(2) studies of teachers and teacher candidates regarding the 

effect of their implicit beliefs on instructional choice and 

activities. 

The study finds that students have various 

preconceptions. Students believe that art is significantly 

different from other subjects. Instruction and evaluation 
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are not deemed appropriate. students believe that providing 

instruction or setting limits in an art activity is likely 

to restrict their students' creativity, and that any 

evaluation is a threat to students' self satisfaction. 

Entering students believe that talent is a genetic trait and 

can be improved very little by instruction. A prevalent 

preconception about observing and analyzing art is that all 

explanations for an artwork are equally valid since only the 

artist knows the real meaning behind the work. 

Despite a curriculum that was designed to teach 

students a discipline-based approach to art education, a 

model that emphasized the value of instruction, analysis and 

evaluation, many of the students' perceptions persisted. 

Most surprisingly, and importantly, preconceptions 

concerning talent and training, and instruction persisted. 

Although students moved toward a DBAE paradigm in some of 

their beliefs, in most respects students' preconceptions 

remained unchanged by the art methods classes. 



CHAPTER ONE 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Introduction 
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It is a rare teacher who has not asked herself, what 

are the results of my instruction? Beyond the limits of the 

time spent during the course of instruction, beyond the end

of-year exams, beyond even the GRE, what does a student take 

away from the experience to use for a lifetime? Educational 

philosophers such as Broudy have responded to that question 

by stating that students take away a structure of knowledge 

that "we think with" (1988, p. 49). Professors of education 

are left to wonder which version of the knowledge about 

education their students adopt: the one in which the 

students were socialized during their years in school in an 

apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 1975), or the 

research-based version of knowledge into which professors of 

education sought to socialize their students. 

A glance into any elementary school classroom 

reinforces how little the image of education has changed. 

As Goodlad observed in 1984, the appearance and often the 

substance of elementary education seems familiar to those of 

us who were educated in the united states. "It would be 

premature to indulge in nostalgic contemplation of familiar 

things now replaced. The classrooms we observed were more 

like than unlike those in the old images so many of us 
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share." (po 94) The institution and image of elementary 

schooling looks so similar that my mother's generation and 

mine, separated by thirty years, share the same memories of 

our elementary education. 

While change is slow in all elementary school subjects, 

the focus of this research is change jn the elementary art 

education classroom. This school subject has seemed 

particularly resistant to change for the last forty years. 

Educational Change 

Considering Educational Change 

The traditional image of elementary education is 

resilient to change in all subjects. The image persists 

though thousands of hours of research in education have been 

completed and reported in volumes of books and journals. 

New knowledge about teaching, learning and education has 

been generated and disseminated. For example, educational 

research methods have been broadened (Doyle, 1977) and 

examinations of "experts" in other disciplines have been 

made, transferred to the study of teachers, and changes have 

been proposed (Berliner, 1986). 

These innovations do not go unreported to their 

clientele. Allover the world professors of education have 

read research and added their new studies to the research 

base. In their classes for preservice teachers, these 



professors have presented educational research on topics 

that range from philosophical issues such as the 

constructivist and positivist conceptions of knowledge, to 

their concrete what-to-do-on-Monday-morning results. 

13 

Though educational change is proposed by many, 

recommended by some, and insisted on by a few, one thing is 

clear: change has been slow in coming. Linked to the 

question of why is educational inertia so powerful, is 

another question: Where in the cycle of a teacher's life 

can she be persuaded to abandon the educational status quo 

and incorporate new ideas into professional practice? 

Educational Change and Preservice Methods Classes 

Schools of education promote the idea that future 

teachers learn about current educational practice through 

their methods classes. Therefore, it makes sense to try to 

break the cycle formed by students growing up and then 

working within the educational system at the point of the 

methods class. Methods classes constitute an appropriate 

forum in which to challenge and perhaps change the image of 

schooling ingrained through the students' long hours and 

years of observation. 

Preservice students, however, seem reluctant to 

implement new ideas. Researchers have noted that the formal 

education preservice teachers receive has slight influence 

on what teachers believe (Ball & McDiarmid, 1990). Because 
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of this, some researchers have moved their focus away from 

defining what the changed image of education ought to be to 

examining what stands in the way of change. 

Educational Change/Conceptual Change and Science Education 

Science educators have begun to build a research base 

that sheds some light on obstacles to curricular change and 

that suggests some strategies for effecting such change. 

Research on science education has found that students often 

have misconceptions about scientific facts and processes 

that are not confronted and clarified by science instructors 

(Anderson, 1987, Confrey, 1990, Driver and Bell, 1986, 

Hawkins, Apelman, Colton & Flexner, 1982, Osborne and 

Wittrock, 1983). 

Studies have found that good teachers often do not 

systematically address and reverse the scientific 

misconceptions of their students. Students may even perform 

well in class without altering their misconceptions. The 

students may listen to the instruction, they make take 

notes, participate in class, and pass tests, all without 

altering their own misconceptions about the scientific 

world. As researchers indicate, students have their own 

theories of "how the world works" before they attend science 

class. The textbook-guided instruction which students 

encounter in their science classes do not have much effect 

on the students' conceptions or beliefs, which are powerful 
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and persistent. After all, students have engaged in some 

truly empirical experimentation before they attend science 

classes. For example, they have used their senses to tell 

them that plants "drink" water and receive their "food" 

dissolved in that water, not that they receive their 

nourishment by transforming light and carbon dioxide through 

the process of photosynthesis. The students also believe 

that people see objects because light illuminates the 

object, not because light is reflected by the object through 

the eye and converted into information by the optic nerve. 

Hawkins et ale (1982) have maintained misconceptions 

and preconceptions are "critical barriers" to learning in 

science. They defined the critical barrier as: 

preconceptions, which the learner retrieves from past 
experience, that are incompatible with scientific 
understanding; ... [These preconceptions are] 
widespread among adults as well as children; .• [and] 
involve not simply difficulty in acquiring scientific 
fact but in assimilated conceptual frames for ordering 
and retrieving important facts; . . • [that once] 
surmounted, prove key to the comprehension of a range 
of phenomena (1982, p.10). 

Science educators are now in the process of identifying 

more of their students' critical barriers. While this 

examination should prove useful for science education, it 

has larger implications. It raises two questions: (1) Do 

preconceptions concerning content or pedagogy exist in other 

disciplines? and (2) When they are encountered in 

preservice education methods' classes, do preconceptions 

impede curricular and pedagogical change? 
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Before we can answer these questions, we must clarify 

our terms. Because science educators can label scientific 

theories as value neutral and because science is often 

concerned with generalizable facts, much of the research in 

science education labels these naive constructions of 

knowledge as misconceptions. In theories of education, 

however, facts are not as easily identified or 

generalizable, so we cannot name the constructions of 

preservice students "misconceptions," but instead call them 

preconceptions. They are the pre-existing belief systems 

the preservice student brings with her to her methods 

classes. 

The preservice teachers' belief systems are different 

from the naive science constructs in another equally 

important way. That is, they are a part of a powerful 

cultural form learned in elementary school (Doyle, 1992). 

When preservice students think of teaching a school subject, 

they are responding to more than their personal ideas about 

the subject. They are also responding to their elementary 

school-enculturated form of the subject. 

Preconceptions as Pre-existing Beliefs 

A body of literature regarding teacher beliefs helps us 

see the nature of the problem. Preconceptions among teacher 

candidates and pre-existing beliefs of practicing teachers 

are not synonymous. None-the-Iess, pre-existing beliefs and 
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preconceptions are comparable concepts. The similarity lies 

in the fact that pre-existing beliefs and preconceptions are 

unstated, but influential constructs that affect teacher and 

teacher candidates' decision processes. The pre-existing 

beliefs are a part of a structure that informs practice in 

classrooms (Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lloyd, 1990). 

The pre-existing beliefs of teacher candidates are an 

important consideration. Teacher-candidates or pre service 

students have preconceptions concerning the nature of the 

disciplines as they are represented in school subjects. 

These beliefs may have an effect on what information the 

preservice student takes away from her methods classes. 

Pajares (1992), among others, suggests that pre

existing teacher beliefs form an important link between what 

exists in educational practice and what might be: "The 

beliefs teachers hold influence their perceptions and 

judgments, which, in turn, affect their behavior in the 

classroom" (p.307). Pintrich (1990) counsels that teacher 

beliefs should become an active area for study. 

Fenstermacher (1979) suggests that teacher beliefs be 

studied as a part of teacher effectiveness research. 

Doyle's (1984) enactment research paradigm also implies that 

researchers should pay attention to the beliefs students 

bring to their classes. He proposes that educational 

research in classrooms, in any discipline, examine three 

areas: the task and evaluation structure, classroom 



management, and the students' preconceptions about the 

content. 

Educational Change and Art Education 

18 

The field of art education has changed slowly, and only 

relatively recently. Some of these changes are the result 

of a shift in the philosophy of art teaching, expressed in 

the development of a new paradigm for art education. Greer 

(1984) titled the new theory Discipline-based Art Education 

(DBAE). The former philosophy for art teaching has been 

called Creative Self-Expression (Clark, Day, & Greer, 1987). 

In Creative Self-Expression, the children's innate talents 

defines their experience with art and the teacher's role is 

to provide art materials and time for the students to 

experiment and find ways to express themselves. Since Greer 

coined the term in 1984, DBAE has been resisted, challenged, 

embraced, modified, partially transformed and eventually 

institutionalized, albeit under a pseudonym. In 1986 the 

National Art Education Association published guidelines for 

art programs and books under its title for DBAE, Quality Art 

Education. 

Associations like the J. Paul Getty Center for 

Education in the Arts have promoted DBAE by sponsoring 

summer staff development institutes, seminars and 

conferences that further interpreted and modified the 

discipline-based approach to art education. In an attempt 
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to gauge both the current and future influence of the DBAE 

theory, the Getty Trust also sponsored an examination of 

state curriculum guides to find how many of them represented 

even a modified DBAE approach (Price-Richard, 1988). It 

found that most state curriculum guides have a modified DBAE 

approach. Most include art history, studio, a small amount 

of criticism and aesthetic valuing or appreciation, but very 

few include aesthetics. 

Since its inception, the DBAE paradigm has been used in 

many art methods classes for preservic8 teachers, including 

classes at the University of Arizona, Florida State 

University, Brigham Young University, Kutztown University 

and Indiana University. Nevertheless, we find little 

evidence of change in the way art is taught in elementary 

school classrooms. 

While it would be unfair to say that no change has 

taken place, if the goals for change are considered to be a 

shift in the practice of art teaching, most elementary art 

classrooms are not approaching that goal. Many changes have 

taken place in the art education literature and in higher 

education classrooms, but still the practice of art 

education at the elementary level is consistent with that of 

the last forty years. As a researcher and teacher of art 

methods classes, I asked "why?" That brought me to the 

science educators' research on misconceptions and 

preconceptions about the content of the science discipline. 
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I found little information had been gathered about what 

preconceptions generalist preservice students might bring to 

her art methods class. 

An Exploratory study of Preconceptions 

What follows is an exploratory study that documents and 

examines generalist students' preconceptions about art and 

art education. The study is a first step in the process of 

learning more about the pre-existing belief structure of 

this population. My research is framed around two 

questions: (1) What are the preconceptions that preservice 

elementary students bring to their art education classes? 

(2) To what extent do education classes challenge and 

change students' preconceptions and socialize students into 

the new paradigm for teaching art? 

significance of the Study 

Art education classes for preservice elementary 

education majors are common. They are offered at most 

colleges and universities that have elementary education 

degree granting programs. These classes are offered as a 

service to the teacher education department and are almost 

always taught by art educators. Little research has been 

done whether and how such classes affect future teachers' 

choices and enactment of tasks that ultimately form the 

visual art curriculum in the elementary classroom. 
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According to Pajares (1992), "beliefs are instrumental 

in defining tasks and selecting the cognitive tools with 

which to interpret, plan, and make decisions regarding such 

tasks; hence, they playa critical role in defining behavior 

and organizing knowledge and information" (p. 325). Recent 

research by Richardson et al (1991) also found that the 

tasks teachers choose to enact in their classrooms are a 

product of the interplay of theory, practices and beliefs. 

It follows that the choices these preservice teachers make 

when they become teachers constitute the early experiences 

with art that form one basis for their young students' 

appreciation or lack of appreciation for the visual arts. 

Of course, the generalist teacher may not be the only 

person through whom elementary students have contact with 

art. According to a 1985 study conducted by the National 

Art Education Association, all fifty states employ some art 

specialists. Art specialists are teaching majors whose area 

of study is art. They are certified to teach art in 

elementary and secondary schools. This person is the member 

of the faculty who has traditionally been given the task of 

educating elementary students about art. The art specialist 

may not have the influence the classroom teacher does, 

simply because her time with the students may be limited. 

Art specialists are often assigned to teach art to all the 

students at one and perhaps two or three elementary and/or 

middle schools. 
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In 1988, a study conducted by The National Endowment 

for the Arts found that only 26% of the nation's elementary 

schools were served by a full time art specialist. Thirty

two percent were served by a part time art specialist and 

42% were not served at all. 

There is some research on the generalist preservice 

student population. Galbraith (1988, 1991) looked at her 

students' processes of acquiring knowledge in an art methods 

class. Myers (1985) outlined specific curriculum for 

preservice elementary art methods classes. No one, however, 

has applied the curriculum enactment lens to this population 

during their process of acquiring knowledge about teaching 

art. 

curriculum Enactment 

Curriculum enactment (Doyle, 1986b) is a part of the 

classroom ecology paradigm for analyzing the process of 

curriculum in classrooms. Classroom ecology considers the 

classroom environment, teachers and learners. The research 

in this paradigm is done most often with qualitative data 

that is collected through naturalistic inquiry (Shulman, 

1986) and coded into certain categories (Doyle, 1977, 

Erickson, 1986). 

The unit for analysis in the classroom ecology paradigm 

includes the classroom, the students, the teacher and the 

activities that involve them. Curriculum enactment is 
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concerned with four areas: (1) the task structure in 

classrooms as it is constructed and carried through by the 

teachers and students; (2) the evaluation structure and 

weight of each task within the structure; (3) the classroom 

management style of the teacher and the way the task 

structure affects the order in classrooms; and (4) the 

subject matter knowledge of students and teachers, or what 

the students understand of the content, what preconceptions 

and misconceptions they bring to the content, and how those 

are mediated by the task structure (Doyle & Carter, 1984, 

Doyle, 1986b, 1990). 

Because of the number of art education classes offered 

in various universities, and the potential influence of the 

generalist teacher who attends such classes, these students 

could be an important link in the change process for art 

education. To be effective in reaching these students, the 

preservice methods instructors need to know as much about 

their students as possible. This study is a first step 

toward identifying some of the preconceptions preservice 

students bring to their art education classes. 

The question of what can facilitate good, effective 

teaching could have inspired this research concerning 

students' preconceptions about content. The need for this 
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sort of examination was noted among members of teacher 

education faculties almost twenty years ago. As Lortie 

(1975) wrote: 

If teachers are to adapt their behavior to changed 
circumstances, they will have to be freed of 
unconscious influences. • . . What they bring from the 
past should be as thoroughly examined as alternatives 
in the present ... for unless teachers-to-be are aware 
of their preconceptions and internalization, the 
varieties of instructional methods they study may be 
wasted ( p. 230) 

For art education, however, the post-secondary teachers 

for elementary art methods classes now, more than before, 

must confront the tacitly held beliefs their students hold 

about art and art education because of the pressure exerted 

by the institutionalization of DBAE. Many art educators, 

along with the National Art Education Association, would 

like to see the content of the art class, as it is reflected 

in the task structure, change from the previously accepted 

norms toward the discipline-based approach. This change 

depends on more than presenting the new paradigm and 

modeling ways to implement it in classrooms. Change also 

depends on understanding the pre-existing beliefs that 

students bring to the class. 

As the science educators have found in their studies, 

even "good" teaching can fail to confront, challenge and 

reverse preconceptions. The beliefs pre-service students 

bring with them must be identified before the students can 

be expected to "adapt to changed circumstances." 
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A Brief Summary of the Methods for the Study 

The data for this study were collected in a one year 

period, during which I conducted interviews with preservice 

elementary generalist students at one institution. As 

others (Calderhead & Robson, 1991, Weinstein, 1990) who are 

examining preexisting beliefs have also done, I used 

interviews. I chose semi-structured interviews for three 

reasons: (1) There is no survey instrument that is 

designed to find this information. (2) The exploratory 

nature of the research meant that, though I had working 

hypotheses, I was interested not just in exploring the 

themes I anticipated, but in unanticipated themes that might 

emerge during the interviews; and (3) I hoped the results 

would illuminate "unconscious influences" (Lortie, 1975, 

p.230) which, if not exactly tacit in the sense that the 

student was unable to talk about them, were tacit in the 

sense that the student had internalized the concepts at such 

an early age and so completely that they were not 

consciously considered. In addition to identifying some 

beliefs about art and art education, I also wanted to find 

out whether the beliefs I identified persist throughout the 

student's experience in the art education classes. 

The art education department offers two classes to the 

elementary preservice students. These classes both have a 

DBAE philosophy. The classes are taken in sequence with a 

100 level class, Introduction to studio Fundamentals, first 



and a 300 level class, Art in Elementary School, second. 

Most of the students take both classes, though a few 

students who are seeking only primary certification take 

only the 100 level class. 
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I interviewed two groups of students. Group 1 had just 

enrolled but not attended more than a week of the first art 

education class in the sequence. Group 2 had completed one 

or both art education classes required for their major. The 

study has a cross-sectional design, not a longitudinal one. 

I asked both groups similar questions, taped and 

transcribed the interviews. I coded the interviews by 

summarizing statements that applied to each of my hypotheses 

and noted any other themes that surfaced. 

Theoretical Perspectives 

This research grew out of my own curiosity about the 

results of all instruction in education and, specifically, 

the results of my own instruction. As with Lampert (1985), 

the work grew from a personal perspective, but its intent is 

not to measure the effectiveness of one teacher. The study 

is based on solid theoretical foundations. The curriculum 

enactment research (Doyle, 1988) formed the theoretical base 

for analyzing both the DBAE (Greer, 1984) in practice, and 

the population I teach. In short, I set out to use the 

curriculum enactment research theory to examine the 



generalist preservice classes in art education which are 

based on a DBAE philosophy. 
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In considering my own classroom teaching as I examined 

the curriculum enactment theory, I could identify each 

enactment lens, save one. I could analyze the task 

structure, the evaluation structure, and the classroom 

management style of the teacher. However, I could not 

identify the preconceptions the students brought to the 

class. I found no research on this critical aspect of the 

enactment lens. 

While classroom observations and a survey of teacher's 

perceptions about their students' preconceptions could have 

rendered a shadowy sketch of this information, questions 

directed to the students concerning art and art education 

seemed likely to yield a more defined image. Thus, a study 

based on interviews with students seemed a logical step 

towards a better understanding of students' preconcept10TIs. 

My study is exploratory. It provides insight into 

students' preconceptions at two points in time. From this 

cross-sectional analysis I seek to construct an authentic 

image of the preexisting beliefs that generalist preservice 

students bring to art education classes. 
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Limitations of the study 

The study is limited in its generalizability. It has 

been conducted in one location and serves as only one case 

which cannot be generalized to other institutions where 

preservice students have other classes and other 

instructors. Moreover, the small sample in my study 

represents a relatively homogeneous population. The 

respondents were caucasian females, generally middle class 

or lower middle class students from working class 

backgrounds. There is also a probability of observer bias 

since I taught one of the classes, conducted the interviews, 

coded the data, and drew conclusions. 

This observer bias is mediated by the addition of a 

peer debriefer during the process of interpreting these 

data, and member checks of the preliminary conclusions 

(Lincoln and Cuba, 1985). Peer debriefers are disinterested 

peers who are familiar with research but have no investment 

in this study. These people can keep the research "honest" 

with their questions and suggestions about alternative 

hypotheses. 

The observer bias is also mediated by member checking. 

Member checking is a process in which preliminary 

conclusions are made available to the respondents who are 

asked to consider the researcher's conclusions against their 

own perceptions. As I coded the data and arrived at 

tentative conclusions, I questioned students about their 



29 

ideas and thoughts concerning that particular hypothesis. 

In this way, I was able to check against another version of 

reality and keep my own biases about the conclusions to a 

minimum. 

Because of the short duration of the study, the same 

students could not be interviewed as they entered and exited 

the program. While the same number of students were 

interviewed as they entered and exited, the same students 

were not. The cross-sectional design of the study versus a 

longitudinal design is a serious limitation. To help 

control for this limitation, I chose students who 

authentically represent this student population in 

ethnicity, socio-economic status, and age. 

The exclusive reliance on interview data represents 

another limitation. I have assumed that the students have 

the ability and willingness to articulate their ideas. 

However, by setting up hypothetical situations in which the 

students might find themselves, instead of direct questions 

about their beliefs and preconceptions, I tried to make the 

interviews less threatening, and to facilitate students' 

articulation of their beliefs. 
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organization 

In the following chapter I review the literature on 

teacher, teacher candidates' and students' preconceptions 

about content, as well as the DBAE literature. Chapter 3 

contains a description of the methodology. The findings of 

the study are reported in Chapter 4, followed by a 

discussion of the findings in Chapter 5. 



CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

organization of the Chapter 
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The literature for this study lies in three areas: 

preconceptions among teachers and teacher-candidates; (2) 

preconceptions and misconceptions among students in science; 

and (3) discipline-based art education. 

The first section outlines the premises for the study. 

The second section reviews the literature on preconceptions 

or pre-existing beliefs of teachers and prospective 

teachers. This section contains a review of studies about 

teachers and teacher candidates in all subject areas. The 

third section reviews research studies concerning students' 

misconceptions and preconceptions in science and math 

education. 

Because the preservice students I studied are enrolled 

in discipline-based art education classes, the fourth 

section of the chapter has as its focus the DBAE theory 

(Greer, 1984). This section reviews the history, tenets, 

practice and goals of DBAE. 

Introduction: The Underlying Premises for the study 

This study is based on the notion that preconceptions 

or pre-existing beliefs are important influences on the 

future practice of preservice teachers. These 



preconceptions lead the teacher-candidates to ignore or 

"misuse" information and approaches provided in their 

methods classes. 
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An important premise for the study is that preservice 

education should promote change. In Doyle's (1990) terms, 

this study sees the preservice teacher as "[an] innovator .. 

. a source of renewal and innovation for schools .... 

proactive. . . . incorporating the most recent research and 

theory," and "[a] reflective professional. ..• [who] 

should foster reflective capacities of observation, 

analysis, interpretation and decision making." (p. 5-6) In 

this study, this means specifically that the elementary 

generalist teacher should move from the holiday art and 

self-expression based paradigm for her art lessons toward 

the discipline-based art education paradigm. This study 

does not seek to determine whether the DBAE paradigm is more 

or less effective than the previous paradigm. Rather, it 

assumes that some art education professors are trying to 

institutionalize the DBAE paradigm in elementary art 

education practice by socializing preservice teachers into 

the beliefs and approaches of this paradigm. Without 

arguing the merits of the approach, this study seeks to 

identify the obstacles for change that can be addressed in 

preservice education, and specifically in preservice art 

education. The question is not whether the change should 

happen; instead the question is, given that some people are 
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seeking to change art education, what obstacles are impeding 

their progress? 

A second premise for the study is that teachers can 

bring about change in schools. Instead of the assumption 

that teachers are "conduits for policy" (Darling-Hammond, 

1990, p. 287), and therefore not active participants in 

change, this study assumes that preservice teachers could 

become agents for change in elementary art education. 

While the qualitative data collected for the present 

study touch on the three areas of content knowledge which 

Shulman (1986) outlined -- subject-matter knowledge, 

pedagogical knowledge and curricular knowledge -- the focus 

for the study is not specifically on the knowledge the 

students acquire. 

A third premise of the study is that preservice 

students have internalized beliefs about art and art 

education at a young age and that those beliefs are strong, 

but implicit. The study's focus is on the lenses formed by 

previous experiences that may influence the way preservice 

students process the knowledge and strategies presented to 

them in their methods classes. 

The study rests on the assumption that teacher 

candidates enter methods classes with beliefs about 

appropriate content and pedagogy and that these beliefs are 

an important area for research. As Pajares (1992) writes, 

"Attention to the beliefs of teachers and teacher candidates 
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can inform educational practice in ways that prevailing 

research agendas have not and cannot. The study of beliefs 

is critical to education" (p. 329). 

Research on Teacher and Teacher Candidates' 

Beliefs and Preconceptions 

Pajares is not alone in his conviction about the 

importance of teacher beliefs. In a recent review of the 

learning-to-teach literature, Carter (1990) also explored 

the research on teacher beliefs. Though Carter found no 

cohesive body of literature, she did find studies focused on 

the area of teacher beliefs which examined both teacher 

candidates and teachers. 

Interest in teachers' beliefs is not a recent 

phenomenon. Lortie (1975) mentioned teachers' 

"internalizations" more than twenty years ago. Since that 

time, the pre-existing beliefs of teacher candidates have 

been the focus for much of teacher education research. Some 

research has addressed teachers' beliefs, but focused on 

teacher thinking, the personal thought processes teachers 

use to function in classrooms with students. Such research 

considers teachers' beliefs an important factor in the 

decisions teachers make concerning both choosing appropriate 

activities for students and managing their classrooms (Clark 

& Yinger, 1977, Clark & Peterson, 1986, Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1986, Shavelson & stern, 1982). 
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Studies that focus attention on teachers' beliefs tend 

to fall into two categories: (1) pre-existing beliefs and 

their effect on practice or on learning practice; and, (2) 

pre-existing beliefs and their affect on a preservice 

student's conception of herself as a teacher. Given the 

focus of my study on pre-existing beliefs as possible 

barriers that keep preservice students from acquiring 

knowledge about the content area of art and art education, I 

concentrated on those studies which examine beliefs about 

content and practice. Two general findings come out of 

studies that consider prior beliefs, preconceptions or pre

existing beliefs, regardless of the content area in 

question: preconceptions exist, and preconceptions are not 

easy to change (Pajares, 1992, Kagan, 1992). 

