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This shidy was conducted to explore two areas; (1) teacher 

implementation of aesthetic and critical activities in the classroom; and (2) 

the nature of fourth and fifth grade students' responses during such activities. 

The researcher wanted to see first-hand, as an art teacher, what designing and 

implementing aesthetics and criticism would look like. It was believed by the 

researcher that in order to design and implement these components of a 

comprehensive art curriculum in an age appropriate manner, more 

information on the cognitive levels and stages of understanding art of the 

targeted students was necessary. A series of lessons incorporating the 

disciplines of art history, art criticism, aesthetics and production were 

designed and taught to a class of fourth and fifth grade students. The study 

had two goals: (1) to solicit responses from the students that would illustrate 

their cognitive levels and their stages of understanding art; and (2) to provide 

a venue by which the researcher would assess her own abilities to design and 

facilitate philosophical and interpretive activities. Data from the study 

indicates that students of this age group are able to recognize expressive 

quahties of portraits, understand basic symbolism and apply the concept of 

figurative expression to their own abstract representations, and give clearly 

stated reasons for their beliefs on the issue of truth in art. Reflections on the 

results of the teacher's participation in the study indicate that while some fine 

tuning of questioning and facilitating strategies are recommended, skill in 

these areas will increase with practice and experience. 
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CHAPTER 1 

STATEMENT OF INQUIRY 

Introduction 

As I began my journey through the Art Education graduate program, I 

believed that having an undergraduate degree in Elementary Education 

would put me at a disadvantage. Although I had years of classroom 

experience in lieu of an extensive art background to bolster me through, I 

would soon realize that art education had been developing a life of its own of 

which I was completely unaware. This life has a name. It is called DBAE, or 

disdphne-based art education. Although certainly not the only direction in 

recent art education development, the discipline-based approach is the 

umbrella philosophy under which much art education curriculum is 

designed today. DBAE promotes the integration of art history, aesthetics and 

art criticism along with studio activities to provide a more comprehensive art 

education (Smith, 1989). 

The term discipline-based art education was used to provide an image 

of a comprehensive approach to the study of art (Smith, 1989, p. 147). Since its 

inception, DBAE has undergone several changes, acknowledging a broader 

definition of art and its cultural contexts, including aesthetics as philosophical 

inquiry, and accepting arf s social content and contributions by feminist 

scholars (Greer, 1993, p.94). DBAE has also been altered by different 

conceptions of its disciplines on the part of the art educators incorporating the 

disciplines into their art education curricula (Wilson, 1997). Furthermore, 
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the demands of other educational reform initiatives, such as interdisciplinary 

instruction and higher-order thinking processes have become associated with 

DBAE, creating a different form of discipline-based art education (p. 84). In 

light of the evolving status of DBAE as reported by the above sources, the 

terms DBAE and comprehensive curriculimi will be used interchangeably 

throughout this paper as referents to the study of art that incorporates 

various art disciplines and educational strategies into its curriculum. 

This more comprehensive curriculum, while making learning of art 

more complete, poses a few problems to the art teacher. First, most teachers 

haven't seen such a curriculum modeled. Second, activities in art history, 

aesthetics and criticism require abstract thought (art history because of its 

intangibility through time, and aesthetics and criticism because of their 

philosophical and interpretive natures). Because of this, a teacher must have 

an understanding of the students' cognitive levels in order to provide 

activities that are both engaging and appropriate. 

My first question guiding this study then became. What do aesthetics 

and criticism look like in the classroom? (I chose to concentrate on these two 

aspects of the curriculum because doing history activities was already familiar 

to me through teaching other content areas.) This question seemed to lead 

naturally into the next. What is the nature of children's responses in 

philosophical and interpretive activities? What is their level of 

imderstanding and how well are they able to express their thoughts and 

opinions? 
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In this thesis I will examine both what art criticism and aesthetics looks 

like from inception of a thematic unit to its delivery, and the nature of 

elementary school children's responses within these kinds of activities. By 

designing the instructional unit to be used in this study and teaching it 

myself, I would be experiencing first-hand the application of the DBAE 

curriculum philosophy. An analysis of the students' responses within these 

activities would show me the students' cognitive developmental levels and 

their stages of understanding art. 