Beliefs drive many decisions regarding classroom 

activities. Researchers have found that teachers organize 

instruction on the basis of not only their knowledge about 

the content, but their personal history or beliefs (Elbaz, 

1983, Munby, 1984, Nespor, 1987) and that students accept or 

reject the content according to such beliefs (Confrey, 1990, 

Doyle, 1988, Wittrock, 1986). Buchmann and Schwille (1983) 

argued as Lortie (1975) does, that education may be "the 

overcoming of experience" instead of the application of 

prior experience. Indeed, prior experiences help make up 

the preconceptions held by teachers and teacher candidates 

that are also so hard to overcome. 
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In her study, Hollingsworth (1989) examined the prior 

beliefs of pre service teachers concerning reading 

instruction. She studied the changes in both knowledge and 

beliefs in 14 preservice students as they participated in a 

fifth year teaching program. Drawing on interviews and 

observations, Hollingsworth concluded that, among other 

things, "a pre service program should come to understand the 

incoming beliefs of its students." 

other recent studies in reading have looked at 

teachers' beliefs and their effect on classroom practices. 

Richardson et al (1991) focused on teachers in classrooms to 

find the relationship between the practice of teaching 

reading and the teachers' beliefs about teaching reading. 

Richardson et al (1991) concluded that change in reading 

practice will not come about until teachers' beliefs 

correspond with the philosophical basis for new theories of 

teaching reading. These researchers suggest that attention 

to teachers' beliefs should become a part of an educational 

change process. 

Kagan (1992) reviewed the learning-to-teach literature 

and described three studies which explored the role of pre

existing beliefs in a preservice teaching program. From her 

research, Kagan concluded that teachers' beliefs tend to be 

stable and inflexible. 
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Weinstein (1990) had a similar experience in her study 

about teacher education students' anticipated future 

teaching effectiveness. Through her emphasis on "What makes 

a good teacher," she concluded that the preservice students 

had strong preconceptions. She recommended students' 

implicit theories and those of their professors be examined 

and made explicit if preservice programs expect to promote 

conceptual change. Holt-Reynolds (1992) also examined 

preservice teachers beliefs. Her focus was on what 

constitutes "'good' teaching" in the preservice teacher's 

definition structure. She also found that pre-existing 

beliefs are strongly held, concluding that preservice 

students will not value the goals of the preservice program 

unless those goals correspond to their beliefs. "Good" 

teaching in a preservice setting, according to Holt

Reynolds, should invite the preservice students to examine 

and explore her beliefs. 

Some research is focused more on how to obtain 

conceptual change. Morine-Dershimer (1989) found that 

students in her preservice classes made some changes in 

their concept maps during the course of the semester. The 

key appeared to be the use of instructional models for peer 

teaching and reflection. 

Wood, Cobb and Yackel (1991) also found significant 

change in one teacher'S prior beliefs about teaching 

mathematics. In their research, a second grade teacher 
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moved from a positivist philosophy as a basis for teaching 

mathematics to a constructivist one. with the help of the 

three researchers, a second grade mathematics teacher 

experimented with new ways of teaching. She adopted a 

constructivist philosophy, which enabled her to move toward 

the belief that math was more than applications of rules and 

that teaching was less concerned with a transmission of 

information and more concerned with students' formation of 

knowledge. 

Studies in Preconceptions: Science and Math 

Though the focus of my research is the preservice 

student, my own introduction to the pre-existing belief 

literature was through studies of teaching in science and 

math. Whereas the studies discussed above centered on the 

teacher or teacher candidate, the science and math studies 

center on the learner, or student. Since the teacher 

candidate is both teacher and learner for the duration of 

her methods classes, such studies are particularly 

appropriate for my study. 

Studies of science and math have also found that 

students have strong beliefs about the content of these 

subject areas. As I stated in the first chapter, students 

and teachers often have competing conceptions of "how the 

world works." For the most part, science and math studies 



seek to make the implicit or tacit knowledge of students 

explicit. 
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In a comprehensive review of the literature on student 

preconceptions in mathematics, science and programming, 

Confrey (1990) discussed studies that seek to identify 

students' preconceptions and misconceptions. He organized 

the literature around three philosophical frameworks: (1) 

Piagetian; (2) the philosophy of science; and (3) 

systematic errors. Each of these frameworks see 

preconceptions in a different way, but all agree that the 

preconceptions predate formal instruction. Moreover, 

preconceptions are contrary to accepted scientific or 

mathematical assumptions, and are resistant to change. All 

the research in this review suggests that the preconceptions 

of students must be acknowledged and explicitly confronted, 

that they cannot be changed by a simple presentation of 

scientific knowledge. 

Other researchers have also discovered the existence 

and persistence of students' preconceptions. studies by 

Anderson (1987) and Eaton, Anderson and smith (1984), sought 

to affect a preconception held by students by identifying 

and treating it. In these studies, researchers identified a 

particular preconception or misconception, operationalized 

it, applied a treatment to the group, and re-tested students 

to find out whether the treatment was effective. In these 



studies, the preconceptions seemed extremely resistant to 

change. 
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Other studies have attempted to formulate ways of 

changing students' misconceptions. strike and Posner (1985) 

suggested that new ideas or concepts will not be accepted by 

students unless teachers offer an explanation for the 

problem and fit it within the student's current frame for 

the problem. Conceptual change, they argue, will not come 

about until students become dissatisfied with their existing 

conception because they sense it contains some anomaly. It 

is through such dissatisfaction that the student becomes 

open to other plausible conceptions. 

Since teacher-candidates are students, this research 

could apply to the conceptual change that might come about 

through their methods classes. Both students and teachers 

have strong beliefs that they may have acquired before they 

received formal instruction. All the research in this area 

points to the notion that preconceptions must be recognized 

as an important factor in classrooms for both teachers and 

learners. 

Discipline-Based Art Education: Premises and Constructs 

For the last 40 years creative self-expression formed 

the philosophy for most art education classes in the united 

states (Clark, Day & Greer, 1987). In the creative-self 

expression philosophy, it is assumed that the child has an 
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innate ability which should be nurtured by the art educator 

and/or classroom teacher. 

As Clark, Day, and Greer (1987) outline them, the goals 

of this philosophy include developing creativity in the 

child through exposure to diverse art materials and methods. 

This is done in an idiosyncratic way according to the ideas 

of the individual teacher who sees her students as naturally 

creative and expressive. The teacher also sees her task as 

one that includes little adult intervention in the 

children's work. It also follows that works by mature 

artists would not be a part of this instruction because they 

might interfere with the children's ideas for expression. 

Evaluation of student projects is not a logical part of this 

philosophy, but if evaluation is done, it is based on each 

child's development. 

One premise for the present study is the notion that 

change is being promoted in elementary art education on the 

basis of a new philosophy for art education that is 

replacing creati\~ self-expression. Because of this 

premise, it is appropriate to briefly describe the 

philosophy, history, tenets, and practice of the new 

philosophy, DBAE. 
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The History and Philosophical Basis for DBAE 

The history of the discipline-based philosophy started 

in the 1960's when art educators began to consider how 

psychology might playa part in a child's experiences with 

art. The change toward including more than just studio 

experiences is usually traced to a seminar at The 

Pennsylvania state University in 1965, where Manual Barkan 

(1966) suggested that art education be expanded to include 

other than hands-on experiences. 

This approach was explored by programs such as the 

Aesthetic Education project at the Central Midwestern 

Regional Educational Laboratory (CEMREL) and curriculum 

writing projects at the Southwest Regional Laboratory 

(SWRL) . 

By the 1970's the expanded approach of including 

aesthetic perception and cultural context in art education 

was beginning to appear in state curriculum guidelines 

(Dobbs, 1992). 

In the 1980's, Greer (1984) coined the term discipline

based art education and was subsequently asked to direct a 

program funded by the Getty Center for Education in the 

Arts. This program, a series of summer staff-development 

institutes and follow-up programs, successfully disseminated 

the discipline-based theory and its implementation in the 

Los Angeles area (Greer, Hine, Silverman, Zwissler, 

Hoepfner, Rubin, 1992). Other parts of California along 



with other states began to use the "Los Angeles Model" to 

structure similar institutes. 
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Greer based his theory on the philosophy and work of 

Broudy (1961, 1972, 1979). Broudy's rationale for teaching 

art as a part of general education became a part of the DBAE 

theory. Broudy's (1987) rationale is based on the premise 

that learning about the aesthetic domain contributes to 

general education in several ways: 

(1) Knowledge in the aesthetic domain contributes to 

the other subjects by offering us access to a large number 

of images which make up what Broudy calls "an allusionary 

base" (1979). This allusionary base is a bank of images 

that forms a structure for our knowledge and thoughts. In 

Broudy's language, this is a tacit knowledge structure 

(Polanyi, 1967) that we think, not about, but with. Broudy 

contends that each school subject has its own allusionary 

base. History, for instance, depends on learners 

integrating images of cultures into their allusionary base 

which can be used to filter new knowledge concerning 

similarities and differences in cultures. 

Broudy (1988) maintains that once a student leaves 

school and becomes an adult member of society, schooling 

takes on different uses. According to him, the aesthetic 

domain offers us both interpretive and associative uses of 

knowledge by providing images and structures for ongoing 

experience. 
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(2) Knowledge in the aesthetic domain makes a unique 

contribution to a person's life by offering us a way to 

understand thoughts and feelings. In Broudy's (1972) 

language, this is "feelingful knowledge and knowledgeful 

feeling" (p. 10). If, as Broudy contends, art works are 

images of human feeling, then by observing a manifestation 

of a feelings in an image, we can understand more about the 

feeling and feel more about the information we gain. 

Institutionalizing the DBAE Theory 

Through the efforts of the Getty Center, an official 

monograph was written and published describing the theory, 

its precedents and its implications (Clark, Day & Greer, 

1987). The Center also sponsored a series of seminars and 

symposia on the theory. 

In an effort to evaluate the success of the "Los 

Angeles Model," the Getty Center employed independent 

evaluators, Hoepfner and Rubin, to measure changes in 

attitudes and classroom behaviors among the participants in 

the summer institutes. Both evaluators' descriptions were a 

part of the annual reports compiled by the institute staff. 

According to the final report (Greer et al. 1992), the 

institute participants did change their beliefs and 

classroom practices as a result of their summer training. 
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Though some art educators supported DBAE (DiBlasio, 

1987, Rush, 1987, Clark & Zimmerman, 1987), there was also 

much resistance to the theory (Hamblen, 1988). Current 

literature in art education shows that the theory is fairly 

well accepted, though the form of DBAE may not be exactly as 

its framers suggested in 1987. The shift away from Creative 

Self-Expression to DBAE was helped by a publication 

sponsored by the National Art Education Association which 

further institutionalized the ideas, if not the name. When 

NAEA published Qualley's (1986) Quality Art Education 

Goals for Schools: An Interpretation, the basic tenets of 

DBAE were included. 

The Tenets of DBAE 

According to the original article and subsequent 

publications clarifying the theory (Greer, 1984, 1987, 

Clark, Day & Greer, 1987, Pittard, 1988), DBAE has clear 

tenets which are significantly different from creative self

expression, the previous philosophy for art education. DBAE 

tenets rest on the idea that the discipline of art is made 

up of a body of knowledge from which ideas, concepts, and 

modes of inquiry can be extracted to form the basis for 

curriculum in classrooms. 

The parent discipline is separated into four areas that 

incorporate overlapping content and inquiry skills, but can 

be visualized as distinct disciplines. These are the 
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philosophy of art or aesthetics, art criticism, art history 

and studio art. Each of these has a role model from which 

modes of inquiry can be inferred. In each lesson or unit, 

it is expected that a student would act as an aesthetic ian 

by examining the philosophy behind the artwork and/or the 

definition of art in this context; as an artist by using 

authentic tools and materials for expression; as an art 

historian by examining the context for artworks and artists; 

and finally, as an art critic by studying the work for 

certain characteristics and forming a judgment based on 

those criteria (Greer, 1987). 

The Practice of DBAE 

As DBAE has been implemented in classrooms, it has 

become clear that DBAE instruction is significantly 

different from instruction guided by the previous paradigm 

(Rush, 1989). Because of the requirement that activities 

should be based on the four disciplines in content and 

inquiry methods, and that content should exist within a 

sequential structure, a new curricula were needed. These 

new ideas were implemented in curricula by some professors 

of art education such as Greer (1982) and Erickson, Katter 

and stewart (1988), and incorporated into several new 

textbooks. 
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Instruction according to the DBAE model requires 

evaluation of students art activities. Much research has 

addressed the question of how evaluation should be done 

(Day, 1985). The basis for the evaluation component in DBAE 

marks a significant break with traditional instruction in 

art. As a result, DBAE looks for measures of success in the 

discipline and the instruction, not in the child. Feldman's 

work (1980, 1986) forms the basis for this notion. In his 

work with child prodigies and his work on creativity, he 

finds that, in a domain like the visual arts, the measures 

for achievement are in the criteria set up in the domain. 

He writes: "Creative works are inextricably entwined with 

the field of effort within which the ,..,ork is produced." 

(p.103). Although he mentions that visual ·art has less 

clear criteria than other subjects, he notes that criteria 

do exist. 

DBAE lessons, then, should include the four 

disciplines, a sense of sequence, and an evaluation 

component. 

Goals of DBAE 

The overall goal of a DBAE program is understanding and 

appreciation of the aesthetic domain. For the purposes of 

the theory, it is understood that all students in art 

education will not become artists, art historians, critics 

or aestheticians, but they will come to appreciate and 
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understand what it means to think and act like one of these 

role models. 

Summary of the Literature 

The implicit beliefs of teachers and teacher candidates 

are a subject of the learning-to-teach literature. Studies 

have shown that implicit beliefs are strongly held and 

difficult to change with formal instruction. Some 

researchers have noted that beliefs inform the practice of 

teaching as much as subject matter knowledge. Preservice 

education must explicitly address such beliefs if it is to 

modify the preservice teachers' conceptions of teaching. 

Studies have been conducted with students in the 

subject areas of science and math, demonstrating that 

students have implicit preconceptions or pre-existing 

beliefs that are resistant to change. Some researchers 

suggest that change in preconceptions can only occur when 

students become dissatisfied with their existing belief 

structures. These researchers recommend that more attention 

be given to students' and teachers' beliefs and 

preconceptions. 

Though the term DBAE was coined by Greer in 1984, 

precedents for the theory came from the 1960's. The DBAE 

theory rests on the premise that there is a body of 

knowledge or discipline of art and that concepts can be 

extracted and used as the basis for curriculum in a school 
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subject. The theory is based in Broudy's writing and has as 

its goal understanding and appreciation of the aesthetic 

domain. 

DBAE marked a significant break with the previous 

theory of art education, creative self-expression. creative 

self-expression encouraged teachers to give art materials to 

young students for random experimentation in the hope that 

this would encourage the students to develop their innate 

creativity. DBAE encouraged teachers to analyze the body of 

art knowledge and extract materials and methods to use for 

specific experiments with explicit goals in the hope that 

this would encourage students to be more competent in 

talking about and making art. An important difference is 

the goal of the two programs. creative self-expression 

seeks to have the students learn more about themselves 

through making art. DBAE seeks to have the students learn 

more about art, through studying art. 

The implicit beliefs that marked the previous theory 

form the pre-existing beliefs for this generation of 

preservice students. The preservice students learned these 

through their "apprenticeship of observation" (Lortie, 

1975). These preconceptions or pre-existing beliefs about 

the content art as a school subject are the focus of this 

study. 



CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

study Design and Methodology 
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This study was designed to investigate two questions: 

(1) What are the preconceptions that the preservice 

elementary students bring to their art education classes, 

and (2) How much do the art education classes change 

students' preconceptions and socialize students into the 

DBAE tenets about art education? The research is an 

exploratory case study of students in a midwestern public 

university. Drawing on interview data gathered in a cross

sectional design, the study probes students' preconceptions, 

and the persistence of those preconceptions following art 

education classes that teach the tenets of DBAE. 

Organization of the Chapter 

In this chapter I begin with a discussion of the 

population selected for the study, and the process of 

selecting the sample from that population. The first 

section includes information about the university, the 

department and the classes from which the research sample 

groups were drawn. The second section of the chapter is a 

discussion of the interview method that was used. I discuss 

the concepts underlying the interviews, the process of 

generating working hypotheses and of constructing questions 



51 

and hypothetical situations for the interviews. In the last 

section of the chapter I review the process of data 

analysis. 

Part 1: The Sample and Setting 

The Sample 

The sample for the study was selected from the 

population of preservice elementary students. The students 

who were selected for the study were either just beginning 

their art methods classes, or they had just completed them. 

In part, they represent a convenience sample, in that I 

selected students who were either formally or currently my 

students. At the same time, by selecting students that had 

taken art methods from me, I achieved a measure of control, 

for I could be certain that they had systematically been 

exposed to the tenets and practices of DBAE. 

In order to answer my research questions, I needed to 

gather data on students at two points in their college 

experience. The ideal design for this study would be a 

longitudinal analysis following one group of students from 

before their entrance into the art methods classes to after 

their completion of the classes. However, for reasons of 

time and the logistical difficulties of tracking one set of 

students over time, this study employs a cross-sectional 

design. Thus, I sampled two different groups of students 
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one that was entering the art methods class, and the other 

that was completing those classes. Each group consisted of 

twelve pre service students. This cross-sectional design 

limits the study in its generalizability and scope, but not 

in its usefulness as an exploration of the preconceptions 

preservice students bring to their art methods classes. 

The students in my sample have certain common 

characteristics. The respondents are non-art majors who are 

either entering the art education methods courses for 

non-art majors or have exited their two art education 

methods courses. Each of these students had enrolled in or 

completed one of the methods classes I teach. These two 

student groups are referred to as Group 1 and Group 2. 

Group 1 consists of those students who were beginning their 

art education sequence of classes. Group 2 consists of 

those who had finished their art education sequence of 

classes. 

Group 1. Each sample group represents the elementary 

education population at a specific point in their training. 

Ninety-five percent of the students entering the art methods 

classes are female and 92% are Caucasian. The twelve Group 

1 students were all caucasian and female. Seventy percent 

of the entering students are between the ages of 19 and 21. 

Ten students in the Group 1 sample were between the ages of 

19 and 21. One respondent was 24 years old and one was 35. 
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Eighty-three percent of the entering students have not had 

an art class since eighth grade or earlier. Of the twelve 

in this sample, three had taken at least one art class in 

high school. The remaining nine had not had an art class 

since middle school. only one, whose mother was an artist, 

had received some private art lessons. 

Group 2. Group 2 consisted of students who had 

completed the courses required for their major. As I 

contacted former students, I found that only the students 

who received higher grades in the art classes were willing 

to return to the art building for an interview. This meant 

that the exiting students are represented by a slightly less 

representational cross section than those in Group 1. All 

of these 12 were caucasian and female. Nine had not had an 

art class since eighth grade or earlier before they enrolled 

in the university methods classes. One had received many 

private lessons and one had enrolled in community craft 

classes. The remaining two had attended an art class in 

high school. Nine Group 2 respondents were between the ages 

of 21 and 23 and three were non-traditional students, 32, 40 

and 46 years old. 

Despite the fact that the Group 2 students had been 

enrolled in and completed one of the classes I teach, the 

purpose of this study is not to measure the effects of my 

teaching. Teacher-researchers such as Lampert (1985) in 



elementary education and Morine-Dershimer (1989) in higher 

education methods classes have set precedents for this 

approach in which teachers conduct research on their own 

classes. 

Characteristics of the Sample and the Setting 

54 

The preservice elementary students are visitors to the 

art department in this university. Their methods classes 

may well be the only official contact they have with the art 

department during four or five years on campus. The two art 

methods classes are offered as a service to the teacher 

education department. The classes are taught by art 

education faculty who are certified to teach methods classes 

by the teacher-education committee through a credential 

review process. 

The site of the study is a midwestern university with 

a student body of about 20,500. Over 18,000 of the students 

are state residents. The student population tends to be 

caucasian (92%), the percentage of students with other 

ethnic backgrounds is approximately 8% of the total student 

body. 

It is not unusual to meet a local family from which 

three generations have graduated from the university. 

According to the career services personnel whose job it is 

to track the graduates, most studencs also wish to stay in 
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the area after graduation, though they are sometimes forced 

to move for economic reasons. 

out of the 20,500 enrolled in the 1991-92 academic 

year, approximately 1,400 were elementary teaching majors. 

Of these students, all who seek elementary certification for 

kindergarten to sixth grade must take both art education 

courses in sequence. That is, these students are required 

to take the 100 level class first, then the 300 level class. 

Beyond this stipulation, the students are free to take the 

classes at any time during their preservice program. 

Special education majors and those who want primary 

certification only, take AED 100 but not AED 300. 

Of a sample of 194 students enrolled in the first class 

in the sequence, approximately 70% are between the ages of 

19 and 21, and approximately 95% are female. These students 

have had little art education since middle school: 83% 

report that their last art class was in the eighth grade or 

in a lower grade. Partly because of the lack of 

preparation, students tend to be apprehensive about being 

evaluated on their artwork. Eighty percent reported upon 

entering the class that they would be afraid to be graded on 

their artwork. 

The art education classes are small and the population 

is restricted. The two classes are not open to art majors. 

The class size is approximately twenty and there is almost 



always a waiting list of students who would like to enroll 

in both classes. 
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As a result of the backlog of students, both classes 

are filled with third and fourth year students. Even the 

AED 100 class, Introduction to studio Fundamentals, has 

mostly juniors and seniors. A few students are sophomores, 

and only one or two are women freshmen. 

The goal of the classes is to enable generalist 

teachers to teach art in their classrooms. The department 

uses a discipline-based art education focus (Greer, 1984) as 

its primary philosophy. 

I will describe the classes in general terms, although 

as with any college class, there are, and should be, 

differences among sections taught by different instructors. 

The differences include the choice of activities, their 

order in the curriculum, and scheduling. 

The first class is designed to teach western art 

history, a method for art criticism or analysis, studio 

techniques in two and three-dimensional design, and some 

aesthetic concepts. This class has a stated goal of 

improving each student's ability to understand and 

appreciate the aesthetic domain. 

I am among the five instructors for the class and we 

have reached consensus on knowledge and skills that comprise 

the goals and objectives for the class. We approved a list 

of exit skills for the students in the class and use that as 
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a basis for our curriculum. I coordinate this class for the 

art education department. The other instructors and I meet 

often and communication is good among all of the 

instructors. 

The second class in the sequence is AED 300, Art in 

the Elementary School. It is designed to be a methods class 

for elementary education majors. Its focus is on 

application. The students in this class apply the 

information from AED 100, to an elementary classroom 

situation. 

While the instructors follow a discipline-based 

philosophy, the class is not coordinated by a full time 

faculty member, nor do all the instructors have a clear 

communication network. The curriculum for the class is left 

to the discretion of the instructor. The communication 

among the three full time instructors is good and they agree 

on goals for the class. The two part-time instructors are 

full time art specialists in local schools. Because of time 

limitations, they are less available and do not communicate 

with the others on a regular basis. 

AED 100: Introduction to Studio Fundamentals 

During the fall and spring semesters, AED 100 students 

come together once a week for a general lecture and then 

spend two two-hour labs participating in many different 

activities. These activities include hands-on art making 
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activities, art history research and presentations, 

exercises in aesthetics in the form of discussions, logic 

problems and games, and visits to the university art museum. 

The general lecture covers the rationale for the 

course, an explanation of the DBAE philosophy and lectures 

on each discipline involved. It also includes lectures that 

lead the students through an art history time line with a 

concentration on western European art history. 

The labs are conducted by individual instructors. 

Each instructor has as much latitude as she needs to meet 

the goals of the course. There is no prescribed curriculum 

or planned observations. Each instructor has agreed to 

teach toward specific exit skills for the class. Each 

receives a packet of materials that contains strategies for 

teaching aesthetics and criticism and each has access to 

games, reproductions and slides that are designed to be used 

in a DBAE program. 

The lab instructors have offices near one another and 

talk about the class and their projects often. About once 

each six weeks, the lab instructors attend a meeting in 

which they discuss their projects, successes and failures, 

problems with students or curriculum and general goals for 

the class. These meetings serve as forums to discuss issues 

that arise in the classroom, such as how we may improve the 

students' writing skills. These sessions help form a clear 

consensus on the goals for the class and the students. 



A Specific AED 100 Class 

Each lab instructor has her own style and methods for 

teaching her class. Because one of the constants in this 

study is attendance in one of my classes, I will briefly 

describe some important aspects of my class. 
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I model discipline-based instruction each class period. 

All the lessons and activities are discipline-based and, 

though I treat the students as adults, I often use projects 

that could be adapted for use in an elementary classroom. 

To facilitate this transition to their classrooms, I use art 

activities that can be completed in one or two class periods 

with materials that are accessible to all teachers in most 

elementary schools. 

I want the students to experience feelings of success 

and power: the success that comes from acquiring the skills 

they need to express themselves with art materials and the 

power that comes from being able to understand and explain 

their own artworks and those made by mature artists. My 

teaching philosophy is based on the hope that if they feel 

successful, they will transfer this value to their own art 

teaching. 

Though I rarely point it out to the class, I organize 

the curriculum into ideas and concepts which I divide into 

small steps, and teach in a sequence. I expect 85% - 100% 

of the students to be successful at the studio activity. To 

help them understand what success will look like in the 
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context of the activity, every project has a set of criteria 

which I write on the chalkboard before the activity begins. 

Each project is graded against those criteria, and displayed 

in the classroom for analysis by the class when it is 

completed. 

I choose activities that present concepts used by 

artists, critics, historians and philosophers. For the 

studio art portion of the class I begin with the principles 

of art and add media and techniques. I introduce a concept 

in a simple way, then return to the concept by using it in 

more and more complex tasks. I do not expect mastery, but I 

do expect the students to maintain a high level of 

craftsmanship and use materials and techniques in an 

authentic way. 

I present and require the students to use a system for 

analyzing art called aesthetic scanning (Broudy, 1972). The 

students use the structure of this system to analyze their 

own work and the work of mature artists during each 

activity. I choose a mature artist's work that shares some 

characteristics with the students' work. These 

characteristics could be subject matter, use of elements and 

principles, media, and/or techniques. 

Along with each mature artist's work, I present some 

art historical information about each artist and style. 

This background includes style characteristics, personal 
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information, and information about the time period in which 

the artist lived. 

In some lessons I include an aesthetic question in the 

form of a puzzle case concerning an aesthetic issue that 

relates to the artist or artwork we are studying. We read a 

short paragraph that describes an aesthetic dilemma 

concerning, for instance, the artist's intention, then we 

discuss our thoughts and feelings about the issue. In this 

way, I explore some issues regarding the philosophy of art. 

I also help the students clarify their thought processes 

concerning artistic issues. 

AED 300: Art in the Elementary School 

Because there is no faculty member coordinating AED 

300, the class is less structured overall. Each instructor 

has his or her own objectives, though the goals for the 

class are in line with the DBAE philosophy. Three of the 

AED 100 instructors also teach AED 300. 

In most sections of the class, students are presented 

with information about developmental levels of children and 

the four disciplines. They are required to research themes 

and make files of images around the themes. When they have 

completed their research, they write DBAE lesson plans that 

incorporate one theme with all four disciplines and present 

their lessons in class. 
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In the two sections held at night, the instructors 

present developmental levels, but take a more project 

oriented approach. These instructors tend toward teaching 

specific DBAE projects to be used in elementary classrooms. 

Specific Respondent Characteristics 

The respondents in Group 1 of this study had just 

begun AED 100. They had attended no more than a week of 

classes in AED 100. The Group 2 students had completed the 

art requirements for the degree they were seeking. This 

meant that in most cases (all but two) they had completed 

both AED 100 and AED 300. 

I had hoped to find students who had completed their 

program and had entered the teaching field. These, I felt, 

would be acting on their attitudes about art and art 

education in their own classroom with students. 

Unfortunately, only two of the students I was able to 

contact and interview had already entered teaching. One had 

just begun a full time teaching position after being an aide 

and one was a sUbstitute teacher. 

The remainder of the respondents in Group 2 had 

completed the art education requirement for their degree but 

were still completing their elementary education program of 

study. 
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Part 2: The Qualitative Method -- Interviews 

Preconceptions as Tacit Beliefs 

Studies of other school subjects, such as reading 

(Hollingsworth 1989, Richardson et al., 1991) and science 

(Anderson 1987, Davis 1983, Munby, 1984), have found that 

both students and teachers hold beliefs and/or 

preconceptions of which they may not be fully aware. We 

could refer to these as tacit beliefs, which can mean, in 

part, that people know more than they can tell (Polanyi, 

1966). However, this study is based on an assumption that 

preconceptions are tacit beliefs in the sense that they are 

unstated and often unexamined, but not in the sense that 

they are "unstateable." Researchers such as Hollingsworth, 

Richardson, and Morine-Dershimer have found ways to help 

their students identify unstated preconceptions or beliefs 

about pedagogy. 

Here is a brief example. As I considered different 

methodologies for this study, I imagined using a survey 

instrument that asked for the information I sought: (1) 

What are your preconceptions about art and art education? 

and (2) Explain your preconceptions in the space below. 

While this straightforward approach is appealing and makes 

misinterpretation of these data more difficult, that brief 

survey instrument is based on an assumption that is probably 

false: the respondents are aware of their pre-existing 
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beliefs and can explain them. Because of this problem, I 

have added a phrase to Polanyi's statement about knowing 

more than you can tell: Tacit beliefs are knowing more than 

you can tell without being asked the right questions. 

Interviews 

In order to identify tacit beliefs held by the 

respondents, I needed to ask open-ended questions. The 

questions were structured by working hypotheses I developed 

concerning preconceptions. 

Choosing a Type of Interview. Interviews are "a direct 

source of information on belief and knmlledge systems" 

(Pearsall, 1970, p. 346). There are many different types of 

interviews. One of the factors that differentiates types of 

interviews is control (Agar, 1980). Interviews can range 

from the formal or structured to the informal or 

unstructured. Within each large category on the continuum 

are degrees of management by the researcher (Whyte, 1960). 

Guba and Lincoln (1981) discuss the structured 

interview as one in which "the problem is defined by the 

researcher before the interview. The questions have been 

formulated ahead of time, and the respondent is expec~ed to 

answer in terms of the interviewer's framework and 

definition of the problem" (1981, p.155). The interview is 

over when the interviewer reaches the end of the prepared 



questions. In a structured interview, the researcher is 

looking for representative responses from a specific group 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1981). 
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In the unstructured interview, the respondent is 

treated as the expert. The interview is more spontaneous 

and may take off in many different directions. The problem 

is defined by the respondents. The interview is finished 

"when the respondent has 'taught' the interviewer all that 

the interviewer needs to know" (Guba and Lincoln, 1981, p. 

166) • 

For the purposes of this study, an interview that 

falls somewhere in the middle ground between structured and 

unstructured was required. The interviews were structured 

by questions directed towards uncovering preconceptions in 

certain areas. Yet each question could lead to many 

different responses and directions, and each interview had 

its own conversational flow, with the interview not 

following a set sequence of questions. Therefore, the 

interviews were semi-structured. A critically important 

feature of the interviews was that they gave respondents an 

opportunity to express their views without giving them cues 

to bring their responses into line with my constructs as 

interviewer. 
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Choosing Interview Questions. No matter how intriguing 

a single conversation with a respondent is, no single 

interview can become the complete focus of this study. The 

focus, as Trow (1970) suggests, is on the inferences that 

can be drawn from all the interviews when taken as a whole. 

It is imperative, then, to ask questions that will provide 

some insightful responses, i.e., the right questions. 

What are the right questions? The first step in 

answering this question was to frame the possibilities. I 

began by formulating possible hypotheses about 

preconceptions in this particular population. I had 

considerable experience from which to construct these 

hypotheses. As a professor of art education for over six 

years, I have had daily opportunities to observe and 

interact with preservice generalist students. I have seen 

many preservice elementary students smile and frown over 

assignments, subject matter, lecture topics, evaluations, 

and tests. When I asked myself, "What are the right 

questions?" I realized my hours of participant observation 

enabled me to form some working hypotheses that would help 

frame the questions. 

I made a consensual validity check (Reber, 1985). 

After constructing a list of working hypotheses about 

students' preconceptions, I contacted other higher education 

art methods instructors at this university and others and 

checked my hypotheses against their perceptions. Through 
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the use of the other instructors as a filter, I hoped to 

reduce researcher bias and improve the probability that the 

findings would be more credible. I formulated a shortened 

list of hypotheses according to the more widely held 

perceptions among the higher education instructors. These 

hypotheses logically came to form the structure for 

interviews concerning preconceptions about art and art 

education among the preservice population. 

The working hypotheses included the following notions: 

art activities should be based on holidays or seasons; 

instruction stifles creativity; art activities should not 

be evaluated; success in art depends on talent; training 

cannot change a person's competency in art; there are 

standards for art, but they are unstated; good children's 

art has a unique quality; no other subject in school is 

like art or has any relationship with art; art materials 

are messy and hard to manage; there are no wrong answers in 

art, unlike other subjects; mature artists' work is 

interesting to some adults, not to children; any viewer 

should be able to understand all artwork; abstract art is 

creative; artists are male. 

More specifically, I asked sets of questions that 

concerned three main areas: (1) art activities for 

elementary school students including the basis for the 

activity, goals, objectives, instruction, evaluation, and 

the rationale for including art activities in a school 



curriculum; (2) assumptions about the role of education in 

art, including similarities and differences between adult 

art education and child art education and the notion of 

innate ability; and (3) assumptions about understanding 

artworks including the notion of appreciation without 

understanding, instant understanding and a child's ability 

to understand. 
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Each interview shaped itself around this structure, but 

was not bound by it. The interview schedule was created to 

respond to certain hypotheses, but it was not necessarily 

followed in the same order or narrowed to those written 

questions addressed to each respondent. The interview 

schedule was not followed to the exclusion of other 

information volunteered by the respondent, nor followed in 

the sense that each question was asked of each respondent in 

the same order. Many respondents volunteered information 

that naturally led to further questions and conversations. 

Each of the respondents approached the topics outlined in 

the interview schedule in a slightly different way and 

addressed them in a slightly different order. 

The nature of the task was to encourage each 

respondent to disclose her preconceptions about art and art 

education in her own terms. Since the preconceptions are 

tacitly held by each respondent within a personal knowledge 

system, the interviews were driven more by the communication 
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Each interview necessarily had its own rhythm and timbre. 
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The information on which this study is extracted from 

audio taped and transcribed interviews with preservice 

elementary education majors. The individualized nature of 

each interview notwithstanding, both groups were asked 

questions and put in similar hypothetical situations 

organized around the same working hypotheses. 

Interviews and Trust. From the first few sentences 

uttered by the first respondent in the first interview, it 

was apparent that gaining the trust of the respondents was 

going to be difficult. My role as art professor and the 

respondent's role as student made our relationship unequal 

from the time we met in the classroom. That fact became 

more clear as the first respondent walked into my office, 

the site of the 45 to 90 minute interviews. 

Trust was a problem with both groups. Group 1 was 

wary because they \vere new to the class. They were unsure 

of both the nature of the class and the personality of their 

professor (and interviewer). Group 2 wanted to give the 

"correct" answer. Many of the Group 2 respondents asked if 

they should study for the interview when we made the 

appointment to meet. They all seemed to suspect that each 

question had a right answer. Two Group 2 respondents made 

reference to this feeling in the following situations. When 
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I asked one of the respondents if she thought the Jackson 

Pollock work she was holding was expressive, she said, "I 

mean, I would recognize immediately that I am probably not 

saying the correct response for someone who has been through 

art classes and seen Jackson Pollock pictures. II When I 

asked another how she would judge the students' work, the 

respondent replied, "Well, whatever looks best isn't the 

right answer here." 

Even though I asked the questions as consistently as I 

could, some heard, or thought they heard, judgments in them. 

After Ann described her art activity to me, I asked her, 

"What do you think your students will learn from this art 

activity? II She replied, "What would they learn? That's a 

good point. That's probably true, nothing." 

There were other obstacles. I realized the technique 

of interviewing brought its own set of problems. I began to 

see the first three interviey]s with Group 1 respondents as a 

pilot study. I tried a few different techniques in these 

interviews then transferred the useful ones to the 24 

interviews I used for the study. 

The first few Group 1 respondents were given to nervous 

laughter, long silences and endless "I don't know's" before 

each response. It was easy to hear "I don't know what you 

want to hear II in many of the "I don't know's. II After two 

interviews, it was clear that if I couldn't restructure some 
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of the questions or find a way to put the students at ease, 

trust would be a major roadblock to the research. 

The first and easiest response to this problem was to 

alter my statement about the nature of the research project 

at the start of each interview. In the statement I assured 

each respondent that the interview was a part of a study 

concerning their thoughts about art and art education and 

not a test of their knowledge of the subject. I made a 

statement that I was seeking only opinions. I stated at the 

beginning and throughout the interview that, whether or not 

it was actually said aloud, the phrase "in my opinion" 

preceded each statement the respondents made. 

I began to use Spradley's (1979) suggested tools such 

as restating answers and leaving long pauses for the 

students to fill, along with nodding and making encouraging 

noises whenever the students were talking, regardless of the 

response to the question. All of these techniques helped. 

By the third interview, I began to suspect that the 

problem lay in the nature of the questions. I referred to 

Spradley (1979) and changed the questions into hypothetical 

situations. I set up situations in which there were forced 

choices. For the first two interviews, the interview 

schedule consisted of a few questions and a few hypothetical 

situations in which the students were to imagine themselves 

and then to describe their actions. I also pursued the same 

situation from several different angles. 
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Here is an example of how the interview evolved during 

the pilot study. Before the changes, I asked: "If you were 

to teach an art lesson to elementary children tomorrow, what 

would you teach?" 

After the changes: 

I asked: What grade do you want to teach? 

Respondent: 

I replied: 

Third grade. 

Okay, you have graduated from the University 
and you have a position in a school. You 
have a class of twenty third graders. They 
are your responsibility and you are their 
regular teacher. Your principal comes into 
your classroom and tells you that there is no 
special art teacher, so everyone in the 
school teaches her own art lessons. She asks 
you to teach an art lesson next week. What 
are you going to teach? 

When that question is answered, I ask: "What do you 

hope the students will learn from the activity? How will 

you evaluate the project? Describe the best work the 

children made." 

I checked the information on the goals of the lesson 

and its evaluation in the next hypothetical situation. 

I said: The principal asks you to choose four 
projects to hang in the cases in front of her 
office. She only has room for four and she 
wants them to be good because a delegation of 
principals and teachers is coming to the 
school and she wants to impress them. Though 
this lesson will allow you to choose only 
five children's work, each will be 
represented in the case at some time during 
the school year. How do you choose the ones 
to go into the cases? Describe the work that 
you chose for the cases. What were you 
looking for? 
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These hypothetical situations were not foolproof. The 

respondents still occasionally found ways to respond but to 

avoid answering at the same time. I carne to call this 

"weaseling behavior." stacey's response to choosing five 

works to be put up in front of the principal's office was: 

"I have two ideas. One is, if they were going to be up all 

week and she wanted five of them, then I'd say 'Let's have 

five a day and switch them every day.' ... Or, I might pick 

numbers or whatever." "Weaseling behavior" not 

withstanding, the interviews began to yield more information 

after I changed from questions to hypothetical situations. 

Part 3: Data Analysis 

Improving the Reliability of the Process 

Miles and Huberman (1984) warn that qualitative methods 

can be difficult. They suggest that the conclusions be 

considered reasonable if another researcher reading the same 

data would find the same or similar conclusions, which they 

call "truth space." Because I worked alone during much of 

the research process and because of the nature of 

qualitative data, the credibility of the study is an issue. 

During both the data collection and data analysis processes, 

I used two methods to help improve the credibility of the 

study: peer debriefings and member checks (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985). 
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Throughout the process of conducting the interviews, I 

used a colleague as a consultant to act in "peer 

debriefings" (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p.308). This process 

is one in which the researcher asks a disinterested peer to 

question the findings and analysis of the research. In this 

way, the researcher can re-analyze the findings with a new 

lens. 

Peer debriefing enables the researcher to have an 

opportunity for four outcomes: to clarify interpretations, 

test hypotheses, develop the next step of analysis, and 

reach catharsis (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). The debriefer 

should be one who can ask hard questions and help answer 

them. The peer debriefer for this study is a professor of 

art education with an advanced degree in curriculum and 

instruction. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest the "member check" as 

a second method to increase the credibility of the research. 

The member check process asks those observed to test the 

results of the research against their perceptions. 

The pure concept of the member check process was 

modified for the purposes of this study to mean checking the 

results with the same population, though not the same 

respondents originally interviewed. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that member checks 

occur during the data collection process. However, for this 

study, the member checks were made during the data analysis 
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phase of the study which took place after the interviews had 

been transcribed and some tentative conclusions reached. 

Five preservice elementary students were asked to respond to 

the tentative conclusions from the study and offer comments 

and corrections according to their perceptions of whether it 

"rang true" for each of them. The conclusions were 

re-evaluated in light of their comments. 

As I analyzed the data and came to tentative 

conclusions, I asked my current students to respond to each 

conclusion regarding preconceptions. I found that as I 

paraphrased the conclusions for these respondents, they 

seemed gratified to learn that their views were held in 

common by other students. 

One observation also strengthens the conclusions. The 

respondents, especially those in Group 2, wanted to give the 

"correct" response to the questions I asked. Even as they 

tried to please their former instructor, their remarks 

reinforced many of the preconceptions of the entering 

students which augmented the authenticity of the findings. 

The Process of Data Analysis 

Some data analysis took place during the interview 

process, but the most intensive analysis occurred after all 

the interviews were completed and transcribed. As the 

interviews progressed, I had a ](ind of conversation with the 

data (Spradley, 1980). I continuously checked my 



perceptions of what the respondents might have said, with 

what they actually said during the interviews. 
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The data analysis began while the first interviews in 

the pilot study were taking place. As the respondents 

answered, I found myself objecting to some responses and I 

began to see that, to my surprise, I had a notion of what 

would constitute the "correct" response. This realization 

helped me formulate my "correct" response in writing so that 

I could confront my own preconceptions before they formed a 

bias for the analysis. I also asked my peer debriefer to 

respond to my "correct" response and make additions of her 

own. 

I made some notes and memos throughout the interview 

process concerning tentative interpretations, along with 

examples and counter examples as arguments for and against 

certain hypotheses. I used these notes as a reminder to 

clarify certain areas and information during the interview 

process. 

When all the interviews were finished and the audio 

tapes transcribed, the data consisted of 27 interviews of 24 

to 40 pages. I placed each interview in its category, Group 

1 or Group 2, and read each group's responses. I noted 

themes and responses and reread the memos and notes I had 

taken during the interview process. I found that two of my 

working hypothesis were not supported by the respondents. 

These two hypotheses were (1) that artists are male; and 



(2) that art materials are messy and hard to manage. I 

eliminated these two from the analysis. 
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To code the data, I made a list of the working 

hypotheses and other emerging themes, then I read each 

interview for specific or general references to each 

hypothesis. These references were re-entered on a separate 

file, which included the shorthand title for the hypothesis, 

the respondent's name and group, a summary of the comments, 

and direct quotes from the interview. I included any 

relevant questions or responses I had made during the course 

of the interview that had generated additional information. 

The coding categories included the art activity, basis, 

medium, subject matter, criteria, evaluation, and 

instruction. 

Another coding category was forced choice. I selected 

a shortened title of forced choice for the students' 

responses to the hypothetical case in which they chose 

student artwork to be hung outside the principal's office. 

It included several areas: (1) the selection process of 

the work including their stated criteria; (2) their 

descriptions of the work; (3) discrepancies in their 

original standards for the project and their standards for 

this choice; (4) information about creativity, style, 

instruction, and/or talent. 
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I cross-referenced this with information concerning the 

activity each respondent described and noted consistencies 

or inconsistencies in their descriptions and choices. I 

also summarized each respondent's beliefs concerning 

evaluation, grades and the origin of their standards for 

both. I noted whether the evaluation standards were assumed 

to be in the discipline or the child. Finally, I noted any 

dissonance between a respondent's beliefs. During some 

interviews I had asked the respondents to reconcile the two 

dissonant beliefs. In these instances, I made a separate 

file in which I noted the dissonance, my challenge and their 

responses. 

After the interviews were coded, I placed each section 

in a file under its shortened title. Those data that did 

not fall into a preassigned category received new titles. 

"Weaseling behavior" was an example of such a category. 

I outlined the findings for each category in each 

group, then re-read all the findings under that category to 

find counter examples for my conclusions. Often, I counted 

responses that could serve as examples and those that could 

serve as counter examples as a check on my perception. I 

sensed that respondents that stated their beliefs more 

strongly would make a more lasting impression. I was 

anxious to place each response in context and represent the 

preconceptions of the entire group as authentically as 

possible. 
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In the next chapter, I examine each working hypothesis 

through these data I collected in the interviews. I present 

these data in the respondents' voices in long quotes. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

SUMMARY OF GROUP 1 DATA 

The Interview Themes 
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The data in this and the next chapter come entirely 

from interviews conducted with the two groups of 

respondents. I constructed the questions to address themes 

which were derived from working hypotheses. The questions 

and situations were constructed to elicit tacit or, at 

least, unstated beliefs the preservice students held 

concerning art and art education. Because it is easier to 

appreciate these replies as each respondent stated them, I 

have identified the comments made by each respondent by 

using pseudonyms. 

Organization of Chapters Four and Five 

The organization of Chapters Four and Five are 

essentially parallel, with Chapter Four summarizing the data 

from Group 1 and Chapter Five summarizing the data from 

Group 2. Both address the themes around which the student 

respondents' interviews were grouped. Chapter Four is 

primarily concerned with the first research question: What 

are the preconceptions the preservice elementary teacher 

brings to her art education classes? 
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Chapter Five addresses the same themes that structured 

both sets of interviews, along with unanticipated themes 

that emerged. This chapter is most concerned with the 

exiting student respondents' interviews, and the second 

research question: To what extent do art education classes 

challenge and change students' preconceptions and socialize 

students into the new paradigm for teaching art? 

I structured the presentation of the data in these two 

chapters to correspond with the overall themes and sequence 

of the interviews. The themes start with the basis for a 

classroom art activity and end with understanding artworks 

made by mature artists. 

Each of these two chapters is split into two parts. 

The first part is concerned with the respondents' thoughts 

and beliefs about appropriate art activities for elementary 

students. I begin with the art activities discussed, then 

consider the role of evaluation, including goals and 

objectives. Next I discuss the role of instruction, talent 

and training. Finally, I detail respondents' beliefs 

regarding whether looking and talking about art are 

appropriate activities for elementary children, which leads 

into a presentation of respondents' beliefs about the 

rationale for teaching art in general education. 

The second part of each of these two chapters is 

concerned with the respondents' beliefs about viewing and 

understanding artworks. It begins with their beliefs about 



representational and abstract styles, assumptions about 

talent and training, and expression in artwork. Then I 

focus on the respondents conceptions of how adults 

understand artworks, along with their beliefs about young 

students' explanations of artworks. 

Part 1: Art Activities 
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I asked each respondent for information on an activity 

in her elementary classroom. My working hypothesis came 

from observations of elementary art materials and activities 

which often have social studies as their basis. The 

hypothesis was that the respondents would choose an activity 

based on a holiday or season. 

I set up the following situation with the respondents: 

You have your own classroom of [any grade they chose] 

students. Your principal comes into your room and says, "We 

have no art specialist, so all the classroom teachers have 

to teach their own art lessons in our school. Next week, I 

would like you to teach an art lesson." What will you do 

next week? 

Establishing a Basis for an Activity 

The first group of respondents tended to choose their 

activity based on its medium: paint, crayon, pencil or 

collage. Most chose a two dimensional activity, painting, 



drawing or collage. Only one of the respondents in this 

group chose a sculpture. 

83 

The fact that the respondents chose a medium as the 

aspect around which the activity was structured was a 

surprise. Because of the widely used holiday art activities 

in elementary schools, I had expected cultural norms, social 

studies activities or seasons to be the first consideration, 

but only a few of the respondents mentioned holidays. Cindy 

would like her students to make Christmas trees by dipping 

their hands in paint and making hand prints in the shape of 

a Christmas tree. Mary said, lilt would depend on the 

season. If it were, like, March, I might make some kind of 

kites and then let them make a collage or something to make 

kites. II Perhaps the lack of holiday projects was due to the 

recent litigation concerning religious practices in schools. 

Amy warned, IIA holiday project is okay, but you could keep 

the religious aspect out of it. I know that upsets some 

people. II 

Most of the respondents' choices for an art activity 

tended to be based on activities they remembered from their 

own childhood. This seems logical given the fact that few 

of these students had attended any recent art classes. I 

asked them how they chose their activity and most replied 

that they had done something similar when they were in 

school. Given their long lIapprenticeship of observation", 

when they were asked for an activity, they looked into their 
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past experiences with art and art education for an 

experience that seemed, at least in their memory, to be 

enjoyable. Some could find no enjoyable experiences in art 

in their past, like Ann: "I don't know [what activity I 

would choose], I didn't have a very good experience when I 

was in middle school." 

The Choice of Subject Matter for an Art Activity 

In what I assumed was an effort to give their students 

choice and control, most respondents chose to set few limits 

for subject matter. Susan Be would "just take them outside 

to paint what they see, whatever they wanted that was 

outside." Susan W. would ask her students to "paint 

anything, a picture maybe, a farm setting, or just clear out 

your mind, it doesn't have to be structured. It doesn't 

have to look like anything, just what you want." Helen 

would assign a painting for which "each kid could pick out 

an object he or she liked and try to paint that object. Use 

their imagination. They could make it like it looked if 

they wanted to, but they would have the freedom to do what 

they want." Joan would choose, "A general topic and they 

could, like, go off of that, say, something in nature. And 

then they could do trees, animals, bugs, flowers, and they 

could do any arrangement that they wanted to -- outside, or 

... inside." Lori would "have them draw anything they 



wanted, you know, they could pick something that was of 

interest to them and then draw it." 
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Though one student had an idea that she would restrict 

the subject matter to a specific area, her motive was to 

give her students freedom to express themselves. She said, 

"How about each child outlines their body on a white piece 

of paper, then color it in emotion colors. Like if they were 

feeling anger that day, maybe their hands are red ... or 

they could just draw themselves." 