The lessons designed for this study were based on activities discussed 

in Terry Barrett's book Talking About Student Art (1997) and were aimed at 

promoting critical, analytical and philosophical thought and discourse among 

a group of elementary school students. 

Similarities Between Classroom Practice and DBAE 

I want to point out that because of my eight years of experience in 

teaching students from ages 4 to 11, there was never a question in my mind as 

to whether children could participate in interpretive and philosophical types 

of discourse. The question was. At what level would they be able to discuss 

art? 

Children have been looking at visual images for clues and meaning 

since they were able to sit in a mother's lap <md share a beautifully illustrated 

picture book. They have been looking at pictures in books during reading 

hour at school to find visual cues when the written word was indecipherable. 

Visual cues are an important part of math as well. Long before a child knows 



11 

what the number 4 means, they have learned to recognize certain patterns 

that three dots make, or four dots, or the configuration of five or six dots on 

on a number cube used to play games. Philosophical discussions occur in the 

realm of social studies, when comparing or contrasting cultures, and trying to 

understand them in an objective manner, not passing judgment according to 

their own cultural values and beliefs. Aesthetics and art criticism are not new 

functions which we are asking children to perform. They are merely being 

asked to perform the same skills in a different context, perhaps even a context 

more child friendly because it does not rely on the child's ability to read 

words. 

As I investigated the techniques and strategies involved in doing art 

criticism and aesthetics in a comprehensive art program, I realized that a 

classroom teacher would certainly have the benefit of experience in getting 

children to attend to the message in a work of art than perhaps a more studio 

learned art teacher. (The deficit I initially felt was beginning to melt away.) 

For instance, what does a teacher do to help her students gain a better grasp of 

the content of a story? She helps them draw from their prior knowledge on 

the subject through brainstorming, discussion and webbing of related events 

and experiences the child may have had. Drawing on prior experiences is an 

important facet of intelligence one needs to interpret art (Perkins, 1994). The 

teacher will also ask the students to look closely at the story's illustration for 

contextual clues, thereby engaging them in interpretive and analytical 

thinking. But here the similarity ends. In works of art the audience does not 

always have the benefit of a written text by which to guide their 
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interpretations, but that is what can make interpreting art more exciting and 

less intimidating to the students. Discussing art takes those interpretive skills 

a step further. 

Illustrations in books tend to have narrow margins for interpretation. 

They have to correlate with the story. Works of art, on the other hand, 

require a more intensive study because of their many possible interpretations. 

Although more difficult, this can work to a student's benefit. Knowing that 

more than one valid interpretation is possible frees them up to explore their 

own responses to a work of art and exercise their abilities to express, reason 

and justify these responses. 

As far as involving children in philosophical discourse on ethics and 

values, many of them have already been doing that through the various self-

esteem and non-violence programs promoted in schools in the urban 

Southwest where I conducted my project. Here again, the context would be 

different, but the skills required are similar. Does not the discussion of 

multiple interpretations provide a non-threatening vehicle to learn tolerance 

of different points of view? Aesthetic issues in art can also provide a safe 

arena for discussing philosophical ideas such as truth, beauty, even right and 

wrong. A unit exploring the many schools of art would address many issues 

which can mirror more personal issues in the schools and children's lives. 