The Role of Instruction for an Art Activity 

During each interview, I asked whether art should be a 

part of the elementary student's week at school. All the 

respondents said yes, art should be a part of elementary 

school curriculum. It did not necessarily follow that the 

respondents felt that they should include instruction in 

their art activities. According to most Group 1 

respondents' belief systems, art was different. Instead of 

the instruction each might provide in other subjects, in 

art, these teacher candidates felt they should give the 

children something to motivate them, then try not to inhibit 

the children's own expression. 
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Group 1 respondents were likely to say instruction, as 

it is generally defined in other subjects, was not 

necessary: 

I'm really against a teacher saying, "This is how you 
draw a flower." I think you should have them look at 
flowers and draw it however they want to draw it. So, 
I think there would be some instruction, but I maybe 
would not want to give them specific examples. . . . 
They know what flowers look like, and they know what 
they can do. 

Some went further to say that instruction would get in 

the way of creativity. "I'd have them paint whatever they 

would like, within some boundaries, but I don't think you 

should limit and set one specific, because I think that kind 

of hinders creativity." 

Many of the respondents seemed to be wor]cing from an 

assumption that elementary students have something in mind 

that they would like to draw, paint, or sculpt and that they 

need the freedom to do that. Sarah would "maybe talk about 

some of the things they could do and how maybe they should 

glue it together or how they should fasten it together to 

keep it together. But I could say for them to be creative 

and do whatever you want to do." 

Some were more specific about instruction but were 

unsure how much would be appropriate. Joan wanted to teach 

watercolor painting. She acknowledged that there are 



aspects of watercolor painting that should be learned: "I 

would have to learn to do it before I taught it." She 

explained: 

You have to teach them . . . how you can blend it and 
paint over different colors. How you need to let one 
color dry before you put another color over. How 
different size brushes make different images and 
different strokes .... That kind of thing. 
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However, when I questioned her further, she changed her mind 

and decided to have them experiment and maybe show them some 

of those techniques later. "I think they need to explore on 

their own and then after they've really discovered on their 

own . then explain it to them maybe." 

Mary thought some instruction or at least exposure 

would be useful. "I would show them different kinds of 

kites they can make so that they're not limited. This is 

exactly what you have to do so they can be free to do 

whatever they want." In a drawing lesson, Lori would "maybe 

show them some kind of different methods to do it," by which 

she means give them different media. "Maybe do chalk, or 

paint or something to make it more interesting." 

However, Mary and Lori were in the minority. The 

feelings of the group were summed up by Lisa when she 

indicated that she, "would maybe have them paint from a 

picture . . . sort of sketch it out, and then paint over it 

... or maybe just let them be creative." 



88 

Evaluation for Art Activities: Unraveling Tangled Threads 

The Evaluation Component of the Activity. I construed 

evaluation to mean setting criteria by which to judge 

whether the students met the goals and objectives for the 

activity. I asked each of the respondents about evaluating 

the lesson she described. 

None of the respondents in this group liked the idea of 

evaluating the lesson. "You can't say this is right and 

this is wrong. That's not the way the field is." Amy 

"couldn't grade them. I think as long as they're making an 

effort and trying to do it ... I don't think I'd grade 

them." Susan "would look at them and maybe ask them what 

they drew and then analyze it and tell them how to make it 

better." Joan "would talk to the children and have them 

explain what they did and why they did it, because I think 

that's important because, obviously, they did it for a 

reason." Susan W. "wouldn't know how to grade someone's art 

because it is someone's self expression. . If it is a 

creative activity, I don't think they should be graded." 

Mary felt some pressure to evaluate even though it was 

inappropriate according to her personal philosophy. She 

said: 

I always thought that when I taught art, as long as 
they did something, as long as they produce something 
and they could explain it to me, and they could say 
this is what I see, I would say that was fine. . . . I 
would like to say as long as they could explain it, I 
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would just like to say "Hey, that's great! That's the 
way you see it." But realistically, there has to be 
some kind of ... some way. Parents, parents want to 
know a number. 

Evaluating by Measuring Against Goals and Objectives. 

The Cheshire cat said to Alice, the direction you ought to 

go from here "depends a good deal on where you want to get 

to" (Carroll, 1960 p.64). The cat and I share similar 

attitudes. I assumed that the direction a teacher takes in 

an activity depends on her predetermined idea of where she 

wants to find her students at the close of that activity. I 

was operating under this assumption when I asked the 

respondents what they hoped their students would learn 

during the activity they described. 

To my surprise, when I asked the respondents what they 

hoped their students would learn during this activity, they 

looked surprised at the question. I received some answers 

that bordered on double speak. Lori replied: 

Kids like to draw, so that I think a lot of times 
they'll take, like, you know, active energy and then, 
you know, they, you know, that helps them to, you know, 
drawing and everything that helps them with that. I 
think that helps them with a little bit of 
appreciation. It gives them a little bit of 
appreciation in art. 

Lisa thought her students would learn, "That deep 

beneath everything, as I see it, is either black or white, 

and then you can build it with shades of gray around it. I 

think you could learn to be creative." Sarah's students 
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would "understand that they had created something, that they 

had done a good job." 

The more straightforward answers tended to talk about 

experimenting with a medium as Mary had done with her kite 

collages. Mary thought her students would learn "the 

different feels of different kinds of materials like fabric. 

. • . What kind of fabric they like to work with. What 

materials they like and they get to experience different 

kinds of materials to use." On the practical side, she 

adds, "And what a kite looks like." 

Establishing criteria to Judge Art Activities. I asked 

the students to describe how they would evaluate the lesson. 

Since the goals and objectives were concerned with the 

students feeling good about their work, it follows that the 

evaluation criteria rarely mentioned any art concepts or 

skills. The evaluation criteria for almost every respondent 

were effort, participation, and the child's ability to 

explain his or her artwork. "I would just do it by 

creativity, how much effort they really put into it would be 

another one. By how motivated they are." Another 

respondent said, "It would also depend on what they saw, how 

they interpret." A third said, "Not necessarily on their 

ability because not everyone has the ability to paint a 

beautiful picture or do anything great." 
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Looking for a Clearer Picture: An Imaginary Peer 

Evaluation. Because I suspected that the responde~ts had 

some more exact evaluation criteria in mind for each lesson, 

but were unaware that they had it, I put the students in a 

situation in which they were forced to make some choices. 

Here is how I set the scene: 

Your principal comes into your classroom and says, "I 
want you to put up your art projects in front of my 
office. I only have room for four of these works so I 
want you to choose the best ones. Please don't have 
the children choose them. Of course, all the students 
will have their work up over the course of the year, so 
these four will just be the beginning. Oh yes, some 
principals from other schools will be visiting next 
week and we want to make a good impression on them. 

Almost every respondent mentioned looking for artwork 

with an idiosyncratic quality: "really neat, unique work, a 

lot of detail, a lot of artistic ability." The unique 

quality of the work seemed important, so I asked the 

respondents to describe a unique work. Unique to Lori and 

Cindy meant "off the wall." Cindy clarified her statement 

by saying she would, "choose the one that was completely 

different from the others, one that's really abstract or 

weird colors." When Lisa said her goal for the lesson was 

that her students "would learn to be creative, she meant 

they would produce artwork that contains "different things 

that they think of that nobody else has." 

The respondents seemed to feel they could recognize 

qualities of one work that were better than another, but 

they wouldn't want to teach their students to incorporate 
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any of those qualities because the instruction might 

interfere with the students' self expression. There seemed 

to be a feeling that unique work would not be possible if 

the students received instruction. Sarah was sure she 

"wouldn't want to put four figures [in front of the 

principal's office] that looked a lot the same, like if they 

had copied or I had showed them. If they were all exactly 

the same or if I showed them, then they aren't thinking, and 

that's the most important part of it." 

Along with a unique character for each work, the 

respondents wanted neatness, care, a feeling that their 

students had spent time on the work. This was consistent 

with the notion of effort they mentioned earlier. Lisa 

would choose "the ones where the kids have put forth the 

most work into it, the ones that have the most detail." 

Mary's students should "show that they just didn't throw it 

together, but they are a little more careful with it." 

There were other variables. Susan foresaw problems in 

evaluating more expressive or abstract styles. She saw no 

way to decide which works would go in front of the 

principal's office if the students were doing anything but 

work in a realistic style. "I don't know how you could 

pick. So I guess you can't measure creativity in a person's 

self expression. I guess if it's [realistic, I would 

choose] something that looks the closest to the original in 

the original scene." 
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Instruction, Evaluation and Self-Satisfaction. 

Questions concerning evaluation for the art activity brought 

up an aspect of the respondents' freedom-from-instruction 

approach that is especially intriguing. The respondents 

wanted their students to feel good about what they produced, 

which they saw as an extension of how the students felt 

about themselves. Amy thought [the hardest part of the 

lesson ~lOuld be], "to make the kids feel good about their 

own effort because not everybody's going to be as talented . 

as long as they're getting something on the paper or 

they feel good about it .•. that's fine." 

This led to an interesting dilemma. If their students 

don't have the skills and techniques they need to be 

successful at the activity, and they should not receive 

instruction, how are they to feel good about their products? 

Instead of teaching their students the skills they needed to 

become better at the art activities they were asked to do, 

respondents wanted to accept all the products as equally 

good. "If they said it was a flower and it didn't look like 

a flower, I wouldn't give them an F, because that's not 

really fair. Maybe that's all they could do." 

It was not that the respondents thought that all the 

products would be equally good. They knew that some, 

perhaps most, would not meet their expectations. 

Nevertheless, more than onA thought she could construct a 

situation in which her students wouldn't notice that some 
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work was better than others, and some was not good at all. 

"I'd have the whole class discuss which ones we think would 

be good to represent our class . . . and then the ones that 

aren't picked, you could hang them up in your own classroom 

on display. Then they wouldn't realize that theirs weren't 

good enough to be in the hallway." 

Instruction: Setting Art Apart from Other School Subjects 

Unlike other subjects, such as language arts and social 

studies, where the respondents felt they had a 

responsibility to introduce the students to some skills and 

content, in art they were more likely to say that the 

students would or would not discover what they needed to 

know to be successful. 'rhis respondent did not stand apart 

from the rest when she reported that she could imagine a 

scene in which she would "just say 'Let's take out our paint 

brushes and let's just try to paint a picture.' and let them 

discover things on their own." 

The respondents seemed to be saying that whatever the 

students did discover would be useful and what they did not 

discover would not affect their evaluation for the activity. 

"There's really no right or wrong answer because it's what 

you feel .... It's just hard to say about someone's 

ability." 

Even though they understood that they were making 

judgments about the student artwork based on their own ideas 
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of what the product should look like, the respondents seemed 

uncomfortable using any criteria save the student's own 

feelings about his or her work. I had the following 

conversation with Joan. 

I asked: 

Joan: 

I replied: 

Joan: 

"What kind of work would receive a failing 

grade?" 

"Just kind of blob on the page. Not 

attractive, not even a mixture of colors. 

Just kind of dirty water on paper." 

"So you think the child with the dirty water 

on his painting will get an F?" 

"I shouldn't have said that. In his eyes 

it's good. It's good for him." 

Joan was not alone. Mary also wanted the students to 

feel good. She was unconcerned with any other outcome. She 

would consider the work good "if they were happy with what 

they did." When I challenged this point of view by asking 

whether that kind of evaluation would work for another 

subject, the respondents told me that art was different from 

all the other sUbjects. Helen saw the students' likes and 

dislikes as the paramount consideration. "Some people don't 

like to draw, I think. They don't like art." Helen and the 

other respondents, like Amy, saw the whole undertaking as 

personal. "I just want the kids to feel good about what 

they're doing in art.. It's very personal to a child, 

their art." 
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Assumptions About Talent and Training 

The personal approach Amy mentioned opens another set 

of themes. These center around a belief that people are 

either born with drawing ability or not. In addition to 

this, the respondents seem to believe that this sort of 

ability was beyond the scope of the elementary school 

teacher to improve. To understand the respondents' views, I 

constructed questions that addressed their hypothetical 

students' ability to improve in art skills. Then I 

addressed questions to another part of that belief: the 

respondent's own ability in art. 

I asked the respondents to explain what would improve 

their students' performance in art. Two mentioned 

instruction. Helen said, "Give them pointers on how to do 

things better and practice with that." Most mentioned some 

form of praise: "I think a lot has to do with reactions you 

get from what you do. If people tell you it looks bad, then 

you're going to get discouraged and won't like to do it." 

"[If I had gotten positive feedback] I think I would have 

felt better about it and it would have felt more like, well, 

maybe I can do this and tried a little harder." 

Since one working hypothesis included the notion that a 

student's ability in art depended on talent or innate 

ability, I wanted to investigate the respondents' beliefs 

about the interaction of talent and training. Earlier in 

the interview, I had noticed that the Group 1 respondents 
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did not mention instruction as a part of an art activity. I 

asked the respondents to explain the notion of talent: 

Susan commented on talent. "I think it takes a special 

talent and certain skills that you are born with because I 

know some people who cannot even draw a stick figure and 

probably couldn't if they had tons of classes." 

Improving Art Skills Through Instruction in Botany. I 

set up some imaginary classroom situations to address the 

idea that students can improve their skills with 

instruction. I asked Chris what she would do if she gave an 

assignment and 90% of her students were unsuccessful. She 

said, "I would just tell them to do the best they can. Tell 

them to put it on paper as they see it." Finally, I asked 

her if she could change the success rate of her students if 

she taught them to draw. "Yes, definitely, a lot," she 

replied. What would you teach them? "If they were just 

having trouble drawing anything, I'd probably start with the 

tree. • . . First, I would tell them about the tree, that it 

has roots, and bark, and leaves and start from there." 

Chris's ideas concerning instruction in drawing began 

with pointing out attributes of the object she was asking 

her students to draw, as any drawing instructor might do. 

Chris, however, did not mention the most important aspect of 

translating a three-dimensional object into a two

dimensional drawing. That is to show the students how to 
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render the roots, bark, and leaves. She seems to assume 

that once the students knew more about the tree, they would 

be able to render it satisfactorily. 

Improving Art Skills Incrementally. Several 

respondents told me that some people could improve their 

abilities in some small ways, but no one could take any big 

leaps. "It depends . . . the individual and the skill and 

talent of an individual. I think it would be frustrating 

for someone to try and draw who can't draw." This statement 

has imbedded in it a notion that there are people "who can't 

draw" and further, who can't be taught to draw. 

Amy saw the deciding factor as "a gift, talent or 

ability to do that, to put what you see down on paper, some 

people have it and some people don't. I think you could 

close the gap and I think . . . [Kandinsky] has talent and I 

don't, and no matter how much training that I took, how much 

I worked at it, I am not going to make anything that good." 

While Amy may be correct in assuming she will never be as 

good as Kandinsky, when she tells us that "some people have 

it and some people don't," she means that those that don't 

will change their competency only a little even with 

training. 

Improving Art Skills Through Better Attitudes. 

One respondent told me 90% of her hypothetical students 

would get better at art if she taught them about it. She 
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saw the major concern as student motivation. "I think every 

kid wants to improve his drawing. Some kids just have an 

attitude 'I don't care' and won't try and they wouldn't 

improve because they don't want to, they don't care. But I 

think every kid wants to be better." 

The concept of improvement through instruction was 

further complicated by the idea that learning skills could 

make art a mechanical process which does not lead to good 

artworks. It seems that good artworks come from within. 

cindy thought, "You can always improve. . . . You have 

people who can play piano like you would not believe, but 

it's not mechanical, whereas someone who learns to play the 

piano, their playing is more mechanical . . it doesn't 

flow as easy .... You can always tell a natural player 

compared to someone who's learned it." 

According to the belief system of the respondents, the 

theme that instruction most likely could not and perhaps 

should not improve students' performance in art seemed 

clear. I wondered if they had a similar belief about their 

own performance in art. That is, did the respondents feel 

that their own ability in art was set and would not be 

changed by instruction or practice? 



Talent and Training: Influences on Your Own competency 

in Art 
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An accompanying theme for the results of choosing 

activities and instruction for elementary students in art 

was the respondents' feelings and thoughts about their own 

artistic ability and how training had helped them improve. 

My hypothesis was that most entering students held the 

preconception that they could not learn to do art-related 

tasks (for instance, learn to draw) since they didn't 

already know how. I defined this belief as one in which 

people are born with talent (and ability) and the extent of 

that ability defines a person's experiences with art. 

I thought the most efficient way to discover the 

respondents' preconceptions about their drawing ability was 

to ask them to draw. I suspected that most respondents 

would find people a challenging subject matter. With this 

in mind, I decided to ask the respondents to draw a portrait 

of one of their parents. 

I soon realized that I would not have time to wait for 

each respondent to complete a portrait during the interview, 

but that each would try, since they were cooperative 

students and their professor was asking them to complete 

this task. What I really wanted to know was whether they 

felt capable of drawing a portrait and why or why not, so I 

decided to ask them how they would respond if I asked them 

to draw a portrait of one of their parents. 
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I gave the respondents a pencil and paper and asked 

them, "If I asked you to draw a picture of your mother right 

now, what would you do?" One of the first things I realized 

from their answers was that all Group 1 respondents made 

assumptions about the task: the style should be realistic; 

any judgments about the work by an audience were going to be 

based on verisimilitude; the portrait should include the 

head, face and shoulders or possibly the vThole body. 

All the respondents felt ill at ease attempting the 

task, but each to a different degree. Lori replied: 

I'm not an artist by any means, but, aim, if I took 
some time with it, yeah, I think so. I not so sure [it 
would look like her] but you could probably tell it was 
a person. . . . I'm not really that competent as far as 
my artistic abilities. I'm not real confident with 
that. 

Joan talked a while then said, "I'd have to look at a 

picture of her ... and I still couldn't do it." Susan 

panicked: How much time do I get? I've never tried this; 

I'm not sure this is going to work. This is hard to do; 

There's no way it's going to look anything like this." She 

finally said, "I'm not experienced in art at all, so it's 

really hard for me." 

Ann said, "That would be hard. Do you want me to try? 

. There would be all these things wrong with it and I 

would hate, that's why. I just don't think I could do it. 

stick figures, no problem." Others also mentioned stic}c 

figures, which seem to represent the lowest form of 

rendering people. "It would look like a stick figure 



102 

[because] I don't think I could picture her well enough in 

my mind to put it on paper." "I would do a stick figure •. 

. because I don't know how to draw .... [Lessons] wouldn't 

help because I can't see it ... 

Some respondents just objected to the subject matter. 

They suggested that other subject matter might be easier. 

"I don't have much confidence in myself and especially in 

people. The things I've done before are mostly barns," said 

one. Lisa told me, "people aren't my best." 

competing concepts: Talent and Training. Group 1 

respondents were operating with what appeared to be two 

competing concepts. The first was that lessons would help 

their ability in drawing. The second was that though they 

might be able to do a little better than they were doing 

now, they would never significantly improve their drawing 

skills. 

Most respondents seemed to think that lessons would 

help their ability in drawing. Helen "couldn't do the 

portrait because it wouldn't look like her .... I 'd have 

to have lessons. [Then] I could improve." I offered 

lessons to all the respondents, then asked them if they 

thought they could do the task after we worked together. "I 

think I could [learn that] from somebody after a while, but 

I don't know. . . . I think it depends on the person. . 

I don't know." 
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Most seemed to think that they could improve at least a 

little if they had lessons and time to practice. Ann had 

the most interesting twist on this. Ann said: 

Lessons? Maybe. Because, even if it wasn't a picture 
perfect piece of art, you wouldn't see on the paper 
what you see in the photograph. But with lots of 
lessons, I might be able to alter it so that it still 
means the same thing. Even if I gave her a square jaw 
and she has a round jaw, it would mean that she was 
firm in her beliefs. I vlould be able to express 
it differently, even if it didn't look the same there 
as the photo. 

I wanted to put these concepts in concrete terms, so I 

asked the respondents to think of a person who could do that 

drawing well. Then I asked them to describe the difference 

between their own drawing ability and that person's ability. 

One explained: 

I think a lot of people are born with artistic talent. 
So, I think they could probably sit down and do the 
portrait .... If [my boyfriend] had no training, he 
could probably do it, you know, better than I would if 
I had had two or three years. [The difference between 
us] "would be partly practice, a gift, a talent or 
ability to do that to put what you see down on paper. 
Some people have it and some people don't. 

Many agreed with this assessment. "I think it's 

something you're born with, because I took art in high 

school . . . and my aunt is an artist; and my brother has 

it. And I've had people so many times try to help me; and 

they say, 'This isn't that hard,' but I can't hit it. I 

think it's something you're born with." 
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Extending the Activity to Looking and Talking about Art: 

A Field Trip to an Art Museum 

As an extension of the activity in the classroom, I 

asked the respondents to describe a hypothetical field trip 

to an art museum with their hypothetical class of students. 

I set up the field trip so that the logistical details like 

permission slips and busses were all arranged. I said: 

"Let's take your students to the art museum. The trip is 

arranged. You can do anything you want before, during and 

after the trip. What do you want to do?" I wanted to 

extend the art activity to include looking at and talking 

about art to find out how the respondents would organize 

this kind of art activity and what they hoped their students 

would gain from the experience. 

Some respondents thought the trip was a waste of time. 

Sarah didn't "know how much they would enjoy it. 

think they would understand what was going on." 

thought it was "too complex [for first graders]. 

I don't 

Chris 

Fourth 

grade is the minimum age that would find a trip to the 

museum useful." Even though cindy would choose five works 

ahead of time, study them and ask her students to make small 

paintings that look like their favorite, she thinks her 

students would be bored. "Because most of the kids that I 

know don't appreciate that kind of thing." 

The respondents' personal histories seemed to playa 

large part in their responses to these questions. Helen, 
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who had never been to an art museum, felt that she could not 

imagine taking students to a museum. Ann, who had recently 

been to New York city where she visited all the museums she 

could, named four styles and three artists that she would 

want to include on the students' museum tour and several 

that she definitely would not include. Susan W. who once 

had a good experience in an art museum as a child, thought 

her students would be "really interested" . because I 

think kids are interested in learning, period. It doesn't 

really matter what it is." 

Though over half thought a tour guide would be helpful, 

all these seemed to hope the guide's information would not 

affect their students' ideas about the work. "I think they 

should get a history from a tour guide.. I think that's 

important and I think it's important that they draw their 

own conclusions about the art." Those who had a tour guide 

would still accompany their students through the museum. "I 

would go along and make sure they were behaving." 

A few thought an introductory activity in the classroom 

before the field trip was a good idea. cindy would 

introduce five works the students \vere likely to see. Mary 

"would talk about different kinds of paintings, sculptures 

in class, and show them pictures." Few thought this would 

help keep the students interested. Mary was sure "they 

wouldn't want to spend a lot of time . . . one or two 

minutes on one painting." Joan thought she would present 
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some background knowledge about the artists before they went 

to the museum, "like if so-and-so got brutally murdered 

[pause] something really different about an artist that 

would stick out in their heads." 

Some had a clear idea about what would interest the 

students and what wouldn't. Lisa "would take them to the 

pictures that I would think would be interesting to them. . 

• . Something bright, colorful . . . something made out of 

regular household things, like popsicle sticks or something 

like that. . . . I don't think the kids would be interested 

in Monet. . . . I would want to take them to something like 

sculptures. 

level." 

. Just something at a lower intellectual 

A few considered a follow-up activity after the museum 

trip. Ann was adamant: "We need to keep going with this, 

we can't just drop it . if they liked the pop-art wing, 

. . . we could do something funky with coke cans like Andy 

Warhol." Joan would, "Discuss it and ask their ideas and 

their opinions and their favorite pictures and sculptures 

and do some extension somehow -- maybe writing or poetry." 

Others, like Susan, would have them write a paper on what 

they saw .... The paper would describe what they saw and 

maybe where it came from." 
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Looking at Art as a Subject in General Education 

The Daily Schedule as a Measure of Importance. 

Traditionally, art has little status as a subject in 

elementary school. For this reason, a truism has evolved 

concerning art in elementary school. This truism holds that 

art is scheduled on Friday afternoons. In the Friday

afternoon-art-time truism, the teacher is tired, the 

students are ready to go home for the weekend, so the class 

does something easy and fun, like art. As one Group 2 

respondent told me, "When I was in school, they should have 

called art indoor recess." 

To contribute to ferreting out the preconceptions the 

respondents had about art, I asked the respondents what they 

considered to be a good time of the day and week to teach 

art to their students. I found that half of them thought 

Friday afternoon was a good time. "If it is Friday 

afternoon, I think it would be O.K. Just a time to um"ind 

if there is a structured set to the whole week. . . . At the 

end of the week would be fun." Ann would like to "begin and 

end the week with art . . . Monday and Friday . in the 

afternoon, both days. . . . I've noticed that children by 

the end of the day, they're tired of learning about social 

studies and science." 

Art as a subject, then, is seen by these respondents as 

unstructured, fun and undemanding, a refreshing break for 

both the teacher and the students. Unlike other subjects, 



such as social studies, the students are not required to 

conform to any rules or constraints, they can relax and 

express themselves freely. 

A Rationale for Teaching Art 
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To better understand the respondents' rationale for 

teaching art in an elementary classroom, I asked for some 

ideas about where their students might use art-related 

information. I asked the respondents where they might use 

visual images outside of an art class, but in the school 

subjects. I asked them where they might use images outside 

of school subjects. Then, I asked if art class could 

contribute to either of these uses for images. Finally, I 

asked them to imagine themselves in this situation: "A 

parent comes to you and tells you that her daughter, Kim, is 

not doing well in reading. She wants you to stop having Kim 

participate in the art activities in class and instead, 

spend that time doing more reading. How do you reply?" 