The issue then lies not in whether children can do aesthetics and criticism, 

but in defining a realistic expectation of their abilities, at a given stage in their 

lives, to apply these skills to the more abstract nature of works of art. As I 

mentioned before, the parallels between DBAE and classroom practice are 
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limited. While they serve to illustrate a student's ability to engage in 

interpretive and aesthetic activities with predictable themes, there is still a 

great need to explore what children are capable of doing when critiquing art 

and discussing aesthetic issues surrounding more intangible concepts of art 

such as truth and beauty. What we are really asking children to do is think, 

think deeply and responsively. We are asking them to perform what the field 

of education has been asking teachers to teach, higher order thinking skills. 

Aesthetics and Art Criticism as Higher Order Thinking Skills 

My initial intent in pursuing graduate work in art education was to 

give myself the necessary credentials to work with children in a content area 

that had always given me so much satisfaction and self-esteem. However, as I 

gradually came to understand the philosophy behind DBAE, I began to see its 

potential as a resource for teaching those higher order thinking skills sought 

after in the education field and in our society in general. I understood, as a 

classroom teacher, the importance of doing aesthetic and critical activities in 

which children explore meaning and philosophy through art, whether their 

own or the works of masters. 

As a classroom teacher I felt that here, finally, was a curriculum that 

had at its core the requirements to engage students in activities to promote 

thinking that up until now had been reserved mainly for the "gifted" 

classrooms. These classrooms are made up of children who show greater 

academic potential than the average child. The teacher is specially trained in 

questioning strategies that elicit thoughtful dialogue among the students 
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through exploration of the regular content areas but in a more in depth 

manner. 

I have always felt that all children would benefit from these 

questioning strategies as they teach a child how to think. Aesthetics, art 

history and art criticism could provide teachers and students with just those 

kinds of activities being promoted in highly specialized classes, but for 

everyone. I saw the comprehensive art education as a curriculum designed 

not only to make learning about art more meaningful, but also a stimulating 

and motivational way to teach critical thinking skills. Evidently, I was not 

the only one to see this connection. 

It has recently been determined that there is a need for conducting 

research which investigates the correlation between skills taught in art 

education and their applicability and influence on the students' success in 

other academic areas (NAEA, 1996; Cawelti & Goldberg, 1997). 

Some of the most valuable skills in any area of education are those 

which teach a child to think: reasoning, inquiry, concept-formation, and 

translation skills (Lipman, 1988). Matthew Lipman's Philosophy for 

Children is a curriculum designed to encourage children to function as a 

"community of inquiry," probing moral and ethical issues and working 

collaboratively through discussion to find logical and ethical solutions 

(Lankford, 1992; Lipman, 1988). These activities allow children to develop 

those thinking skills that will hopefully make them critical and inquiring 

adult members of society. Although Lipman's curriculum does not 

specifically address aesthetic issues, there is no reason why it couldn't. As a 
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matter of fact, art educators employing aesthetic and critical activities in their 

teaching are proving that it can be done (Barrett, 1997; Hagaman, 1988,1990; 

Wilson, 1997). In fact, a direct correlation between skills necessary for 

interpreting works of art to thinking in general has been drawn by David 

Perkins (1994). However, he claims that in order to allow for transference 

from one domain to another, it is necessary to use the skUls in diverse 

practice and reflective learning with the anticipation of possible applications 

(p. 35). 

The Importance of Knowing Students^ Understanding of Art 

In order to provide aesthetic and art criticism activities that develop 

thinking skills at a developmentally appropriate level for a given group of 

students, knowledge of one's students' cognitive levels is not enough. A 

teacher also needs to know the students' level of understanding of art itself. 

Because different students will have had different amounts of exposure to 

and kinds of interactions with art, their abilities to relate to and understand 

art will be varied. 

Michael Parsons, in his research on how people understand art, 

categorized people's responses to art into five stages of development. Each of 

these five stages describe a group of ideas that pertain to four categories of art: 

subject matter; expression; medium, form, and style; and judgment. The 

stages and categories form a matrix in which all of his subjects' responses fit. 

The stages of understanding art follow a progression that begins with 

responses that are primarily self-centered, the stage of "favoritism," to the 



more theoretical and philosophical explorations of art, the stage of 

"autonomy" (Parsons, 1987). Briefly, the five stages go as follows: Stage one, 

mostly found in the preschool ages, is typified by responses that are "non-

judgmental, non-discriminatory, freewheeling and highly personal" 

(Lankford, 1992, p.38). Stage two, the stage at which most people will remain 

without any further education about or interaction with art, is characterized 

by a concern "with skill, realism, and beauty" (Parsons, p.38). This stage is 

usually found among elementary school children. At stage three the 

responses are governed by an increased sense of individuality. There is a 

general acceptance of differing opinions and an expectation that these 

opinions can have the ability to influence others. This stage often appears 

aroimd adolescence and is accompanied by an awareness that aesthetic 

experience is unique to each person. There is a greater interest in the quality 

of this aesthetic experience. The expressiveness of a work of art becomes 

more important than its beauty or realistic representation. I will not go into 

stages four and five since they don't usually appear until adulthood and are 

"highlighted with ever more sophisticated views of the artwork as a cultural 

artifact, and with recognition that interpretations and judgments are subject 

to revision and social affirmation" (Parsons, pp 38-39). 

These developmental stages do not necessarily correspond to the 

particular age of a person, but to a person's quantity and quality of interactions 

with art. Children, by nature of their limited experiences with art and their 

young age, are usually in the first or second stage of development. Although 

my research was not designed to either prove or disprove Parsons' stages of 
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understanding art, I think they provide a helpful guideline by which we as 

teachers can analyze our students' responses and determine appropriate 

aesthetic and criticism activities for them. 

From Design to Im plementation 

Designing curriculum is only one part of the experience an art teacher 

needs to have. The other, implementation, is much harder, for it involves 

taking a risk, a leap of faith, if you will. 

I find that in innovative education of any kind there lies a gaping 

crevasse between designing curriculum and implementing it. To my 

knowledge, there were very few art teachers in my immediate surroundings 

who were actually delivering a comprehensive art curriculum, including the 

art teachers at my school. Art history was only occasionally incorporated into 

a studio lesson that I observed. I felt that in order for me to answer my 

questions. What do aesthetics and criticism look like in the classroom? and 

At what levels are a particular group of students in their cognitive 

development and understanding of art?, I would have to become an active 

researcher and find out for myself. 

This study was an attempt to leap over the crevasse, using as my 

springboard my belief that the implementation of a comprehensive 

curriculum is worth the journey. For the purposes of this study I had two 

objectives: 

1) I wanted to experience designing and facilitating discussions with 

students in the realms of aesthetics and art criticism in order to see 
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what it looked like. 

2) I wanted to see for myself the nature of interactions and 

responses to philosophical and critical activities by 

students of a particular age group. 

Using Portraits as a Vehicle to 

Critical and Aesthetic Discussions 

I had read of several activities and research projects that incorporated 

realistic and abstract portraits (Battin, Fisher, Moore, and Silvers, 1989; 

Russell, 1988), but the idea for my particular study was based on an activity 

that art critic and educator Terry Barrett described in his book Talking about 

Student Art (1997). 

In his book, Barrett talks about an art teacher in Ohio who assigned a 

third and fourth grade class the task of decorating Inside/Outside boxes. The 

outside of the box would portray how the student is perceived on the outside 

by other people. The inside of the box would depict the way the student sees 

him/herself. From this I decided to combine the introspective qualities that 

this activity provided, with the idea of realistic and abstract imagery of self-

portraits, to create a series of lessons that would hopefully lead to a 

philosophical discussion on truth through art. The realistic portraits would 

show how the students looked on the outside, the abstract would tell more 

about who the student was. The aesthetic question would be. Which portrait 

portrays the student more truthfully, the realistic or the abstract? 

However, before embarking on a philosophical discussion about truth. 
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the students' reasoning skills would be developed through activities which 

promoted interpretive discussions of known and student-made portraits . 