To the forced explanation concerning Kim, none of the 

students could think of any reason that art might be 

inherently useful. Almost all the students responded that 

art is motivating. This took several forms: "It's a 

motivation. . She looks forward to having the reading 

done so she can go to art.1I 

Many could not think of any 'f,vay a person might use 

images outside of a school setting. Some took a stab at it. 
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Ann replied, "If people were to donate their painting to 

public places, like the public library. That's opening 

people's minds." Helen thought that you might use images 

"just doing, maybe, yard work. If you had more of an idea 

you could create something, maybe, with your flowers to make 

it look like something that you want. . . . You could create 

images with those if you know more about. it." cindy thought 

it would help you "visualize what you want your house to 

look like one day." None thought that studying art in 

school would have any affect on these applications. 

The question of how the study of images applies to 

subjects in school was easier for the respondents to answer. 

Most took the phrase, visual image, to mean an actual object 

in the classroom. 

You can talk your head off about a plant or about how 
you know a plant will grow but if they can watch it 
themselves . you know, they can see the plant and 
they can see the plant grow. It makes a world of 
difference. 

A few saw that art images, reproductions and slides of 

artworks, could be used in another subject area. Ann had 

more of a background in art history than the other Group 1 

respondents, which meant that she could recall some artists' 

names and events that included artworks. She wanted to look 



110 

at the images as an added benefit to a history lesson. She 

thought that in discussing World War II, a teacher could 

talk about, 

Hitler [stealing] all that art from the museums in 
Germany. I think that's interesting. The kids might 
say 'Well, what sort of things was he hiding?' Then we 
could discuss it, I could show art slides. . . . In 
math, you could use Escher drawings, because I learned 
to do that in my own math class. 

I learned more about this inadvertently. Near the end 

of each interview, I asked each respondent to speculate on 

her hypothetical students' responses to some artworks. 

Surprisingly, it was in this way I discovered more about the 

respondent's rationale for looking at images made by 

artists. During this part of our conversation, the 

respondents often remarked that, though their students 

wouldn't understand them, the images were good starting 

points for activities in other sUbjects. A few respondents 

described some of these activities. "They could find things 

in here and make up a story about it." Another agreed: 

It's neat to have things like that in the classroom 
because it sparks thinking, and you could do a lot 
especially with [Kandinsky], since it's not really easy 
to see exactly what it is. They can make all sorts of 
guesses and write a story or act something out. 

Each of these respondents felt that using images as 

"story starters" or triggers for other activities was an 

important aspect, perhaps the most important aspect of 

looking at artworks. The respondents felt that the 

importance of having the image in the classroom was not to 

find out about the image but to use the image to find out 
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more about the child. Learning about the image, then, was 

not an end in itself, but a motivation for other tasks in 

other subjects. 

Part 2: Looking at and Understanding Art -

Adults and Children 

This section of the interview addressed preconceptions 

about viewing and understanding artworks. The working 

hypotheses concerned a naive viewer. My hypotheses proposed 

that a naive viewer of art: (1) assumes abstract artists 

probably have less talent, and certainly less training than 

a representational artist; (2) identifies abstract art as 

more expressive than representational art; (3) expects to 

understand the artwork she encounters, even though she may 

have an extremely limited art background; (4) believes 

that there are wide disparities in the explanations people 

have for artwork, especially abstract artwork, and there is 

no way to choose one answer as more correct than another; 

and (5) assumes that disparities are more pronounced in 

children's explanations of artwork than in the explanations 

of adults. 

I showed each respondent two reproductions and asked 

her to first describe, then explain them. I asked whether 

the artists had talent, training, and which artist's work 

was more expressive. I asked whether she understood the 

artworks. Then I asked her to speculate about a child 
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understanding the artwork, whether a group of children would 

come to a consensus about the artwork or whether each 

child's answer would be very different from the others. 

For this portion of the interviews, I had the 

respondents hold and look at two small (10" X 12") 

reproductions of artworks. To avoid some of the importance 

the respondents might attach to an artist's or museum's 

name, I cut the name of the artist off the bottom of the 

page along with the museum affiliation. 

The two reproductions were different in style. One 

work, Sea Battle, by Wassily Kandinsky, is an abstract work, 

loosely based on two ships at sea. It has bright colors and 

organic shapes. Though it is abstracted from life, the 

subject matter is hard to recognize. There are many colors 

used. The predominant ones are red, red-orange, yellow, 

blue, blue-green, white and black. It is an active looking 

work with rounded shapes arranged in implied diagonals. 

Each of the two top corners of the work are filled with 

triangular shapes, the left with yellow and the right with 

red. There is an large roughly oval shape near the bottom 

of the work that seems to anchor the work. 

The second reproduction is called The Lighthouse at Two 

Lights by Edward Hopper. It is a realistic, but not 

detailed scene of a relatively stark landscape. The largest 

shape is a lighthouse, attached to a house. In the 

foreground there is brown grass on a hill and bushes. In 
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the background is a hazy sky with clouds. Though the 

subject matter looks like it would be near the ocean, there 

is no water in the painting. It appears that the lighthouse 

and the hill upon which it sits are blocking the view of the 

water from our vantage point, which is a little lmver ground 

than where the lighthouse is standing. 

Overheard conversations in classrooms and museums led 

me to assume that naive viewers tend to think that an artist 

who works with nonrepresentational subject matter has little 

training and questionable talent. I think of it as the "my-

little-sister-could-do-that" labeling system. One 

preconception to explore was the idea that people with 

little training in art find both abstract and 

nonrepresentational art self-indulgent on the part of the 

artist who makes her works deliberately obscure. Because of 

this and other reasons, the naive viewer prefers realistic 

art and perceives realistic artists as having more talent 

because those artists can execute drawings and paintings 

that imitate the appearance of actual objects. Sarah's 

mother is an artist. She explained it this way: 

I don't really think I understand modern art. I don't 
really feel confident. My Mom's stuff is so much 
better than this because I can recognize the subject 
matter that my Mom uses. I thought [about the work I 
saw at a museum], "Why are these things here?" I 
thought, "I could do that." To me, they looked like 
that person had just been lucky. 
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To discover more about the preconceptions the entering 

group had concerning abstract and representational art, I 

began by asking each respondent to describe, then explain 

each reproduction, starting with the Kandinsky. All these 

respondents treated the words "describe" and "explain" as 

synonyms in this context. 

When I asked the respondents to describe the Kandinsky, 

all of them concentrated on the colors. They described them 

as "vibrant," "bright," "clashing." Lori asked, "Is it a 

painting of something?" She and some of the other 

respondents tried to find recognizable subject matter in the 

work. "I kind of see a person here. I see a head, and arm 

and another arm." "I think it looks like a circus." "When 

I turn it upside down it kind of looks like there's an 

animal in it." "It looks like there might be a little 

sailboat right here." 

The respondents seemed to be trying to be diplomatic as 

they talked about Kandinsky's work. They seemed 

uncomfortable saying they didn't like it or didn't think the 

person who did it had any talent or training. After she had 

talked for some time about Kandinsky, Amy said, "I 

personally don't care for this type of art." She was, 

however, quick to add, "That doesn't mean it's not good." 

I felt, in this portion of the interview more than any 

other, that the responses to these questions were not as 

authentic as they would have been if one of the respondent's 
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friends had been asking them. I suspected my status as art 

professor was a serious constraint for the respondents. 

Helen was much more straightforward than the rest when 

she talked about Kandinsky's work. She dismissed it with, 

"I don't know [if he's talented]. He probably is, but some 

people have different likes in art. Some people would look 

at this and think it's art, but I probably wouldn't look at 

that and say it's art, because I can't tell what's going 

on." I suspected more of them were thinking, but not 

saying, what Helen meant and Joan said aloud, "Actually, I 

would think my third grader did it." 

Assumptions About Talent and Training 

Did Kandinsky's artwork put him into the talented 

category? Some seemed to think it likely that he was not 

talented, but they wanted to give him the benefit of the 

doubt. They did not want to commit to an answer without 

more information. Even though Susan didn't "know what this 

artist was doing," and couldn't "see anything in it, "she 

thought she "would have to know the idea behind it to know 

[whether he had talent]." Lisa was a little more sure. "He 

does. It's creative." When I followed with, "Even though 

you can't understand what he's trying to paint?" Lisa 

replied, "That's a different question. I would have to know 

the drawing to know something about it. I don't think I 
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could say, 'Well here the paint is blotches and this person 

doesn't have talent.' He may have a reason behind this." 

Judging Talent by the Artist's Intent. Amy also 

thought the answer was completely dependent on knowledge 

about the artist's process: 

If he or she just drew things onto a canvas and said, 
"This is my work," anybody could do that, but if they 
have a reason for putting blue here and blue here and 
this is what they wanted it to look like, then I think 
they do. If they had a pre-set idea of what they 
wanted to paint and this is what it ends up looking 
like, then they have talent. [Is there any way to tell 
that?] I don't think so. 

Judging Talent by comparison. Most respondents also 

measured the artworks against their own capabilities for 

working with paint, with remarks like, "I couldn't sit down 

and do the same thing." Another said, "It took talent to 

put all the colors together. I think it took talent, there 

is no doubt about that. It's pretty. I couldn't do it. I 

know that." 

Overall, the respondents who did not pronounce 

Kandinsky's work "not-art" seemed to want to have faith in 

the idea that there was something worth seeing in the work 

and some thought behind it. "Even though I can't tell what 

it is, you ca.n tell that they sat down and they thought 

about it," Lori said. Ann thought, "You can look at this a 

lot of different ways and be able to see something. I'm 
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sure there's some meaning in there somewhere. It's not ugly 

to me. That's why he might be an artist." 

The Hopper reproduction was much less controversial. 

All but two of the respondents said yes, he definitely had 

talent. Most of these based their opinion on the fact that 

they could recognize the objects and they were the correct 

color. Joan said, "Yes, it's an actual image. I can see 

it and understand that it's a lighthouse." Mary said, "Yes, 

because it looks realistic, three-D." Lori liked the 

details. Amy said, "Yes, because everything looks 

proportional." 

Some compared this work with Kandinsky's. Helen seemed 

relieved, "Yeah, because he can look at something and draw 

it as it looks. This other one is just like blobs. There's 

not a certain object on that ... 

Almost all the comparisons came out in Hopper's favor. 

Only Lisa thought, "He doesn't have a real imaginative 

creative mind. Not like [Kandinsky]." Lisa considered the 

possibility that, "He may not [be talented]. He may just 

know how to draw." 

Lisa and Sarah were the only two who weren't absolutely 

sure about Hopper's talent. Sarah considered the options 

and thought he might have talent and training. 

Well, I don't know. If they had good instruction, this 
person would have to be able to follow this instruction 
very well, and even if you had good instruction, I 
don't think that you'd be able to do something of this 
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calibre if he didn't have something in him. Some kind 
of talent just with, at least, following what they say 
and maybe visualizing things, remembering techniques 
[pause]. I think those are things involved in talent. 

Judging the Effects of Training. I asked the 

respondents to speculate about the level of training 

Kandinsky had received to create that artwork. A few 

thought he had no training. Lisa implied that he was lucky 

to have had none when she said, "Oh, no! He's got a very 

creative mind." Susan agreed, "I think [his talent] was 

inborn. I don't think you need to go to school for it. I 

think some people just have a special gift." Amy was 

somewhat more careful in her approach. "I don't really know 

what to look for to make a judgment. I might wonder a 

little bit if this was just something he threw together or 

if he had a purpose behind making it look like this." 

others thought he must have been trained, though only 

Ann could say why: "Because he's blending colors. This is 

a true orange, and that's not a true yellow, so he may have 

done that." She also added that, "It could have been an 

experiment." Chris thinks he must have had training, 

"because there's an idea behind this painting. I don't 

think he just painted it, there's got to be something behind 

it." Sarah saw some level of "instruction of some type 

I think they had to understand the techniques. Somebody 

that didn't know what they were doing may not have done some 

of the things that they've done here." 
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The question of Hopper's training was not as easily 

resolved as his talent. Half of the respondents seemed to 

think that training wasn't necessarily indicated by the 

reproduction. Lisa thought, "He may not have had [any]. It 

wouldn't be necessary to be able to draw like that." Joan 

thought, "He probably did, but he wouldn't have had to. 

This is pretty straightforward. In fact, Joan made some 

suggestions about how he might improve the work: "Maybe if 

it was blended more, it would look more warm and realistic. 

It seems to me that it's just ki.nd of there. You cut it out 

and stick it on a blue sky." Lori was skeptical. "Yeah, 

well, I'm not sure, I know a lot of people that can draw." 

Helen maintained the middle ground: 

He probably had some lessons, but he might not have. I 
don't ]<:now. I don't know that much about artists. It 
could have been his mother or a teacher or something. 
He might have just played around until he got it to 
look like that. 

Half the respondents seemed fairly sure that Hopper had 

received some training. Amy could give a concrete example 

of it: "Yes, because of the way he's got the shadows from 

the building. I think that takes a little bit of knowledge 

to be able to do that." Mary thought he, "probably had art 

lessons, not necessarily all the way thorough college, but 

something that gave him, taught him, how to do that to do 

the shading and to make it appear three-D." 
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Examining Ideas About Expression in Artworks. The "my

little-sister-could-do-that" labeling system has other 

attributes. I had a working hypothesis that the same people 

who label some nonrepresentational and abstract art less 

worthy than representational art also find some of the same 

abstract art more expressive than representational art. 

Mary, a respondent, said it better than I when she told me, 

"[The Kandinsky] seems unusual, pictures that are all thrown 

together, and you really can't see something definite, they 

usually have some deep hidden meaning the artist wanted to 

get across." 

I asked the respondents to define expressive as it 

relates to artwork. All their answers were similar. Every 

one described emotions, attitudes, feelings. Most saw these 

as personal and immediate in the sense that your artwork 

"expresses" how you are feeling at the time you were making 

it. To cindy a big part of it was, "someone else being able 

to look at it and see what you were feeling." Joan 

concentrated on what you express: "Personality is usually 

what you express the most or something related to how you 

really feel." Lisa saw it as, "expressing your emotions 

through what you're drawing or painting. Getting out your 

inner thoughts and inner feelings." 

Once each respondent had defined expressive, I asked 

her to choose the more expressive artwork, the Kandinsky or 

the Hopper. I was surprised to find that the respondents 
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were split into two nearly equal sized groups and one 

smaller group on this question. One larger group did as I 

had expected and chose the Kandinsky as the more expressive. 

The respondents in the other larger group found the 

Kandinsky more expressive, but thought both works contained 

some expression. The small group found each artwork equally 

expressive but expressing different emotions. 

Susan was the most articulate of the group who thought 

Kandinsky's work was the more expressive. 

[Kandinsky] is more expressive because it has a deeper 
meaning than this, something that I think the artist 
only knows himself. [The Hopper] is just a lighthouse. 
It's beautiful, it's below tide, but this is just a 
lighthouse that is real. [The Kandinsky] is not real, 
that's from someone's imagination. It doesn't take any 
imagination really to do this [Hopper]. Maybe an image 
in his mind from seeing this, or maybe he did it by 
sitting right in front of it, I don't know. But that 
is nothing definite, that's just more expressive .... 
[Kandinsky] had to think it up in his own mind. 

The second group thought that both were expressive, but 

Kandinsky was slightly more expressive. cindy said: 

Both [are expressive] .... 1 can feel more from this 
one, but yet, I can see [pause] probably this one 
[Kandinsky, is more expressive]. Yes, I just think if 
you just look at this, you can just feel the person's 
[pause] because of the colors he used . I just feel 
like he's expressing his spring fever and his fun, 
adventurous attitude. 

The third group was made up of two respondents who had 

more art background than the rest. They thought both 

reproductions were equally expressive. Sarah said: 

I don't think one is more expressive than the other 
one. I want to say this [Kandinsky] is more 
expressive, but then I don't because this [Hopper] 
gives me a sense of it's very windy, the grass is 
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blowing. It's a very clear day .... It gives me a 
very comforting feeling. This seems like maybe it's 
real hyper, and it's in the city, and you're go-go-go. 
I don't think one is necessarily more expressive than 
the other. 

Understanding Artworks 

I wanted to check a popular preconception some artists 

and art educators seem to have about the naive viewer. This 

loosely translates to, "I don't know much about art, but I 

know what I like," which usually is taken to mean, "I don't 

know much about art, but I like what I know." That is, a 

viewer is more likely to appreciate and understand artwork 

with which she is already familiar. When I asked about 

understanding artwork, Sarah told me, "I don't expect to 

understand all of it, but I normally like the things that I 

can know what they are," by which she means recognize the 

subject matter. 

This working hypothesis concerns a naive viewer's 

expectations about understanding the artwork she encounters. 

The working hypothesis about viewing art was brought home to 

me during a gallery talk by Hanna Wilke (1984). The artist, 

Hanna Wilke, said readers who were confronted with a 

scientific report based on years of research would never 

expect to understand even a small portion of it, yet an art 

viewer would expect to walk into a museum or gallery and 
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instantly "know" or understand the works on the walls which 

may be based on years of artistic inquiry and art historical 

information. 

To understand more about the preconception Hanna Wilke 

suggested, I asked each respondent to describe her feelings 

as she went into a gallery and was confronted with a room 

full of Kandinsky's work, like the one she had seen in the 

reproduction, or a roomful of Jackson Pollock's work, which 

I also showed her in a reproduction. I prompted each 

respondent to describe her actions in this situation. Did 

she think she would understand the works, appreciate them, 

look at them, ask for help in looking at them, or leave? 

with Lisa, I used the example of a gallery with a room 

full of Pollock's work. I told her the scale of the works 

was misleading in the reproduction because the works were 

actually large, "As big as that wall," I said. Lisa wanted 

help within easy reach. She replied, 

I don't care if they're 400 feet, I'm still going to 
think they're all the same. But if they were all that 
type of a picture, yeah, I would want to read the 
information on the picture. But if they just have 
these pictures without any information, I would walk 
out. 

Most of the other respondents claimed to have no 

expectation of understanding the artwork they found in 

museums or galleries, though I found some of their 

explanations difficult to understand. Lori thought that, 

[she would] just kind of, you ]{now, loo]{ at them and, 
you kind of have to appreciate them, I can't understand 
'em, but I kind of appreciate what the [pause] .... 



124 

You kind of like to think about what the artist is 
thinking. But I might not understand, but I can like 
it. 

To several, including Joan, understanding the work 

would not be the important part of the activity. She told 

me: 

I wouldn't necessarily go to understand, just to enjoy. 
[You can enjoy without understanding?] I think so . • 
. just the colors ... and it's kind of fun to try and 
guess. But I don't necessarily have to go in to 
understand. I just like looking at all the different 
things and think about the era of the painting. 

Adults Understanding Artworks. I also wanted to find 

whether the respondents believed that there was a way to 

explain works such as Kandinsky's Sea Battle, and if some 

explanations of the work would be more plausible than 

others. Most seemed to think that all explanations would be 

equally good, as Helen remarked: "I think you could make 

out what you wanted by looking at it." 

Children Understanding Artworks. My last working 

hypothesis was a logical extension of the respondents' 

beliefs about understanding art. I examined beliefs 

respondents expressed earlier in the interviews about 

evaluating student artwork, but I found I required one more 

piece of information. I asked the respondents whether 

children could understand the two artworks and whether the 

children's explanations would fall into one or two 

categories or go many different directions. 



Most thought the children could not understand both 

artworks, though they could recognize the objects in the 

Hopper, if I were willing to accept that as a version of 

understanding. Sarah considered the Kandinsky. She 
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thought, "Maybe they would create their own understanding, 

but unless I would be the teacher and say this is the reason 

why we think the person did this, maybe they could 

understand it then." She thought they could recognize the 

subject matter in the Hopper. "Maybe they would understand 

that this is a building and this is sky and this is land and 

this is somewhere that was near water." 

While none expected the children to understand 

Kandinsky's work, all thought the children would have many 

different explanations for it. Lori spoke for the group 

when she thought 20 of her students would have 20 completely 

different explanations for Kandinsky's work. The children's 

explanations would be different, but better, than hers. 

Lori said, 

I think a child would be more creative about, because I 
kind of have a tendency to look at, you know, the 
things that I know what it is. I think a child could 
look at it and see a totally different picture. They 
could see a lot more in it than I could. 

Helen agreed, "But then you've also got our child's own 

opinion of what he thinks, which could be totally different 

from yours and what you see." 
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Summary 

The entering group of respondents hold some beliefs in 

common. For this summary, I chose the aspects for which 

most entering students seemed to agree. 

According to these respondents, the basis for an 

activity will probably be a two-dimensional medium. The 

subject matter will be broad to give their students large 

areas of choice. Restricting the subject matter could 

function as a possible constraint on student creativity. 

None considered instruction an important component of 

the activity and most seemed to prefer to let their students 

experiment with media and discover some techniques and 

skills on their own. 

Evaluation was seen as a problem for several reasons: 

(1) An important goal of the activity is the students' 

pride in their work which can be hard to measure. (2) The 

parents or school administration m~y want some feedback on 

the students' art activities, but grades might be hard on 

the students' self satisfaction since art tends to be based 

on personal expression. (3) The personal aspect of art 

means no solution would be considered right or wrong. 

The respondents did value some work more than others. 

The characteristics of this work were a unique character, 

neatness, and a feeling that the students cared about the 

product. Most thought that the students would not notice 

that some products were better than others. 
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students could improve their ability with some 

instruction and positive reinforcement. positive 

reinforcement in the form of praise would promote the most 

change. Instruction can be offered, but some felt that it 

can lead to a mechanical application of technique, which is 

not considered a desirable outcome in art-related projects. 

Art is different from the other subjects in this respect. 

Each respondent's art ability could be incrementally 

increased by instruction and practice. Most have little 

confidence in their ability and assume that if "they were 

going to have art-related skills, they would already have 

acquired them. Most believe that good art products are made 

by people who are (first) talented in art and (second) may 

have received some training. 

Young children can participate in looking and talking 

about art at museums, but the trip should be brief, the 

students should view the art quickly, and the information 

the students find out about the works should not interfere 

with their own ideas about the artworks. Trips to places 

like art museums may require some preparation before the 

trip and a follow-up activity. 

The tradition of teaching art on Friday afternoon is 

not fully endorsed by the respondents. Most do see art as a 

good antidote for structured subjects like math or science. 
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Respondents could think of few reasons to teach art in 

general education. Many thought artworks would be good ways 

to begin activities such as creative writing because the 

students could explain the artworks in any way they chose 

without being judged wrong. 

The respondents seem to feel that, even though some 

abstract art was hard to understand, it was expressive. In 

fact, some abstract art is more expressive than most 

realistic art, even though realistic art may be easier to 

understand. Most seem to believe that abstract art has some 

value, if only to the person who made it. Most also felt 

that, as a personal expression, abstract art cannot be 

understood without some information about the artist's 

intention. 

According to the respondents, talent is apparent with 

most realistic artists, but the respondents found the task 

of assigning talent much more difficult with abstract 

artists. Training is difficult to speculate about in both 

style categories. 

Few respondents find understanding art an important 

activity. Many seem to believe that understanding is a 

secondary activity to liking or enjoying the works and that 

enjoyment is not dependent on understanding. Most felt that 

elementary students would not understand abstract artwork, 
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but would be able to explain the works. The students' 

explanations would be, and should be, different from each 

others and from their teachers, which is another measure of 

the creative mind of the child. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY OF THE GROUP 2 DATA 

This chapter is concerned with the exiting student 

respondents (Group 2). These data respond to the second 

research question: How much do the art education methods 

classes change students' preconceptions and socialize 

students into the DBAE tenets about teaching art? 
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The data is framed around the same structure as that of 

Chapter Four. It begins with beliefs about appropriate art 

activities and moves through the interview to end with 

beliefs about children's responses to artworks. As in 

Chapter Four, I have reported the data in long quotes in the 

respondents' own voices. 

Part 1: Art Activities 

Establishing a Basis for an Activity 

The Group 2 respondents tended to choose their activities 

based on a subject matter category, element or principle of 

design. Barbara said, "I'd start out with color, as in 

introducing primary colors and then the secondary and also 

getting into tints and shades. And then with line, I'd have 

them first identify line just within the environment within 

the room and then have them create their own line drawing." 

Jane "would probably try and come up with some type of theme 

to run through . . . like either base it on media and use 
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several lessons on crayon or maybe base it on an artist and 

several different types of work that one artist did." Megan 

would have her students "tearing shapes and try to develop a 

focal point." As with the first group, all but one chose a 

two-dimensional activity. 

Nearly all of the Group 2 respondents chose an ac·tivity 

that included authentic information about art. Most of 

these were based on activities the respondents participated 

in during their art methods classes. Anna "would want to 

start with something that was fun and interesting. Probably 

do something like we did in your class with drawing the 

elephants and giraffe with the chalk and that kind of thing . 

. . • Put the picture up and draw the basic shapes." Judy 

would want to find out "what they know, get them into 

observing the sensory elements • . . work with developing a 

vocabulary like we talked about in our classes here, so when 

I try to talk with them they will have something to think 

about." 

Gina's first idea for an activity was not hands-on, 

but, "to show them the different forms of art and the 

different styles so they can see that there's art around 

them in the world everywhere. . . . When we got back in the 

classroom, look at some slides of some things that weren't 

shown in the museum . [then] they could find out what 

they think is art and say why they think it is art . . . and 

maybe go from there." 
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Several described activities for which the connection 

with art vocabulary and ideas was tenuous, but nevertheless 

did exist. Kathleen is a good example. She seemed to be 

seeking some analytical and instructional dimension when she 

described how she would ask her students, "to draw a picture 

and have them talk about the colors that they used and maybe 

get their meaning from why they chose those colors and then 

talk about how artists kind of do meaning with certain 

colors, or you could do that with lines or shapes or any of 

those." 

Only Tracy's activity had no discernable connection 

with art learning or vocabulary. She described an activity 

based on her cooperating teacher's suggestion that she use a 

book called Manuscript Animals to find an activity for her 

students. "We taught raccoons. Well, we drew the letter D 

and then we named our raccoon." When Tracy became a teacher 

in her own classroom, she used activities which were 

designed to give hands-on experiences with materials and 

augment science lessons. "I taught eagles. . . . I 

incorporated the eagles into the science and the language 

arts for my homeroom. We made life-si7.ed eagles [pause] two 

of them [pause] A bald eagle and a golden eagle. We made a 

life-sized nest. We made the eaglets, we made the eggs, we 

made a mess .... We studied bats, so we made a cave." 
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The Choice of Subject Matter for an Art Activity 

The Group 2 respondents tended to limit the subject 

matter for their art activities only slightly more than the 

Group 1 respondents, though there was an overall sense that 

these respondents did not offer their students the 

unrestricted choices the Group 1 respondents had. As was 

the case with Group 1, many felt that limiting subject 

matter would limit their students' creativity. There was a 

continuum from Barbara's, "They could draw whatever they 

wanted," to Pat's, "We drew the elephant .... We put them 

up in the hallway. . We made a circus tent in the 

hallway." 

More respondents moved toward the unrestricted end of 

the continuum: "I'd let them draw whatever they want, but 

maybe have discussed feeling and tell them that . . . they 

can do whatever they want as long as they give a feeling and 

can explain their feeling." Megan said, "Just what they 

prefer to do. . . . If you tell them to make it look like a 

house or use an example, a lot of them will do houses 

instead of their own ideas.. I might tell them a few 

examples and tell them not to do that one." 

Carol used another combination of limits and no limits. 

She would, "show them different pictures of landscapes, then 

as]c them if they were going to do a landscape how would they 

do it? . After showing them pictures say, 'Okay, try and 

imagine your own landscape in your own head.'" 
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The Role of Instruction for an Art Activity 

While many of the Group 2 respondents seemed to feel 

that their students should be learning about art, few seemed 

to think that the role of the teacher was to provide 

instruction about the art-related ideas. Only Pat and two 

others had made obvious plans to include instruction in 

their art activities. Pat told me about an activity she 

had done with students when she was student teaching. In 

the activity, she and her students "scanned [a photograph of 

the animal] first, I put it up on the board, and they did it 

with me .•. step by step." 

Most of the other respondents seemed to feel that the 

instruction portion of the activity wasn't as important as 

other aspects. Gina thought she might ask her students to 

draw a vase of flowers. The lesson was about value, so 

"they could use any kind of flowers they wanted and just 

make sure they used different values." I asked her, "Would 

you teach them to draw flowers?" "No, . . . . They know 

what flowers look like. I think I'd let them use their 

imagination on that part of it." 

stacey wanted her students "[to] experience . clay 

. use it for a while. . Then say, 'We've had fun 

doing this, but let's see how some other people have used 

this.' ... Look at some slides or photographs .... 'Let's 

try to create the same kind of thing that this artist tried 

to create.' . Let them try to create what they want to." 
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Barbara seemed to feel the students would be constrained if 

she asked them to draw the same object with her. "Let them 

do it freely, and then later on you can get into drawing 

certain things if you want everybody to draw everything 

alike." 

Instruction took different forms. Several respondents 

would talk to their students about the concepts and ideas in 

a general way, then let the students continue from there. 

In her activity about landscape, Sandy would "start them 

with a horizon line and teach them the spacing of the papers 

and have them just practice that, and just let them do their 

own imaginative work. I won't want them doing something 

I've done." Kathleen would simply expose her students to 

the ideas: "I would show them an artwork, and they might 

get that from the artwork that grays would mean kind of dark 

and mean." 

Tracy described an activity in which she had great 

empathy for the students who failed, but didn't consider 

instruction as a way to change their success rate. 

At times I had them do pictures and they turned them 
in. Some of them were really, really good that they 
had drawn .... Some of them don't have ability, 
because I saw a lot of kids who were in sixth grade but 
not really on a sixth grade level. So, it wasn't that 
they weren't trying, because they looked at pictures, 
and they tried really hard, and it was sad to watch 
some of them struggle with it, and the kid next to them 
is drawing it just like the book shows. 
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Evaluation for Art Activities: Playing Cat's Cradle 

Nearly all of these respondents acknowledged that their 

art activity would have an evaluation component, but each 

had a slightly different twist on evaluation. 

Nearly all the respondents mentioned criteria. Some 

seemed enthusiastic about having criteria, but not 

enthusiastic about using them to evaluate artworks. 

More than a third of this group sounded a not-so-faint 

echo of the entering group of respondents. Sandy, Denise, 

Megan and Judy were all among these. Sandy remarked, "It 

just seems too hard to grade artwork, especially for me. I 

would want to 'check-plus' them all .... They need to know 

what the criteria are for their grade." "But you really 

don't want to grade on it?" I asked. "No," she replied. 

Denise listed her criteria, but said, "I find it hard 

to put a grade on art. . . . You are going to cut some of 

the creativity down and there is going to be an upset 

child." Megan "wouldn't grade them on how well they did it . 

. . . I'd probably give them like checks or something if 

they did it and tried. "Judy "would want to give them 

feedback. It seems like artwork is such a personal 

expression and it depends on your level of development at 

that point and I don't want to hurt their feelings .... I 

see art as something exciting and personal and I would not 

want to stunt that." 
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Tracy, who had been teaching for a semester, seemed to 

feel torn between the two camps. She explained, "I like 

letting them have their freedom to do whatever, and I've 

noticed that if you do say, 'Just do whatever,' they don't 

know what to do. If you don't give them a guideline then 

they're lost • but I feel like if I tell them, 'Okay, 

well, it has to be a picture, and you have to have so many 

things on it,' it kind of stifles them." 

Evaluating by Measuring Against Goals and objectives. 

I asked each respondent what she hoped her students would 

learn from this activity. None seemed surprised at the 

question, but the responses were not as predictable as I had 

thought from listening to descriptions of their activities. 

I was surprised to find the goal of a lesson on watercolor 

painting to be, "that they can create something by 

themselves ... confidence." 

To illustrate responses from over half of the group, I 

have listed a few typical replies, beginning with the 

activities, then quoting each respondent's ideas about what 

her students will learn from the activities. 

Joan wanted her students to make a torn paper 

landscape. She would start by "talking about the different 

parts of a landscape: the background, foreground, things 

like that, then the different things you could put in it 

like trees and mountains and that type of thing." She was 
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planning to demonstrate some of this. Her students would 

learn, "That everyone sees things differently. Just because 

it's your landscape doesn't mean that it's the only view 

that there is because of different point of views and 

different ways to make things. Somebody might tear his 

paper one way and another person might do it another way, 

and that's okay." She added as an afterthought, "Just in 

general what a landscape includes." 

Kathleen's students would "draw a picture and talk 

about the colors that they used and maybe get their meaning 

from why they chose those colors." She felt her students 

would learn: 

Language arts . • . They'd have the meanings, like how 
they use color to get a meaning across. . . . You could 
throw in something like advertisements . . . so that 
they'll kind of get that. They'd get self-confidence 
from talking about something they made to their class, 
and the other kids would gain respect because they're 
going to want to be listened to, so they're going to 
listen to people while they're up there. 

Jane suggested her students might mix colors and make a 

pattern with organic or geometric shapes. She hoped her 

students would learn "what the warm colors are . organic 

and geometric shapes and hopefully increase their 

appreciation of art and [long pause] creativity." She saw 

this as the hardest part. liThe kids that aren't used to 

being creative, and they'll try and do the same thing 

someone else is doing, or they just kind of sit there and 

look at their paper, I think it would be hard to motivate 

them to use their creativity." 
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Tracy, whose students made eagles and raccoons, thought 

her students learned "how to do plastercraft, how to mix 

colors, because we didn't have all the colors to do . . . 

about shape and size ... proportion .•. materials." 

From drawing the raccoon they "learned that a letter D isn't 

always just a letter D [pause] that with your mind and your 

imagination and creativity, you can make it anything you 

want." 

I hoped the respondents would answer more like Pat and 

less like stacey. Pat thought, as her students drew an 

animal with her, they "learned from that they could draw 

. some of them were, 'Oh, well, I can't draw very well.' 

But they saw that they could draw, and success means a lot 

to a kid, and they were very excited about it because they 

were successful." 

stacey wanted her students to learn, "To be creative 

and that it's okay if their picture doesn't look like the 

next person's. But I hope that I'd try to get across to 

them that art is fun and art can be personal and an 

individual kind of thing that you think about and to create 

for ourself to please you, not really to please somebody 

else. Then I do want to expose them to lots of different 

media and styles." 
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Establishing criteria to Judge Art Activities. Nearly 

all the respondents in this group had criteria for the 

student artworks. Even most of the ones who did not want to 

grade the works could list criteria they would suggest to 

their students for the activity. 

Most of the criteria had a connection, albeit shallow, 

with an art activity. Denise's "criteria . [were] if 

they tried to do the technique . . . as long as they used 

it, not necessarily whether it is right. . . . I guess they 

don't fail." Some had minimal criteria: "Did they tear 

the pieces? .. . Just general things like if I asked them 

to have a lake, some mountains, or some grass [in their 

landscape]." Sandy is not planning to use her criteria to 

grade the works but she has it in mind. It's "proportion: 

two-thirds sky and one-third land. The larger objects being 

in the front of the picture. The little ones being towards 

the back." 

criteria and Judgments About Artworks. The combination 

of the old and new paradigm set up some strange 

relationships. Barbara set up some criteria which would 

guide her art activity. At the same time she did not find 

judging the activity by the criteria appropriate, because to 

her, "nothing is wrong." Here is how Barbara explained her 

ideas: "First, set criteria. It's not going to limit them 

to what they draw or what they do. . . . You have to use 
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line . . . stay within the borders . . . use craftsmanship . 

. . depending on what you studied." What is the most 

important part of the activity? "Really stress creativity, 

and tell them nothing is set in stone. Everybody has their 

own imagination, and you can create whatever you want. . . . 

Nothing is wrong." 

After saying "I don't think art should be graded." 

Gina added, "Well, to a point, if they have the criteria 

that you set for them to do, okay. But not if it's good or 

not good. You shouldn't have to bring your own personal 

judgment into it as long as they have what you asked." 

Many, like Gina, felt that criteria were necessary, but 

had little to do with the quality of the work. It is as if, 

to these respondents, the criteria exist as a guideline for 

the child, but has little relationship with the real outcome 

of the activity or the artwork the students make during the 

activity. The criteria do not form the basis for the real 

judgment on the student work. The judgment on whether the 

work is good comes from a teacher's personal taste, i.e., 

"whatever was pleasing to my eye." 

This sense of each respondent having to make a personal 

judgment is important to note. The Group 2 students held 

two beliefs about evaluation for art activities: (1) 

evaluation is defined as personal judgment; (2) criteria 

should be stated, but not used as a tool for objective 

assessment. 
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Looking for a Clearer Picture: An Imaginary Peer 

Evaluation. As I had done with the first group, I put each 

respondent in a situation in which she was forced to make 

choices among the students' artworks. I set the scene with 

the same situation in which the principal asks for some of 

the artwork for display. 

Approximately half mentioned neatness and care. As was 

the case with first group, they were concerned about, "How 

well they're presented . . . if they're just sort of thrown 

on there." 

Most mentioned an idiosyncratic quality. Pat wanted 

her students to have "put a lot of thought into it and 

[made] something different from everybody else." sandy 

would chose work that was "imaginative. A good piece of 

coloring." She also wanted her students to invent the 

landscape along with a unique way of presenting it. The 

work should be "something that the child has created out of 

their own, not looking at something and reproducing it on 

the paper." 

A third of the respondents mentioned student 

explanations of the work as an important aspect of the work 

they would choose. Judy "would have the children write 

about their artwork and tell me what they had in mind. . 

I might interpret it with my own thoughts, but they may have 

something in mind. . . . Maybe even display both in the 

case." 
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Kathleen wanted her students to talk about their work 

but not to feel that an explanation was necessary. She 

would pick, 

ones that the children could best verbalize how they 
felt about their work because then it wouldn't just be 
like a piece of work. . . . Not necessarily an 
explanation because I don't want them to feel like 
they're explaining their work, but they are, in a way, 
but I wouldn't use the word "explanations". I would 
use "talk about," because explanations, you feel like 
you're rationalizing. 

Instruction. Evaluation and Self-Satisfaction. As with 

the first group, many of these respondents felt they could 

recognize that some student products were better than 

others, but they seemed to want to discount the product 

altogether. Kathleen explained, "I don't want to say 

artwork is good or bad just because of the artwork itself." 

Barbara would choose "randomly, because all of them are 

going to be good. Everyone has their own creativity and [I 

can't] say one is better than the other." 

The respondents seemed most uncomfortable when they 

felt they were being set up as the "expert" in art. "I 

don't know if I have the authority [to assign a grade]," one 

respondent told me. They also seemed apprehensive about the 
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effect their evaluation might have on a child's creativity. 

There was a sense that this sort of evaluation violated the 

rules of fair play. stacey was sure that: 

Every kid deserves to feel like their thing is good 
even though maybe in my eyes it wouldn't be as good as 
the next person's but they probably put just as much 
time into it or thought about what they were doing ... 
. I really want the kids to feel like whatever they do 
is okay. That's the whole point of trying to be 
creative. 

Pat also thought evaluation might be a problem. "I 

wouldn't grade them on how well they draw, because some kids 

don't draw as well as others." 

There also seemed to be a notion that, as the teacher, 

each of these respondents would be the only person in the 

classroom who noticed that some works weren't as good as 

others. When Anna decided to pick the best works for the 

cases, she also decided to "throw [a less successful] one in 

there just for the sake of it." 

When a choice among student works had to be made, Sandy 

acknowledged that she had a standard and she would recognize 

the best ones according to her standard. "I don't think 

that the five . have to be the best work," she said. 

Nevertheless, she didn't want to use her standard, she 

wanted to use the child's previous work as the standard. 

"Maybe it is the child's best work, maybe it's the best that 

child can do." When I pressed her about what would go in 

the principal's cases, she finally sighed and answered, 
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"Probably the one that was the neatest and looked to me to 

be the best landscape. It's very subjective." 

Instruction: setting Art Apart from Other School Subjects 

Many of these respondents wanted their students to feel 

good about their artwork, but, with few exceptions, they 

didn't seem to want to interfere with the students' own 

artistic processes. As with the Group 1 respondents, most 

of these respondents seemed to feel that each student carne 

with a personal level of ability in art. A large part of 

the teacher's task was to help the student cheerfully accept 

his or her personal ability level. 

Even though their students were not expected to improve 

their abilities, the hypothetical students of the Group 2 

respondents were introduced to art-related ideas and 

concepts. Almost all had criteria for the products, 

although their real evaluation usually involved self-esteem 

more than the standards they set. I asked Denise what her 

response would be to the student who did nothing during her 

art activity. She replied, "First make them proud of their 

own art and then they will want to do it." 

A few, like Judy, seemed to believe that the 

responsibility of a teacher was to convince their students 

to like art. She commented, "I don't want to defeat the 

purpose of them liking art, by giving them a grade that's 
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going to be negative." Gina had a clear idea about the 

change she would like to bring about. 

Some kids don't like art altogether •... I can make 
them try to see it differently .•.. I'm not trying to 
force anything on kids, but I could give them the 
outlook that art is useful and it's everywhere and why 
shouldn't they like art ...• I've learned some neat 
things and ... It's a process that you can build on. 

Both Gina and Pat thought you could build on talent by 

teaching students about art. As Pat saw instruction useful 

in art, she saw a use for expression in other subjects. 

I don't think you can teach people to be more talented. 
You can expand their knowledge of different ways of 
doing things. • . • [They expand their talent] because 
you've given them different options. • . • They might 
think of ways that you have never thought of .... You 
might give them something that they've never thought 
of .... You can teach people ... how to make it 
look flowing or ... busy, or •.• cubist •.. and 
let them expand it to the way they feel. . • • As far 
as art, I feel everybody's ideas are okay. There are 
some times where they're going to have to be right, 
like in spelling, but if you let them express 
themselves in other things. In math, you're going to 
have to have the right answer, but you can express 
yourself in the way you do the problem. 

Most of the respondents did not agree with Pat, they 

felt as Stacey did about the difference between art and 

other sUbjects. I had the following conversation with 

Stacey when I asked her to explain the difference between 

art and other school subjects. 

Stacey: "A math problem is right or wrong, but a drawing 

isn't black and white, cut and dried." 

I asked: "If I asked you to draw an animal and you didn't 

draw one?" 
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stacey: "I would most certainly ask them why they didn't 

do it." 

I asked: "If they said, 'I don't feel like it today?'" 

stacey: "I don't know that when you're drawing something, 

you can kind of do what you feel like doing that 

day." 

I asked: "Would you accept that in spelling or language 

arts?" 

stacey: "No, but those aren't creative." 

Assumptions About Talent and Training 

From the responses concerning the art activity, it was 

clear that the Group 2 respondents intended to expose their 

students to some information about art. The premise that 

the activity might help students improve their abilities in 

art, however, did not seem to enter the equation. Anna 

"knows the best ones always get put up and that really is 

bad on the kids that can't do that quality of work, that 

have lesser talent." Another respondent stated, "I think it 

has a lot to do with talent because there's going to be some 

kids who can draw great trees, and there's going to be kids 

who draw the lollipop trees." 
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I asked Sandy whether she could change a student's 

ability in art with instruction. She had definite opinions 

about changing a student's attitudes toward the task, if not 

about changing her ability to do the task: 

You can change it to the degree that they're 
comfortable doing the artwork. Whereas when you asked 
me to draw the portrait, I would be very uncomfortable 
doing that. I would want them to be, I wouldn't want 
them to be grimacing like I would have to do, and I 
would want them to be able to do it, and be free to do 
it, and just know that they can do it. 

There appeared to be a contradiction in the Group 2 

respondents' beliefs about exposing their students to art-

related ideas and changing their ability levels. They 

believed that their students could learn some ideas and 

concepts about art, but that these concepts and ideas could 

not significantly change their students' competencies in 

making art. 

Talent and Training: Influences on Your Own Competency in 

When I brought the idea of talent and training to a 

personal level and asked each respondent to draw a portrait, 

a few seemed to think training would help their own ability 

or talent. Two respondents, Judy and Denise, mentioned 

changes in their attitudes as a result of their experiences 

in methods classes. Judy answered that she would not be 

able to make a portrait that looked like a person, but she 

could make a portrait that would express the qualities of 
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her mother's personality. She said, "I don't know how far I 

would get because I am really lousy with realistic 

portrayals. I just don't have the training in drawing." 

Then she volunteered a discovery she had made: 

I do think there is a big difference in my attitude 
about people's potential to draw from the time I 
started classes and now. When I started the classes, I 
thought you were either born a drawing genius and I 
thought I was not one of the chosen few, but now I 
feel, given instruction, you can learn to be a pretty 
good artist. And one of the things I found really 
interesting, I looked at some information about Georgia 
O'Keeffe in one of my classes and I was really amazed 
to find that from the time she was a child she was 
taking lessons in art. No wonder she can do such 
beautiful work and is so expressive. That was a real 
eye opener. 

Denise offered some information she learned about her 

own drawing ability. She was so excited about the 

discovery, she failed to realize that she was telling her 

professor a story about misrepresenting another student's 

work as her own. 

Before [the two classes] I wouldn't even have tried. 
If you said draw a portrait, I would have said, Ii-Here 
is your piece of paper. Here is your pencil. There is 
no way. But now I know that if I have a photograph 
• and a couple of hours I could do it. • . . Matter of 
fact, when you gave that assignment [in the first 
methods class] . . . I was like, "I can't do it, I 
can't do it." My roommate is an artist ..•. I was 
like, "Oh, please, Kate, do it for me. Please do it 
for me .... " [Afterwards] I ran in to Kate, "Look, 
it looks just like a person!" 

About a third of these respondents felt that they could 

do a reasonably good job at the portrait under the right 

conditions. Initially Megan thought, "Somebody wouldn't see 
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my portrait and know it was my Mom," but she felt she needed 

only lessons and practice to do a good portrait. 

Both Gina and stacey felt as Megan did. These two had 

differe:'1t considerations from all the rest of the 

respondents since they were not concerned with whether they 

could do it, but what would go into it. stacey felt she was 

talented in art and capable of doing the portrait, so her 

considerations for the portrait were choosing a medium, 

pose, and other objects to include with her Mother. Gina 

thought she could accomplish this task, although it would 

take a few tries. "I'd have to think [about] how do I see 

her the most. . . . What kind of background. I'd probably 

have to do it a couple of times. • If it expressed what 

I wanted it to, I would think it was good artwork. . . . I 

think I have some talent." 

Most of the respondents in Group 2, however, sounded 

more like those in Group 1. They were concerned with their 

confidence and ability. Some felt that they would probably 

fail. Carol declared, "I'm a terrible drawer." The rest of 

the group seemed to feel they would be unlikely to succeed 

at the task even with lessons and practice. Tracy wanted 

her \vork to be realistic, but had little hope. "I don't 

think this will look anything like her .... I might be 

able to do it [with lessons]. . I don't know because I 

understand the concepts of how to draw a face and the ears 
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and the nose and all that, but I don't think I could make it 

look like her." 

Almost everyone except for stacey, Judy and Gina would 

prefer different subject matter. Jane's comment was, "It 

wouldn't be very good because portraits aren't my best." 

Joan echoed Jane, "I can't draw people. • I think 

portraits are more difficult, and I know my talent doesn't 

go that high." 

competing concepts: Talent and Training. Joan's image 

that talent was ladder-like was not a part of other 

respondents explanations, though they did agree that there 

were gradations in talent. Most also agreed that being 

successful at drawing the portrait depended on talent and 

ability, words many used as synonyms. Over half of this 

group mentioned talent as the deciding force. Pat didn't 

think it would look like her Mom. She said, 

It won't look like my :totom because my figures are not as 
recognizable as [pause] .... I probably couldn't draw 
a picture that's going to look like her. . . . I might 
be able to work on it and make it look like her, but I 
don't feel I have the training to do it. [Even with 
lessons,] I don't think I have the talent to do that. 

Jane was sure that no matter how many lessons and how 

much practice she had, she, "wouldn't be as good as some. 

It just seems some people have the gift to do it." As the 

Group 1 respondents had, she felt that some small 

improvement was probable. 
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Extending the Activity to Looking and Talking About Art: 

A Field Trip to an Art Museum 

To explore changes in ideas about looking and talking 

about art, I set up a trip to an art museum as I had with 

the Group 1 respondents. 

The Group 2 respondents were in agreement about some 

aspects of the trip: it was worth making and the students 

would enjoy it. All but one of the respondents wanted to 

introduce some artists or styles in the classroom before the 

trip to prepare the students for what they would see. 

This introductory lesson took several forms and was 

done for several different reasons. Tracy was considering 

bringing sixth graders to the museum. She wanted to "bring 

in pictures and talk about them because that age has a real 

hard time if they walked in and they saw some of the 

pictures and they thought they saw a naked lady, they'd just 

fall apart. • . . I don't want them to . ruin the whole 

trip by giggling the whole way through •.. that way, when 

they corne to the museum, they can appreciate what they see . 

beyond the naked lady." 

Pat "would make sure it wasn't, like, at the beginning 

of the year because we need to talk about art appreciation . 

. . . Some of these artists every week, and after we've 

talked about so many, go and visit the art museum and see 

how many we can pick out of the artists we've studied by the 

characteristics of their paintings." 
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Kathleen wanted to use a mixture of information before 

the trip. Her activity had centered on color. "Just have 

them remember the color • . . and then you could always get 

into something else . . . the other elements and principles 

. . • a different culture. . . . Halloween and stuff like 

that .•.• Multicultural stuff." 

These respondents had definite plans for their 

students. Many mentioned that, during the visit to the art 

museum, they would have the students fill out a worksheet. 

Nearly all of them considered having a guide, but they were 

concerned about the guide's qualifications as a teacher and 

her ability to communicate with the children. 

Though several noted that they had been bored on such 

trips as young students, none of these respondents thought 

boredom would be a problem. All qualified their responses 

to this question with ideas concerning the length of the 

stay at the museum and the goals for the students. Jane 

commented, "I don't think [they would be bored] as long as 

you're not there, like, all day or whatever, and if you give 

them some goals and some things to do and to look for." 

Only one, Megan, thought her students would be 

interested in certain types of artwork and not others. "It 

depends on the kind of art museum. If there wasn't things 

that would appeal to children, then they might be kind of 

bored. . . . I don't know if they'd like abstract or 
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[pause], they probably wouldn't find just painting by 

portraits, they probably wouldn't find that interesting." 

Nearly all the respondents thought some follow-up 

activity would be appropriate. Most mentioned an activity 

in which the students would draw, paint or sculpt a work 

similar to their favorite. Many mentioned having their 

students write about a work. 