This design would serve two purposes: interpretations of realistic and abstract 

portraits by known artists would give students insights for creating their own; 

I would be incorporating all four facets of the comprehensive art education 

curriculum: art history, art criticism, studio and aesthetics. 

Study Outline 

This study was conducted in a combination fourth and fifth grade 

bilingual class at a bilingual elementary school in the Southwest. The names 

of the teachers and students have been changed for the purpose of privacy. 

The project consisted of five lessons, all conducted by the researcher as art 

instructor. The topic of the lessons was on portraiture and they were 

delivered in the following order: realistic portraits by famous artists; studio 

productions of student-made portraits; abstract portraits by famous artists; 

studio productions of student-made abstract self-portraits; aesthetic discussion 

about truth through art. 

Teacher as Researcher 

If we are to understand the complex nature of the different facets of 

DBAE, it is important that we as teachers conduct research in the field of art 

education (Galbraith, 1988). Being a novice at teaching art, I felt I would 

benefit even further if the research I was proposing to do included a study on 

me as the art educator, rather than an observation of an art teacher delivering 
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the lessons I had designed. This form of research is within the vein of action 

research, which is the study and enhancement of one's own practice (May, 

1997). By designing and implementing a research project with specific goals, I 

was doing more than merely reflecting on my teaching. I was intentionally 

setting the stage that would allow me to analyze particular aspects of my 

teaching within a given structure in a "systematic and self-critical inquiry" 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990, p.9). Contrary to the popular assumption of 

non-proponents of action research that "researchers theorize and teachers 

teach" (p,225), I decided to combine the two roles and actively participate in 

my own research as the art educator as well. In light of this decision, I 

considered myself throughout the project as teacher/researcher and refer to 

myself throughout this paper as such. 

As a teacher/ researcher, I had to do some adjustments to make the 

method fit the purpose. Working with students individually, as Parsons did, 

would have given me a clearer idea of each student's concept of art without 

the influences of his or her peers. I chose to work with a whole class, 

however, because as a teacher, the whole class would be the most probable 

situation in which I would be conducting these types of activities. I believed 

my findings would give me a general sense of fourth and fifth graders' 

concepts about art and their abilities to do interpretive and philosophical 

activities. 
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Methodology 

The students I worked with receive one hour of art instruction every 

week, as they have since the first grade. Their exposure to art education has 

been primarily studio based, concentrating on the formal components of art 

making, with a few references to art history. The art historical components 

follow the "teaching art history as artworks" approach (Addiss & Erickson, 

1993, p.l20). This approach uses particular artworks to illustrate formal 

principles, subject matter treatment, technical processes, etc., unlike 

information or inquiry approaches which focus on interpretations of works 

based in the contexts of time and culture. 

The study consisted of six lessons taught during the course of six 

separate visits to Mrs. Avanti's fourth and fifth grade combination classroom. 

The lessons were preceded by a pretest in the form of a questionnaire to 

determine the students' previous experiences with art. The sequence of the 

lessons was as follows; 1) realistic portraits by famous artists (art history and 

criticism); 2) drawing a realistic portrait (studio and criticism); 3) abstract 

portraits by famous artists (art history and criticism); 4) introspective 

questionnaire; 5) student made abstract self-portraits (studio and criticism); 6) 

Which of the two portraits is more truthful of you? (aesthetics). Within each 

lesson I considered sub questions that would give me more specific 

information which would in turn contribute to answering my two main 

questions. The sessions were recorded using a combination of the following 

methods: video-taping, note-taking and photographing with a 35mm camera. 

Before delving into the lessons, 1 had each student fill out a 
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questionnaire as a Pretest. The questions pertained to their prior experiences 

with art (see Appendix A, Pretest). The purpose of the questionnaire was to 

establish how much exposure to art these children had already received, 

whether at home, school, or other institutions such as museums and 

galleries. 