Megan realized this might be a frustrating experience. 

She sounded a word of caution about imitating the works in 

the museum. "You could have them write about it if you 

wanted. I wouldn't have them draw or anything, but maybe if 

they wanted to write a story or something about the kind of 

things they saw and did. 

draw something they saw. 

. Because they might try to 

. They'd probably want it to 

look like it, like the artist did, and they'd never be able 

to do that." 

While answering the question, Denise noticed a change 

had taken place in her point of view about visiting art 

museums. She said, 

After [the art education methods classes] 100 and 300, 
I mean, everything looked great. . . . Maybe [my 
students] will say, "Oh Wow, this is really neat, I 
know what that is!" ... But I was not that way .. 
I am saying that there is a whole different route to 
art and I didn't know it until I took the courses. 

Overall, the Group 2 respondents were enthusiastic 

about looking and talking about art, especially on a trip to 

an art museum. Some, like Denise, noticed a change in their 

own beliefs about visiting art museums. Group 2 believed, 
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unlike Group 1, that their students would be interested in 

and excited about the artworks they found on a trip to a 

museum. 

Looking at Art as a Subject in General Education 

The Daily Schedule as a Measure of Importance. None of 

the respondents from Group 2 thought Friday afternoon was 

the best time of the day and week to teach art. Many did, 

however, see art as a pleasant break from more rigorous 

subjects. Jane would teach it "in the afternoon because 

they don't have to really sit and be still and pay attention 

as much .••. If it's a really informal type of activity, 

maybe on Friday, but if you want a real serious work, Friday 

probably wouldn't be the best time to do it, because they 

are ready for the weekend." 

Judy and Denise spoke for the group. Judy explained, 

"I have been told that you teach~the really important things 

in the morning. You teach your reading and math in the 

morning . . • but things that are kind of fun, teach in the 

afternoon." 

Denise looked back to her own childhood for the answer. 

It seems like in the afternoon when I was a child . . . 
you got tired of doing reading, history, and all of 
that, and it seemed like you need a break, and art is 
something creative. . . . In the afternoon you get 
tired of doing sequence, 'Okay, this is the right 
answer.' Well in art, there is not a right answer, and 
I think that gives them a break. 
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A Rationale for Teaching Art 

The respondents from Group 2 had a lot to say about how 

other school subjects might use art-related information. 

Tracy explained that, "All of them [use images], and I've 

learned that through the whole language thing that it's an 

important part, and it's just amazing that you see 

everything . . . . Art helps with that, because you can see 

something and it makes things clearer in your own mind." 

Pat and others saw the overlap with other subjects in 

"certain things that we see in books . . . reading or math 

book." Kathleen agreed, "All of them, because you have 

pictures pretty much in everything. Lots of times, like 

with language arts, you can write about a picture or a work. 

History, they try to use pictures to describe things. 

Pictures are in everything." 

Two of the Group 2 respondents saw an obvious link with 

math in Escher's work. "I think that would be really fun to 

work with in math and tie to art as well." 

The Group 2 respondents were enthusiastic about 

explaining how they felt they used images outside a school 

setting. Some had personal stories to tell. Pat, Judy, 

Anna and Denise all described how images "broaden your 

horizon." 
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Both Pat and Judy mentioned beginning to include art 

museum visits on family trips, though, as Judy said, "[My 

husband and I] do not have experience and background with 

them. I see it being a source of pleasure in the future." 

These two and several others mentioned appreciating the 

landscape as they drive to school. Judy related, 

Driving in is a whole new experience, and I have to 
kind of keep my eyes on the road because this time of 
the year some of the corn that is dried up in the 
fields and grass is dried up [pause] is some of the 
most beautiful golden color and I would like to try and 
capture how that looks. 

Anna added her own ideas to this topic. She said, 

Since I've had a couple of art classes, I am more 
aware. I look at things differently. When I look at 
the landscape when I'm driving down the highway, I tend 
to see more of the lights and the darks, and I see 
where the lights are. . . . I am more aware of things • 
. . shapes and colors that I hadn't noticed before. 

Denise grevl up on a farm. She explained, 

Before you never appreciated the land .... Now, ... 
it looks beautiful. . I like the way the mountain 
comes down. Before you missed everything and life just 
seems so much more. . . . My mother goes along in life 
with a blink of the eye. I say, "Mom, stop and look 
every once in a while. . . . "Before I didn't think of 
that, I was like Mom. 

Barbara summed up the responses from more than half of 

the Group 2 respondents when she explained, "Everything is 

visual. The world is visual. . . . If you never have any 

art background, you wouldn't look at things like you look at 

them now.. Before you may have been illiterate to that 

.... You see a lot more and appreciate it." 
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other respondents took a slightly more practical view. 

Several saw advertisements as visual images and one saw 

learning about how a person might be manipulated by 

advertisements reason enough to study art. Barbara offered, 

Just like advertisements [pause]. That's a good enough 
reason right there for me, because people are always 
going to try to [manipulate] them with the pretty 
colors and they need to have something to base their 
judgments on. It's just kind of sad, the ploys they 
use to sell things. . . . [Learning about art] helps 
them to form an opinion on what they think, an educated 
opinion. 

As I had asked the Group 1 respondents, I asked Group 2 

respondents how they would respond to a hypothetical 

situation in which Kim's mother asked that Kim not 

participate in art class since she was having trouble with 

reading and could be spending that time on reading. Most 

had no answer for Kim's mother. Several Group 2 respondents 

mentioned that art would be a good motivation for reading. 

These respondents saw reading activities easily linked to 

art activities. Judy thought, "If they were expressing 

themselves on paper with art and using that as a launching 

point to write, that would also encourage them in reading 

because it's all related." 

Several more respondents mentioned that art and reading 

are related. Joan said, "For a child to succeed in reading, 

they need background experiences. . . . It creates 

background, it makes more sense . . . when she knows what 

the colors are and what the shapes are and [when the author 
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is] describing a landscape, now she knows what a landscape 

is. 1I 

Several thought Kim would not be a well-rounded person 

without participating in an art activities with her class. 

IIIf you don't let them do everything, they are going to miss 

out. II Also, Kim just might need a break from other 

subjects: IISomething gets boring if you do it 24 hours.1I 

A few respondents thought art was important as a 

subject because a young student in their class may be 

talented in art and not be aware of it. Also, as Anna 

pointed out, lIeven if you're not talented, it's fun to do 

anyway. I've always enjoyed art.1I 

A few of these respondents moved from the notion that 

artworks were useful in a classroom as motivation for other 

activities, toward the notion that studying art had some 

value. These respondents saw the value both as an 

enhancement to other subjects and as a way of personal 

expression for their students. 

Part 2: Looking at and Understanding Art -

Adults and Children 

I used the same reproductions for the interviews with 

Group 2 respondents as I had with Group 1: Kandinsky's Sea 

Battle and Hopper's Lighthouse at Two Lights. I asked each 

respondent to describe, then explain the artwor]{s, starting 

with the Kandinsky. 
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Most of the Group 2 respondents described each 

reproduction then asked questions to clarify my request to 

explain the work. When I replied, "Tell me what the work is 

about," most of the respondents gave a version of their 

interpretation of the work. 

As with the Group 1 respondents, I felt that these 

answers were just one version. It seemed that the 

respondents stated their ideas more diplomatically than they 

would have if I had not been the professor. I suspected 

Joan was trying hard to be evenhanded with Kandinsky when 

she answered a question about talent: "It's hard to tell 

with abstract art, because you think anybody can do that. 

Some people's [artwork] comes out looking better than 

others." 

It was during this part of the interview that Carol 

remarked, "I was thinking that same thing [you mentioned], 

when I was thinking of the right answer." 

In describing Kandinsky's Sea Battle, nearly all the 

respondents began with color, shape and line. Several 

respondents reported the colors as being "warm," "bright," 

"sporadic," vibrant," or varied in shades of the same color. 

Shapes were described as being "really defined," "going in 

a circular motion." Lines were described as "bold," "going 

this way and that way," "whole black straight." Some 

mentioned negative space, circular motion, brush strokes, 

texture and focal point. 
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All the respondents described the subject matter. 

Many, like Jane, saw boats and water: "I see this as being 

a lake and there's a boat here and a mountain up here. . . . 

Two boats, they could even be fighting because this looks . 

instead of waves they could be explosions." Another 

said, "A boat with sails but very abstract,1I and still 

another reported, "It could be a lake with a sailboat on 

it." 

Not everyone, however, agreed on boats as subject 

matter. Tracy said, "It looks like a clown, a circus." 

others didn't find anything they could name. One offered, 

"Nothing really recognizable in there, just paint splotches 

allover." Another said, lilt's non-objective." Megan 

decided, "It's a bunch of objects piled on top of each 

other." 

When I asked them to explain it, the responses were 

varied ~ut all seemed to concentrate on the color and action 

in the work. Pat said, lilt's just colors, and shapes and 

texture of the brush strokes. I don't see anything in it." 

Judy didn't think she could give an answer, but finally 

offered one anyway. She said, "I have no idea [what it's 

about] ... joy and vibrancy. The colors are bright and it 

is active. I would say a celebration of sailing." 
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All the respondents found the Hopper painting, 

Lighthouse at Two Lights, easy to describe. Most 

concentrated on the subject matter and a few mentioned brush 

strokes and oil paint. 

The respondents did not seem to feel challenged when I 

asked them to explain the Hopper, although they weren't all 

sure there was, or needed to be, an explanation. Joan said, 

"Just a moment in time. There's really no explanation." 

Denise said, "It is just about a lighthouse." 

All agreed that it is "calm, serene, and quiet." Some 

added phrases like "a gentle picture." Gina didn't seem to 

think that was quite enough explanation. She told stories 

about the place and the artist as her explanation. "Maybe 

it's a special place to the person who drew it. . . . Maybe 

it's history for them or it's in their town. Maybe about 

how this makes them feel good inside because it's part of 

their horne .••. It's a good feeling picture." 

Assumptions About Talent and Training 

About half of the Group 2 respondents seemed to feel 

that since his work was reproduced in a poster, Kandinsky 

might have some talent, although they couldn't see evidence 

of it. Megan didn't think the work was art, so the issue of 

talent was irrelevant. She volunteered, "I don't [think he 

has talent] but somebody probably does .... It's probably 

a form of art, but that's not my idea of art .... I don't 
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know what kind of form you'd call it [pause], but it's not 

my idea of art." Carol didn't seem to think this sort of 

work would require any special talent. Her opinion was, 

"Anybody could do that, but it does have some sort of 

organization to it." Pat thought she just didn't have 

enough information: "To him it's an expression of some 

type. I can't say that this person has talent," she 

explained. 

Joan equivocated and finally changed the question to 

one she felt better answering: "That's hard," she said. 

"I'm sure he does. Everyone has their own talents. Some 

are more talented than others, but his use of colors and the 

way he's balanced it out with lines and things. . . . Yeah. 

He's been educated." 

A few of the respondents thought that it was likely 

that Kandinsky had talent because they felt the work was 

expressive and that required some level of talent. Judy 

said, 

Yes, this is not [pause] well, I will just say what I'm 
thinking .... This is not the kind of picture that I 
have enjoyed in the past and there was a time I would 
have looked at this for one second and thought, "Gee", 
but I like the colors . . • and it is active. . . . It 
expresses that to me. . .. Yeah, he had talent. If he 
can get the message across to me. 

Stacey agreed. "He obviously had something in his mind 

then he put it on the paper and then somehow he conveyed 

that to me." 
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Gina qualified her answer more: "That would depend on 

your own personal opinion. Yeah. It seems to me that he 

was either very excited when he did this not sad -- but I 

think he expressed his feelings well, if that's what he 

felt." 

A few of the respondents felt that Kandinsky had talent 

because they liked the work and found it pleasing. Some of 

these compared his work and their own. Sandy said, "Sure, I 

like this, I like the colors. Talent 'cause if I was told 

to do something totally abstract I probably couldn't do it. 

Anna agreed, and Tracy said, "Yeah, because I like to look 

at it. That probably sounds weird, but anything that's 

pleasing to me, I think is talent." 

When I asked about Hopper's talent, I found none of the 

disparity that existed in responses about Kandinsky's 

talent. The belief that Hopper is talented was unanimous. 

Most of the respondents gave reasons that centered around 

his ability to paint realistically. Pat said, "Yes, just 

because it's recognizable." Judy answered immediately with, 

"Yes, I don't have to think about that one. I can tell in 

one glance ... it is a good representational picture." 

Several compared themselves to Hopper as a reason for 

their answer. They admired him because they couldn't do a 

work like that themselves. 
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When I asked Joan to compare Hopper and Kandinsky, she 

seemed to feel there was no way to compare them unless you 

removed some of the variables. She said, "It's hard to say 

because I would have to see [Kandinsky's] lighthouse." 

Stacey felt the artwork was expressive and that was her 

measure of both talent and training. She said, "Yeah. 

because he made me have a feeling from it. . . . Most people 

that don't have either talent or training really can't 

convey a message on paper because they just don't know how 

to put it down." Jane only partly agreed. She thought he 

had talent in rendering, but not in expressing himself. She 

explained that, "I think it, unlike the other one, it kind 

of lacks the feeling of the artist. . This one is just 

what he really sees with his actual eyes." 

Judging the Effects of Training. When I asked about 

Kandinsky's training, the responses were mixed. One opted 

out by saying, "I can't tell from that." None said no, but 

those who said yes qualified their answers. Pat said "He 

probably did, but I don't see it there. Maybe not training 

pause]. Maybe just self-expression. I would say yes, but 

I'm not so sure about the talent." Joan said, "Yeah, 

because of the way he uses the colors and balances things. 

I don't think that a fourth grader would sit down and make 

something like this. It might be similar, but it wouldn't 

be quite lilce this." 
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Most of these respondents talked about how the colors 

were arranged and the work balanced. These were qualities 

they used as a measure of training. Gina seemed to have 

mixed feeling about this, but she tried to make sense of it 

as she talked. 

You can see that he's used different intensities in 
different places, and there's a rhythm to it, and I 
just think that you can sit down and draw something to 
express how you feel, but that doesn't necessarily mean 
that pause] mean, it's art [pause] but I don't think 
you can critique it. . . . He had to have some training 
to do this. He couldn't have just sat down and did it 
on a whim. 

Jane agreed. She said, 

Probably, because even if it's abstract like this they 
still learn how to do it most of the time, I guess. 
You learn to do it the proper way, quote, proper way, 
and then they use that and kind of express that in 
their own way and I think he has to know about color 
and lines and contrasts and how to fit them on the 
paper. 

The extent of Hopper's training was a more difficult 

question than his talent. All agreed that he either had 

training or extraordinary talent. Half the respondents 

thought he was probably talented and didn't need to add 

much, if any, training. Megan was in this group. "Not 

necessarily. If they're a good, just natural, artist, they 

could draw that." Pat said, "I believe some people can do 

it without training. Some people are just born with the 

talent, I believe." 

The others thought there were some indications of 

training. Joan could see it in the technique, Tracy, in the 

"shading and shadows, the details." Jane thought she saw 



evidence of both talent and training. Her philosophy is, 

"Some people are born with talent. . . . I think you can 

learn a lot, but it would speed along your discovery of 

certain things if you had someone there to sort of point 

things out and show you how you could improve." 
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The Group 1 respondents were also split on the question 

of Hopper's talent. Half of Group 2, and half of Group 1 

thought Hopper had received some training. Group 2 

respondents, however, were more likely to say, as Jane had, 

that his talent had been improved by training. 

Examining Ideas About Expression in Artworks. All the 

Group 2 respondents defined expressive artwork in similar 

terms: expression is showing feelings, emotions, thoughts, 

ideas, insights. A few saw this as how the artist is 

feeling at the time the work is made. Anna thought 

expression in art is, "when what you're feeling is put on 

the paper." There was also a sense that it is a personal 

view, as Anna goes on to explain. She said, "I might draw a 

picture of a daisy and it might not look like a daisy to 

you, but it's how I feel about the daisy." Sandy also 

mentioned a personal view. She was certain that, "It has to 

help someone feel something. All artwork is expressive to 

some degree, especially to the artist who painted it. 

Whatever they did ... that would be expressive to them." 
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Though neither Sandy nor Anna seemed to think it was 

important in their examples, most saw an important aspect of 

this to be not only having the feeling but conveying it. 

Many thought as Kathleen did, that expressive artwork 

should, "get across what the person meant." 

As I had done with Group 1, I asked these respondents 

to choose which reproduction, the Kandinsky or Hopper, was 

more expressive. Their responses fell into four groups, one 

larger and the others similar in size. No group claimed the 

majority of responses. 

The larger group thought Kandinsky's work was more 

expressive. These respondents claimed the work as 

expressive even though some had found the work inscrutable 

earlier in the interview. In fact, that quality seemed to 

add to the expressiveness for some. Sandy explained that, 

"[Kandinsky is more expressive] because it is so abstract, 

that it can be expressive of anything." Carol also 

chose the Kandinsky. I pointed out to her that she didn't 

know what the Kandinsky was about when I asked her to 

explain it earlier. She replied, 

Yeah, but the colors, the color scheme, that aspect of 
it. I was thinking that same thing, when I was 
thinking of the right answer. "Well, you didn't even 
knmv what that was," but it's just the colors of it. 
If you were to tell me that this was about something 
really sad, I'd be quite surprised. The way the artist 
used the colors it makes you feel good. 
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One group thought both works were equally expressive. 

Kathleen was among this group, but she didn't think it was 

appropriate to compare them. lIyou can't base them against 

each other." 

On the edge of this group, forming their own small 

group, were Gina and Judy. They thought both works were 

expressive, but Kandinsky was more expressive. Gina was 

concerned about the right answer. III want to say that this 

is more expressive, but I'm not sure that I think that's 

right," she commented. Judy explained: 

The one with all of the bright colors and lines is, 
certainly. Maybe it expresses more of what the artist 
feels about it. It is easier to say that the one with 
the bright colors and active lines is more expressive 
because it really jumps out at you, but the other one 
is expressive too. 

The last group chose the Hopper reproduction as more 

expressive for the same reason the others didn't choose it. 

Joan explained, "[The Hopper is more expressive] because I 

know what it is. . . . [The Kandinsky] has lots of different 

interpretations whereas this one is more narrowed down. • . 

. I know what it is." 

Understanding Artworks 

I asked these respondents to imagine themselves in an 

art gallery or museum filled with Kandinsky's work or 

Jackson Pollock's work. I felt that as an abstract 

expressionist, Jackson Pollock represented a more 
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contemporary style than either the Kandinsky or the Hopper. 

I asked each to tell me what her response would be. 

Adults Understanding Artworks. Carol's response was 

similar to those of about half the group. This part of the 

group seemed to think that interpreting art is an activity 

that is largely personal and depends on the individual 

bac]cground one person brings to the work. Carol stated it 

more strongly than some. "I'm looking at them now and I 

don't understand them so if I went to an art gallery, I 

wouldn't . . . I would look at them and • . . see if I could 

see and figure out what this artwork is supposed to mean or 

even come up with my own interpretation and look at it and 

move on. [I wouldn't ask for help.] I think artwork is 

your own interpretation of it .... It's my opinion and 

nobody is going to tell me that my opinion is wrong." 

Megan agreed that understanding and interpretation were 

personal, based on your own background. She wasn't sure she 

would understand what Pollock wanted to communicate, but she 

wasn't sure she would be missing anything. "I've seen my 

boyfriend's four-year-old do this. He can sit down and use 

different crayons and markers and corne up with this." 

About half the respondents felt that artwork may be 

hard to understand, if you define understanding as knowing 

what the artist intended, but a person could understand it 

in a formalistic way. That is, they could look at "color 

and line and all the elements and principles." Gina thought 
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the important background should be about the artist and 

style. "You'd need background information on the painting or 

work of art . . . [but] there are some qualities about each 

one you could understand. . .. You could look at the lines, 

shapes and values and that kind of thing . . . but the 

artist is the only one who knows why they did it." 

Sandy knew she could look for lines, shapes and values 

in Jackson Pollock's work, but she was still uncomfortable 

with it. "I can look at it and see something that I can 

describe to someone else. I [might not] like it but I 

would look at it.. I feel uncomfortable not 

understanding. Because there is nothing that I can 

recognize. Nothing that I can say, 'Yes, I see that. This 

is here.'" First she told me, "And I wouldn't take children 

to see these." Then she changed her mind. "I would expose 

them to something like this and let them decide for 

themselves what they like," she told me with a smile. "Just 

because I don't like this, it doesn't mean that some little 

third grader is not going to think this is great. And since 

they're third graders, they may think, 'I can do that.'" 

Both Judy and Jane found that they had changed their 

beliefs about understanding art. Jane looked at the Pollock 

and said, "I like this one. If you would have asked 

me, like, two or three years ago before I had my art classes 

here, I probably wouldn't have said that, but, urn, I think 

the more you are exposed to art, the more appreciation you 
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have .... The ones I've studied I know more about and be 

able to pick out some of the things that make it unique or 

special ••.. In Europe last fall I went to the . . . 

Rembrandt museum. . . . Two of the girls I was with hadn't 

had Art 100 yet, so I went around pointing .... In The 

Night Watch, I pointed out all the things that were in 

there. It was pretty cool." 

Judy volunteered, 

When I first started the art classes here I had trouble 
with that idea because my preference was the only thing 
I had. . . . I thought, "Are they trying to warp my 
mind by having me have to believe there is something of 
value in [Pollock's work]?" I really don't believe 
that anymore. I have come to understand that . . . an 
artist is trying to express ideas and sometimes they 
are expressed in different ways than I may not prefer, 
but that is their way to express an idea and there is a 
difference .... [I'd like to ask Jackson Pollock], 
"What in the world were you thinking about?" 

Children Understanding Artworks. Most Group 2 

respondents seemed to feel that children could not 

understand either work. They thought the children would be 

able to recognize the subject matter in the Hopper and they 

were willing to accept that as understanding. "It's more 

straightforward [than the Kandinsky]," Sandy said. Tracy 

thought the children would need background about the work 

and the artist to understand either work. She thought, 

"They would look at the picture itself instead of beyond the 

picture ... [into] the clouds ... the paint" [without 

some background]. 
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All but one of the Group 2 respondents agreed that 

their students would not understand the Kandinsky, but would 

have ideas about it. The ideas, they also agreed, would 

cover a wide range. Barbara summed it up: "There's no 

right answer for it. Whatever it is that you see in it or 

how you feel is what this picture means." 

only Judy thought education about art might 

significantly narrow the range of responses and make them 

more predictable. She thought that, 

with a little bit of talking about the vocabulary and 
what elements artists use to express themselves, I 
think they would come up with variations, but I think 
that the ideas would be similar. Because if you have 
certain elements that you have talked about can portray 
certain things like diagonal lines as more active . . . 
If you have this kind of definitions that you have 
talked about then I think . . . they will describe in 
similar ways. 

All the other respondents seemed to think that their 

students would go many directions with their ideas about the 

work. Sandy was sure "there would be wide variety .... A 

child couldn't understand it, but a child would certainly 

have their own idea about expression. They may think 

anything [and that's okay]." 

Several believed that the students wouldn't find the 

work appealing. "It's nothing recognizable to them and that 

when you show artworks to children they're expecting to see 

a picture of something like this or something . . . like 

fruit. A person doing something like [Kandinsky] would be 

sort of hard for them to comprehend." Tracy said, "I don't 
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think the older students would like it as much. . . . It's 

too abstract for them. . . . They would see nothing but 

paint on paper." 

Most seemed to feel that the students wouldn't 

understand it in the sense that they would know the artist's 

intention for the work, but if they had some information 

about art they could make better guesses. The guesses would 

still include a wide range of responses. Denise asked, "At 

the beginning? I didn't understand them at the beginning. 

If you talk about them and compare them, I think they could . 

. . . I think you could share [Pollock, Kandinsky, and 

Hopper] with your kids and they would get the basic concept . 

. [Would they tell] different stories? Yes." To get to 

the meaning of the work, Denise can imagine the kind of 

dialogue she would have with her students: "'What does that 

make me think of?' 'My vacation.' ... somebody else might 

be completely different. . . . 'How does that make you 

feel?' •.. 'Does that remind you of anything?' .. 

kid will come up with something different." 

Each 

This imaginary dialogue is a good example of a typical 

dilemma for some of the Group 2 respondents. Even though 

Denise is having the children look at the work, she is 

asking her students questions about themselves, not the 

artwork. Although she clearly thinks the children should 

look at mature artists' work, she is still concentrating on 

stories and feelings that might be generated by the work, 
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not the work itself. Several Group 2 respondents, seemed 

caught like Denise, in a middle space where they mixed DBAE 

and self-expression. 

Summary 

The exiting group of respondents held some beliefs in 

common. Compared with Group 1, there was less consensus 

overall in this group. 

According to these respondents, the basis for an art 

activity was subject matter along with an element or 

principle of design. The subject matter was more likely not 

to have been restricted except in general category (e.g., 

landscape, portrait, flowers) in order to give their 

students choices and options. 

Few of these respondents considered instruction an 

important component of the activity, though they have 

empathy for the students who do not do as well as others in 

techniques like drawing. 

Most felt that evaluation should be a part of the 

activity, but these respondents were not inclined to grade 

art activities. Nearly all said they would formulate 

criteria for the activity before the students began because 

they found criteria valuable for students to use as 

guidelines. Most did not see evaluation criteria as a real 

measure of the student projects. 
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All the respondents had goals and objectives for their 

activities. In most cases, however, the goals tended to 

have a slender connection with art-related skills. 