The lessons (see Appendix B, Lessons) were designed to generate 

interpretive and philosophical discussions. These discussions would, I 

hoped, give me insights into how children of this age group think about art, 

their verbal skills at explaining their responses to art works, and their ability 

to interpret symbolism. The choices for the artworks discussed were 

influenced by my knowledge of children and what 1 thought would interest 

them. I chose pieces that 1 felt would be engaging, that they could relate to, 

and that were puzzling enough to create a stir and yet not so abstract that they 

would tune it out. A brief description of the lessons and their objectives is 

listed below. 

Realistic Portraits by Famous artists 

Students viewed and critiqued realistic portraits by Mary Cassatt, Jose 

Clemente Orozco, and Diego Rivera. The objectives were to promote 

interpretive dialogue among the students and to help them see that artists 

make choices in how they depict a subject that affects the way that subject 

comes across to the viewer. From these discussions, the students would have 

information with which to make choices when drawing their own portraits 

of each other. My question for this lesson was. Will students look at specific 
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characteristics of the faces they are drawing or produce a cartoon-like face 

(round head, circle eyes, stick nose, etc.)? 

Drawing a Realistic Portrait 

A mini-lesson on drawing a face, remembered from a class on art in 

the picture books taken recently, began the activity. The students then paired 

up and tried their hand at drawing as reahstic a portrait as possible of each 

other. The objective of this lesson was to give students first-hand experience 

with the problems and choices of drawing a reahstic portrayal of a person. My 

questions were. How adept are students of this age at drawing realistic 

portraits? and. In the students' minds, would inaccurate depictions affect the 

truthfulness of the representation. 

Abstract Portraits by Famous Artists 

Students viewed and critiqued abstract portraits by Vincent Van Gogh, 

Herbert Bayer, Pablo Picasso, and Frida Kahlo. The objective of this lesson 

was to give students examples of representations of people that illustrated 

specific characteristics of their personalities or events in their lives. My 

questions were. How would students interpret symboUsm found in the 

abstract portraits? and. How would students use information gained from 

interpretaHons of art works to produce their own abstract portraits? 

Before the next lesson was taught, the students were given an 

introspective questionnaire (see Appendix C, Introspective Questionnaire) to 
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help them focus on those aspects of themselves they wished to convey in an 

abstract self-portrait. 

Drawing Abstract Portraits 

Using their answers to the introspective questionnaire to guide them, 

the students drew abstract self-portraits that represented who they were 

instead of what they looked like. The objective of this lesson was to give the 

students experiences in problem solving and making choices while drawing a 

portrait that would depict their characters truthfully. My question was. What 

kind of symbolism would children of this age group use to depict elements of 

their lives and personalities? 

Which of the Two Portraits is More Truthful to Who You Are? 

Students discussed the differences of the two forms of portraits and 

talked about which of the two they felt best represented them. The objective 

of this lesson was to engage them in philosophical thought through their 

justifications of their opinions. My questions in this lesson were. Would 

students rely on the more concrete depiction of the realistic photograph as 

being more truthful? Would their opinion of truthfulness in the realistic 

portraiture be hindered by the artists' drawing abilities? and Would students 

understand symbolism as figurative representation of the truth? 

Significance of the Study 

The elements of a discipline-based art education curriculum are very 
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complex, requiring skills and strategies beyond what has been accepted until 

now (Galbraith, 1988). It is necessary to study the adaptability of such a 

program by those educators who will be using it in the field, and its 

appropriateness to the children it is designed to instruct. Research in the 

areas of art criticism, and especially aesthetics, is limited and needs to be 

explored further for they are the two most challenging aspects of the new 

curriculum. In order to continue promoting this new direction in art 

education, any research that adds to the body of knowledge on how DBAE is 

being implemented and its effectiveness in teaching our students is 

important. This study addressed two questions: 1) the adaptability of art 

criticism and aesthetics activities as incorporated into an art education 

curriculum by a classroom teacher and; 2) the abilities of a specific age group 

of children to participate in interpretive and philosophical discussions. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study can not be generalized to other art educators or other 

populations of fourth and fifth grade students. Only one combination 

fourth/fifth grade class was used and only one teacher was observed. 

Although analysis of student responses were agreed upon by researcher and 

two classroom teachers, the scope of the study was too narrow to apply 

findings to all similar age groups. The reflections and analyses of the study, 

however, can provide descriptive information by which other teachers might 

begin to understand and design their own comprehensive curricula for art. 
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Organization of Chapters 

In Chapter 3, I describe in detail the lessons and how they were 

conducted as well as the students' responses. In Chapter 4, I use the findings 

to evaluate my effectiveness as a teacher in designing and implementing art 

criticism and aesthetic activities. I also describe the cognitive developmental 

levels of the students and their stages of understanding art based on their 

discussions during the lessons. I'll conclude with a discussion of the 

implications of the findings of the study and recommendations for designing 

developmentally appropriate interpretive and philosophical activities. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Organization of Chapter 

This chapter reviews research, opinions and ideas that are related to 

performing art criticism and aesthetic activities in the classroom. The 

literature analyzed in this chapter covers the topics of cognitive development 

in the realm of art, and the critical and philosophical aspects of the discipline-

based art education curriculum. The sections are as follows: (1) aesthetics and 

art criticism in the art classroom, (2) developing thinking skills.through 

aesthetics and art criticism, (3) cognitive development in the realm of art. 

Aesthetics and Art Criticism in the Art Classroom 

As a rationale for incorporating art criticism into DBAE, Ralph Smith 

(1989) stated three reasons why art education should include the study of art. 

Students would develop skills in "perception, response, and understanding of 

art works" (p. 143). Through their exposure to a wide spectrum of art, 

students would develop a "store of images" (p. 143), and as a result of their 

discussions of these images, students would gain an "increased 

understanding of visual metaphor" (p. 144). Smith's argument for including 

aesthetics in an art education curriculum is that it would promote the 

understanding of "philosophical, moral, historical and sociological domains 

of human experience" (p. 145). 

While art criticism has been widely accepted in education as the 
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discussion and interpretation of works of art (Barrett, 1994), aesthetics has 

been harder to define. Jon Sharer (1986) pointed out a discrepancy in the use 

of the term aesthetics as (1) a function similar to art criticism as defined by 

Broudy, Greer and Rush (as dted in Sharer, 1986), and (2) a philosophical style 

of inquiry. One concentrates more on the aesthetic experience and responses 

related to art works in definitions used by Broudy, Greer and Rush, and 

aesthetic inquiry deals with questions of meaning and value, questions that 

cannot be answered empirically (p. 8). 

E. Louis Lankford (1986) and Vincent Lanier (1986) combined the two 

meanings, using aesthetic experience and response as part of the search for 

the answers about the nature of art. This search is conducted through an 

exploration of our responses to art, how we value art, and the impUcations of 

judgment of art (Lankford, 1986, p. 50). They are still concerned with the 

aesthetic experience and valuation of art and use those areas to embark on 

philosophical questions of why our responses are what they are and what 

makes a painting more aesthetically valuable than another. 

The direction in which aesthetics in art education has been heading 

more recently, however, is toward the philosophical approach. Within the 

philosophical approach there lie differing methods. One, the "philosophical 

perspectives" method (Russell, 1991), also called "issue-centered aesthetics" 

(Lankford, 1990), has students discuss aesthetic issues in the context of various 

philosophical theories. The other method is that of philosophical inquiry, in 

which students use their own reasoning in addressing philosophical 

questions related to art (Hagaman, 1988, 1990; Lipman, 1988; Russell, 1991), 



29 

similar to Sharer's ideas. 