The respondents felt they could judge the student 

artwork, though they were uncomfortable considering 

themselves experts in any sense of the word. Most seemed to 

feel that setting a standard for judging artwork is the 

result of personal taste. They felt this standard may not 

be fair to the student. 

Most agreed that the characteristics of better work are 

neatness, care and a unique quality. Some would also value 

explanations of the work as important indicators of good 

work. Most thought their students would not notice that 

some works were better than others. 

A few believed that students could improve their 

ability or talent through exposure and study about art. 

Most felt that art is set apart from other subjects because 

it is based on the creativity of the child and creativity 

can take many forms. Most respondents seemed to feel that 

improving a child's ability in art is not within the scope 

of the classroom teacher, but a teacher could help the 

children become more comfortable and confident with art 

materials. 

About half of these respondents felt that their own 

abilities in art were set and would not be improved except 

incrementally. A few others felt their abilities were above 



average and could be augmented by new information and 

practice. Two mentioned a change in their beliefs about 

their own drawing ability as the result of instruction. 
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All felt that young children would benefit from visits 

to art museums where they could actively participate in 

looking and talking about art. They mentioned some 

activities that should augment the museum visit. At least 

one activity should precede the trip to help the students 

understand what they would see. There should also be a 

follow-up activity which might include writing about a 

favorite piece or trying to duplicate a work in the museum. 

None of these respondents found Friday afternoon an 

appropriate time to teach art except under special 

circumstances. Most thought art would be a welcome break 

from structured subjects in school. 

Most respondents found personal satisfaction in knowing 

about art. Everyday activities like driving to school had 

become more interesting as a result of their study of art. 

They found new appreciation for the colors and shapes of the 

landscape. Many saw connections between art and other 

school subjects such as language arts, math and history. 

Art, for instance, could help the students acquire a 

background for words and phrases they read. Also, some 

thought art is worth doing because it could be fun. 
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Most respondents seemed to feel that abstract art like 

Kandinsky's is hard to understand, but expressive. Some 

found abstract art more expressive than realistic art even 

though it is harder to understand. They felt some abstract 

art has value as a personal expression. 

Talent was obvious with realistic artists, but more 

difficult to verify with abstract artists. They found the 

task of inferring an artist's level of training in either 

style category difficult. 

Understanding art was important to most of these 

respondents. About half believed that understanding is a 

personal activity based on information from the individual 

viewer's past. others believed that understanding art is 

based on information about the work. These respondents also 

seemed to believe that some level of understanding can be 

reached through looking at the work formally, and studying 

the elements and principles. Several respondents,felt they 

could understand and appreciate more about art since 

completing their art methods classes. 

Most felt that children would be able to identify the 

subject matter in Hopper's work, which they thought of as a 

way of understanding. They felt that children could not 

understand Kandinsky's work, but would have many wide

ranging ideas about the work, which they saw as appropriate. 



CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
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This study was designed to explore elementary education 

preservice students' preconceptions about art and art 

education. It sought to identify preconceptions held by 

students before they had any art methods classes (Group 1), 

and to determine the extent to which these preconceptions 

persisted among students who had completed the two required 

art education classes (Group 2). In this final chapter I 

will compare and contrast the responses from the two groups. 

I will describe preconceptions among Group 1, such as the 

notions that setting limits on subject matter or offering 

instruction to children limits creativity, and how these 

seem to persist among the Group 2 respondents. 

Overall, the Group 1 respondents held preconceptions 

that were solidly within the Creative Self-Expression 

philosophy for art teaching. They believed among other 

things that children should be left to experiment with art 

materials and create unique products without adult 

intervention. The Group 2 respondents moved from this 

philosophy in some ways. They believed that some limits on 

subject matter and materials were useful to their students 

and some supervision of art activities was appropriate. 

They still believed, however, that instruction and 

evaluation are not appropriate for children's art activities 



because both of these activities could stifle a child's 

creativity. 

Differences in Group 1 and 2 Characteristics 
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Before any final discussion of these results, it is 

important to review some characteristics of the two groups. 

In Chapter Three, I detailed common characteristics for each 

group. For this summary, I will begin with some concerns I 

had about differences between the two groups. The concerns 

lie in two areas: (1) differences in art ability; and (2) 

differences in intellectual ability, (students who earn 

higher grades and those who earn lower ones). 

Differences in Art Ability. An important difference 

between Group 1 and 2 was the group members' own perception 

of their art abilities. A third of the Group 2 respondents 

felt they had whatever artistic ability they needed to make 

successful art-related projects. Nearly all of the Group 1 

respondents felt that they had a similar low level of 

ability in art. 

Differences in Intellectual Ability. A related 

concern was mentioned in an earlier chapter. The students 

who consented to return to the art building for interviews 

were not a true cross-section of the students who enrolled 

in the art methods classes. This sample selection bias 

occurred because only those students who had earned higher 

grades in their art methods classes agreed to be 
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interviewed. The Group 2 students can be said to represent 

only those students who are awarded A's or B's in the 

methods classes. 

Part 1: General Interview Topics 

Art Activities 

Most of the respondents in Group 1 chose media as the 

basis for their art activity. Most did not, however, expect 

their students to learn anything about the media during the 

activity. Instead, they hoped that random experimentation 

by the students would yield products that would be 

considered unique and creative. 

In contrast to the Group 1 respondents, most Group 2 

respondents chose elements and principles of art as the 

basis for their activity. Several mentioned teaching their 

students to talk about art as an introductory activity. 

These respondents expected their students to learn some 

small amount about art from the activity, some through 

random experimentation, some through minimally guided 

practice, and a few through guided practice and instruction. 

Most hoped these methods would yield products that would be 

considered unique and creative, just as the first group had, 

however. 

Few in Group 1 thought limiting the subject matter for 

the art activity was appropriate. They were concerned about 

limiting the range they felt their students needed to be 



creative. Those that set limits did so only in broad 

strokes by requesting that the students paint something 

outdoors, for instance, or draw something natural. 
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A few Group 2 respondents felt that they should set 

limits on subject matter. Most of this group, however, felt 

as Group 1 had, that limits would hinder the students' 

creativity. Even though the Group 2 respondents did not set 

clear limits on subject matter, they did want to confine it 

to a category such as landscape. Instead of asking their 

students to paint something outdoors, as Group 1 had, this 

group would be more likely to ask their students to imagine, 

then paint, a landscape. 

The notion that setting limits for the art activity 

would also set limits on creativity seemed to keep both 

groups of respondents from offering their students 

instruction. Most thought instruction would not be 

necessary and, in fact, might restrict the students and make 

them feel that their art product should look like the one 

the teacher demonstrated. Because an idiosyncratic quality 

was considered to be an important trait in student artwork 

by both groups, few of these respondents wanted their 

students to make works that had similarities. That would 

eliminate unique work and bring common characteristics to 

the student artwork. There was a feeling that no student's 

artworJc should look like any other student's work except in 

the most general way. 
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Most of respondents from Group 1 hoped their students 

would exercise care in constructing their products, then 

feel good about their products and about themselves for 

making them. Because of this emphasis on the students' self 

satisfaction, they felt that evaluation was not suitable in 

this context. These respondents did not feel minimum 

standards, in the form of criteria, were necessary. 

Nearly all Group 2 respondents felt that setting 

criteria for student artworks was important, perhaps 

imperative. None found this too limiting for their 

students, although it would establish some commonalities for 

the artworks. Yet none of these respondents felt that 

awarding grades for student artwork was suitable for 

elementary students. Most saw grades as a threat to 

students' self satisfaction with their projects. Some 

thought grades could also negatively affect a student's 

confidence in her ability to work with art materials. 

The Group 1 respondents believed that they had 

standards against which some artworks would be judged better 

than others. They did not believe, however, that these 

standards would be appropriate to use as a basis for judging 

student works. The Group 2 respondents agreed. Even though 

they had established criteria, none of the Group 2 

respondents felt that such criteria were a good basis for 

awarding grades. 
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For most, the thought that a child could fail at art 

seemed unfair. Indeed, most suggested that evaluation and 

failure were largely matters of sUbjective evaluation by the 

teacher. Most respondents in both groups felt that a 

teacher should do her best to keep her personal taste out of 

the evaluation procedure since she was seen as no more 

qualified to judge artworks than ~rere the students. 

Respondents in both groups were responding to an underlying 

notion that art is a personal expression in which right and 

wrong have no place. 

As with Group 1, respondents in the second group hoped 

that their students would be motivated to take some time and 

use some care in making their art products. Both groups 

thought a neatly made, unique artwork would most often be 

considered better than the others by the teacher. Yet, 

respondents in both groups believed that their classes would 

not notice that some works were better than others. 

Both groups' responses contained notions that most 

school subjects have two aspects that art does not have: 

(1) a normal expectation to improve students' competency 

and/or skill; and (2) standards, or the notion that some 

solutions and responses are considered right and some are 

considered wrong. These respondents seem to feel that in 

art, quality is determined by the level of talent the 

students bring with them to their class. Most agreed that 

this innate ability can be improved only incrementally by 
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instruction and practice. None of these respondents felt 

that a student could give a wrong answer or solve an 

artistic problem badly since each wanted to use a student's 

personal progress as the standard. 

Generally, Group 1 believed that making artwork in 

elementary school should serve several purposes. The first 

is to give an unstructured break in the school week. The 

second is to serve as a creative outlet for the students, 

and the third is to serve as a take-off point for creative 

writing tasks. Group 2 seemed to agree, but added one 

important purpose. For them the purpose of studying art was 

also to contribute to their students understanding art. 

A Personal View: Drawing a Portrait 

Most of the Group 1 respondents felt that their own 

talent in art was minimal. When they were asked to draw a 

portrait, they seemed to feel unable to accomplish the task 

with any level of competency. Most agreed that lessons 

would help with the task, at least in a small way. A few 

thought that lessons and practice would significantly 

increase their likelihood of being successful at the task, 

although none of this group transferred this assumption to 

their students. It seemed that their expectations about the 

results of instruction were different for themselves and 

their students. None of this group mentioned that the 

instruction or practice they felt they needed to complete 
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the task would limit their own creativity, although they did 

feel this way about their students. 

Nearly half of the Group 2 respondents were similar to 

Group 1 in that they felt they would struggle at the task no 

matter how much instruction or practice they received. Most 

did, however, believe that they could improve their work 

some through instruction. In contrast to Group 1, almost 

half of the Group 2 respondents felt they could complete the 

task with little help. They felt they either had the talenL 

they needed and/or had received the instruction they needed 

to be successful. Nearly all agreed that there were some 

people with "natural" talent who could do that task well and 

never need lessons or practice. 

Looking and Talking About Art in Art Museums 

The Group 1 respondents were concerned that their 

students would be bored when they made a field trip to an 

art museum. For this reason, most suggested that the trip 

be condensed, and the information kept to a minimum. Most 

felt it was important that their students' perceptions of 

the artworks be kept intact. The Group 2 respondents felt 

much more strongly that the museum trip was a good activity 

for young students. Despite some reservations about the 

length of the stay, the group felt that boredom among their 

students would not be a problem. 
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Respondents in both groups agreed that the museum trip 

should be integrated with classroom activities. Most Group 

1 respondents suggested an activity before the trip and a 

few also suggested a follow-up activity such as writing 

about the works or painting an imitation of their favorite 

work. Most Group 2 respondents had specific activities in 

mind. One would condition her students so that they could 

appreciate all types of artwork, even those containing 

nudes. In addition to the activity before the trip, most of 

the Group 2 respondents would have their students fill out a 

worksheet in the museum to help keep them on task. After 

the visit, all these respondents wanted to reinforce the 

information presented during the trip by having their 

students write about a favorite work or try to reproduce 

one, as the first group had suggested. None of the 

respondents mentioned teaching their students the techniques 

and skills they might need to complete the task of 

reproducing an artwork from the museum. 

Developing a Rationale for Teaching Art in General Education 

Group 1 respondents seemed unsure about reasons for 

teaching art as a part of general education, but they were 

fairly sure it was a good idea overall. Some thought having 

artworks in the classroom would be a good way to motivate 

students to write essays about whatever occurred to them 

concerning the worle. They could see few ways art might be 
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used in everyday life, except perhaps by planting flowers in 

interesting shapes in your yard. As for other school 

subjects, these respondents felt that art contributed 

little, but did provide a creative outlet for their students 

in which there were no right or wrong answers. 

Group 2 also felt teaching art to elementary students 

'tvas a good idea overall. They liked the feeling of success 

their students might have on completing an art assignment 

and meeting the criteria. Some saw connections between 

other school subjects like language arts, history and math. 

Beyond using artworks as inspiration for creative writing 

activities, some of these respondents felt that they could 

merge student expression in writing and art by having 

students write about their own artwork. As in Group 1, some 

in this group felt that artworks were good inspiration for 

creative writing activities because there were no right or 

wrong answers when vlriting about art. 

In contrast to Group 1 respondents, many of the 

respondents from Group 2 saw art as an influence in their 

everyday lives. For these, the art classes had improved 

their view of the world. They saw everyday objects, fields 

of corn, and landscapes in a new way. Some of the others 

saw art classes as a way to arm their students against the 

manipulation of advertisers. Overall, the Group 2 

respondents were sure that art was valuable, at least for 

adults. 



189 

Understanding Artworks 

In describing and interpreting artworks, Group 1 

respondents seemed to feel that the abstract works by 

Kandinsky and Pollock were expressive, in the sense that 

they communicated a feeling. They held this belief even 

when they could not identify the feeling the artist was 

communicating in the work. Most felt that the only way to 

understand the feeling communicated by the works was to ask 

the artist. Even though they found the abstract work 

inscrutable, they felt they could explain it because no 

explanation was either right or wrong. 

Most of these respondents felt that understanding 

artworks was secondary to enjoying them. Few of this group 

felt that these two activities, understanding and enjoying, 

were symbiotic. 

All respondents found the Hopper reproduction pleasing. 

Both groups of respondents felt that his more realistic art 

was made by a talented, but not necessarily trained, person. 

Some felt that realistic art was expressive, although 

probably not as much so as abstract art. 

Almost all the respondents in Group 2 felt that the 

abstract work by Kandinsky was expressive. All found it 

difficult to understand. As Group 1 respondents had, they 

felt that he might be talented because of the expression in 

the work and, this group added, the feeling of organization 

in the work. Some recalled that their response to this work 



190 

would have been different before taking their art methods 

classes. One important aspect of the Group 2 responses was 

the references the respondents made to qualities in the work 

to bolster their explanations. 

More of the Group 2 respondents felt that both works 

were expressive but each expressed different ideas, or 

emotions, although, when they were asked, some described the 

subject matter of the Hopper as an explanation of the work. 

Understanding Art for Children 

Most respondents in both groups seemed to feel that 

their students would have widely varied explanations for the 

abstract work, and that would be seen as a sign of creative 

ability on the student's part. One respondent from Group 2 

and none from Group 1 thought she would want to narrow the 

responses from her students by teaching them about the 

predictable qualities of artistic expression. 

Part 2: Addressing the Research Questions 

Preconceptions About Art and Art Education Among Preservice 

Generalist students 

From my examination and analysis of these interview 

data I have identified some preconceptions held by 

preservice generalist students. The Group 1 respondents' 

beliefs tend to conform to the Creative self-Expression 

philosophy. Briefly, the Creative Self-Expression 
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philosophy holds that art activities should develop 

creativity in the child and making art should result in 

varied, unique products. Each teacher should construct her 

own curriculum to help nurture the innate creativity in the 

child. The teacher should provide art materials and some 

motivation, but not intervention. Creativity is a natural 

process of development which could be hindered by adult art 

images or evaluation of student products. The Group 1 

preconceptions are listed below: 

o Preservice generalist students tend LO share the belief 

that art activities should be unstructured, enjoyable 

and result in a product. 

s Completion of the art products should increase the 

students' self satisfaction. 

o students' competence in art is immutable, unlike their 

competence in other school subjects. 

Instruction tends to narrow the scope of the students' 

creativity but is unable to change their competence, so 

is not useful. 

There should be few limits in subj8ct matter or 

technique in student art activities because, once 

again, it limits the students creativity for no 

purpose. 

o Young students have ideas and information about subject 

matter that they would like to express in a personal 

way. 



The teacher's role is to give the students tools and 

materials. 
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since the goals of art activities center on unique 

products and high self satisfaction, evaluation is not 

appropriate for art activities. 

o The more differences there are in student products, the 

better the activity and the more creative the students 

are thought to be. 

Looking at art can be fun for young students, but is 

not perceived as having much educational value. 

Since art is a personal expression of feelings, there 

are no guidelines for making art and, it follows, no 

guidelines for understanding art that others have made. 

o Responses to art are based on feelings and 

experiences, so each viewer will have a different 

interpretation of an artwork. 

o Art may contribute to general education as an outlet 

for personal views a student may want to express and as 

an inspiration for creative writing tasks. 

o Artwork with no recognizable subject matter is 

generally more expressive than that done in a more 

realistic style. 

o Artists who make non-representational or abstract works 

are perceived as having little training or talent. 

o Artists who make representational art are perceived as 

having talent, but not necessarily training. 
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A Summary of Changed Conceptions About Art and Art Education 

Among Preservice Generalist Students 

The art education methods classes did challenge and 

change students' preconceptions and socialize students into 

using the DBAE philosophy for teaching art in a few ways. 

Most Group 2 respondents had more to say in the interviews 

because they had a wider range of information from which to 

chose a response to my questions. This wider range of 

information, which seemed to be the result of instruction in 

their methods classes, provided more choices for the Group 2 

respondents. 

Overall, that positive result of instruction made 

summarizing responses more difficult for Group 2 because the 

exiting students interpreted and chose to integrate certain 

parts of instruction and not others, and their choices gave 

more variety to their responses. For example, one Group 2 

respondent did analyze and change her preconceptions about 

art and art education for almost every measure. Many of the 

others, however, made only a few changes in their 

preconceptions as a result of instruction in their methods 

classes. Few of these changes were true for the entire 

group, but those that seem to characterize most of the group 

are summarized below. 
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Art Activities in Classrooms 

Most Group 2 respondents did change their 

preconceptions concerning an appropriate basis for an art 

activity. Most wanted to base their activity on an element 

or principle used by artists. A few set some limits on 

subject matter for their activity. These limits could be an 

indicator of narrowing the focus for activities toward a 

specific learning goal. Most of these respondents wanted to 

include information about an artist or style in their 

activity. 

All the respondents considered looking at art an 

important and worthwhile learning activity for children. 

Most thought that artworks could be understood in a 

rudimentary way by describing elements and principles in the 

work. This is a predicable result for a beginning level of 

art appreciation (Acuff & sieber-Suppes, 1972). It is the 

result of an emphasis on aesthetic scanning (Broudy, 1972), 

a way of analyzing and interpreting artwork which is used in 

the art methods classes. A similar change was noted by the 

evaluators for a staff development project designed to teach 

about DBAE which also used aesthetic scanning as a primary 

tool for analyzing art. Teachers who participated in the 

staff development project began to interpret artworks by 

describing the art elements, such as line, shape, color and 

texture and their arrangement in the artworks (Greer et al., 

1992) . 
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According to DBAE theory, the art activity should be 

based on an authentic concept and technique used by an 

artist, critic, historian and/or aesthetician. This concept 

should be presented within a sequence of related information 

through which the students should accumulate information and 

skills. Though student ability is a factor as it is in any 

subject area, all students should be able to "improve their 

competence in creating, understanding and appreciating art." 

(Dobbs, 1992, p.47) 

All the Group 2 respondents considered evaluation an 

important part of the activity and had criteria by which to 

guide the students, but not to judge whether the students 

met the goals for the activity. All felt the criteria were 

essential for the activity, though the criteria would narrow 

the range of choices for their students. 

According to the DBAE theory, instruction and 

evaluation are important. Instruction is important to help 

the students reach the goals of increased competency. 

Evaluation is important since the goal for the students is 

increased competency. It is crucial for the student and the 

teacher to have a measure of the student's progress toward 

the overall goal along with goals set for each lesson and 

unit. While there is no absolute standard, judgments should 

come, as in other subjects, from the standard set by experts 

in the discipline not from the child. 
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Art in General Education 

Many of the Group 2 respondents thought that studying 

art in general education was appropriate because such study 

could help young students to better understand other 

subjects such as language and history. Many thought the 

study of art also had added a richness to their everyday 

lives. 

According to the DBAE theory, art is important to teach 

in general education because of its contributions to the 

other subjects and its unique addition to the curriculum. 

Art contributes to subjects such as language arts and 

history in the form of an "allusionary base," a store of 

images that form a lens or structure for thinking and for 

interpreting the world (Broudy, 1987). 

Persistent Preconceptions About Art and Art Education 

Some of the preconceptions held by Group 1 respondents 

were present in the Group 2 responses. These represent 

areas in which little or no conceptual change has come about 

as a result of the methods classes. 

Preconception 1: Instruction tends to narrow the scope 

of the students' creativity, but is unable to change their 

competence, so is not useful in art activities. There 

should be few limits on subject matter. Though more of 

Group 2 mentioned instruction, few of the Group 2 

respondents felt instruction was appropriate during an art 
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activity. Few thought limits in subject matter would 

contribute to a focused lesson. Few seemed to believe that 

students could increase their competency in art, as most 

believed a student's competency level or ability was set by 

his or her genetic makeup. 

Preconception 2: Since the goals of activities center 

on unique products and high self satisfaction, evaluation is 

not appropriate in art. While all the Group 2 respondents 

considered evaluation an important part of the lesson, none 

was willing to assign grades based on the criteria. None 

felt that the criteria had a real basis in setting a 

standard for quality for the artwork. All felt the child's 

self satisfaction might be at risk if grades were assigned 

for artwork. They also seemed to believe that success in 

art should be measured against the student's previous work, 

not against a standard set by the discipline as in other 

subjects. 

Preconception 3: The more differences there are in 

student products, the better the activity and the more 

creative the students are thought to be. 

Most of these respondents felt that the art activity 

should have varied results. This should not be narrowed by 

instruction, limits on subject matter, or strict criteria. 

A measure of creativity in a child is the unique quality of 

his or her artwork. If artworks look alike, it follows that 

the students are not being encouraged to be creative. 
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Preconception 4: Young students have ideas and 

information about subject matter that they would like to 

express in a personal way. The teacher's role is to give 

the students tools and materials. This preconception is 

related to subject matter and unique qualities in artwork. 

The respondents tended to assume their students could 

"imagine a landscape" or "know what flowers look like," 

which would enable them to be successful at the task of 

drawing or painting either subject matter. 

Preconception 5: Since art is a personal expression of 

feelings, there are no guidelines for making art and, it 

follows, no guidelines for understanding art that others 

have made. Some of these respondents felt their own 

competency in art had increased as a result of instruction. 

Most also seemed to feel they could identify the results of 

instruction in mature artists' work. However, none felt 

that their students would increase their competency in 

producing art as the result of instruction. 

Only one of this group felt her students could learn to 

look at artworks and effectively decode the information 

through their knowledge about art. The remainder of this 

group felt that, while they could describe some qualities in 

artwork that contributed to the meaning, all responses to 

artworks were equally valid. 



199 

Implications and Recommendations 

This exploratory study begins to map some territory for 

further investigation about art and art education. Ideally, 

the preconceptions identified by this study could be used as 

a guide for a longitudinal study using a similar semi

structured interview design. 

Research studies on preconceptions should include 

larger samples of entering subjects who participate in 

interviews before their first art methods class and after 

they have teaching experience. Measuring changes within the 

same group before and after their art methods classes would 

seem to be the real measure of change in beliefs about the 

content of a subject area. 

Recommended Research 

Similar studies across universities and colleges 

representing different geographical locations, varied ethnic 

groups and socioeconomic levels would also be useful. From 

these studies we could begin to determine the role 

socioeconomic factors play in the preservice students' 

preconceptions concerning art and art education. 

While the respondents' socioeconomic status was not 

considered as a variable in this study, it should be an 

important consideration in further research on this topic. 

This is especially true because of the subject area chosen 

for this study. A subject matter such as art is 

traditionally connected with higher socioeconomic levels in 
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society. Sociologists call this measure of status-culture 

participation "cultural capital" (DiMaggio and Mohr, 1985). 

Further study on preconceptions about art and art education 

should consider the socioeconomic status and cultural 

capital of the subjects for the study as potentially 

important variables. 

Another area for study concerns the preconceptions of 

pre service students in other disciplines. This is based on 

the premise that these preservice students are not operating 

within a naive concept structure as in the science and math 

research on misconceptions, but instead are operating within 

a sophisticated and complex system of beliefs regarding the 

content of a subject. A logical next step might be to 

examine other subject areas for similar cultural conceptions 

of knowledge and to compare and contrast these with the 

conceptions of knowledge in the discipline from which the 

subjects are derived. 

Personal Implications for the Study. My own classroom 

teaching and that of my colleagues in this university will 

be changed as a result of this research. We can now 

acknowledge the preconceptions identified here, challenge 

them, and invite the students to change them during the art 

methods classes. 

A Final Note on Change. Real educational change is a 

slow process. Through studies such as this, we begin to 

understand the impediments for change. If a real shift in 
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the content of elementary art education is to occur, ·the 

generalist teacher must be included as an integral part of 

that change. It is this group who will choose the art 

activities that effectively become art education for 

thousands of students. Since the preservice elementary 

student is the future generalist teacher, her training in 

art methods could be an important element in the change 

process. Change will not occur for elementary art education 

until the preservice elementary student and her professors 

examine, analyze and successfully challenge her 

preconceptions about art and art education. 
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