Although teachers are encouraged to become familiar with theories on 

philosophical aesthetics (Hagaman, 1988; Lankford, 1990), these theories do 

not need to be the basis by which a student's philosophical opinion is judged. 

Students need to be taught philosophical methods and practice thinking 

about questions of art, formulating their own ideas rather than learning those 

of the great aestheticians. Formal theories are not necessary in providing 

depth to a child's philosophical inquiry. A child's experience and 

understanding are limited. A child will find wonder and puzzlement in 

many things an adult takes for granted. Aesthetic issues, then, need not be as 

deep for children in order for them to generate thought on philosophical 

issues (Lipman, 1988). 

The philosophical inquiry approach, initially developed by Matthew 

Lipman as a way to teach thinking skills (1980), is a popular one because it 

relies less on historical theory and develops thinking, reasoning and concept-

building skills in the students (Lipman, 1988). Children also leam tolerance 

of different opinions and points of view. Because the "rightness of answers to 

aesthetic questions is usually determined by strength of argimient rather than 

a presentation of facts" (Lankford, 1990), any case is acceptable providing the 

case can be defended with strong reasoning. The issues provoking 

philosophical inquiry are often presented by the teacher in the forms of 

puzzles (Battin, Fisher, Moore & Silvers, 1989), or cases (Lankford, 1992). 

Another possibility for incorporating aesthetics into art education is to 

blend it wdth other parts of the curriculum (Hagaman, 1990). Teachers "do 
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not need another discipUne (philosophy) laid on top of what we already 

struggle to do in the schools," she argues (p. 22). Instead, Hagaman suggests 

"reconstructing aesthetics," by using it as the binding agent that connects 

together concepts and content from art history, art criticism and production. 

She advocates taking advantage of children's natural sense of wonder to 

motivate them to participate in aesthetic inquiry, allowing the nature of the 

inquiry to derive from their own discussions about art. In an earlier article 

(Hagaman, 1988), Hagaman proposed the idea that aesthetics and art criticism 

do not have to be taught separately. Critical discussions can lead to 

philosophical questions in a more natural and context embedded manner, 

being more relevant and meaningful because of this connection. Discussions 

can easily move from the more particular examples within an art work to the 

broader issues in art (p. 20). 

The task of combining the complex and often difficult disciplines of 

criticism and philosophical aesthetics into the art curriculum can be 

challenging. Brent Wilson (1997) conducted a national study of how DBAE 

was being incorporated into art education after conducting several summer 

institutes on integrating the various disciplines of a comprehensive art 

curriculum. He found isolated units of discipline-based art education being 

taught at all elementary school grade levels, indicating the slow nature of 

implementation due to the complexity of the disciplines involved (p. 162). 

Wilson was not discouraged by this finding, however. In fact, the finding that 

teachers were beginning to use DBAE principles and methodologies in their 

art curriculum was encouraging. 
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Developing Thinking Skills Through Aesthetics and Art Criticism 

This study did not directly attempt to analyze the effects of 

philosophical and interpretive activities on the development of the student's 

thinking skills. However, as a classroom teacher, the knowledge that such 

activities could cultivate critical and analytical thinking drew my attention. It 

was this information that made me feel that aesthetics and art criticism, even 

art history, need not only be taught by art teachers but could be used 

effectively by classroom teachers concerned with teaching higher order 

thinking skills as well. I therefore found it necessary to further investigate 

what others had to say. 

Aesthetics and Thinking Skills 

One outcome of including art criticism and aesthetics in art education 

is the ability of these disciplines to promote the development of thinking 

skills among school children. Education that teaches thinking skills ~ 

reasoning, inquiry, concept formation, and translation from one domain to 

another, is allegedly missing (Lipman, 1988), as well as the necessary teacher 

training. To this end, Matthew Lipman founded the Institute for the 

Advancement of Philosophy for Children (Lankford, 1992). The lAPC uses 

philosophy to help children "think for themselves, and leam to live 

creatively, constructively and peacefully in a world characterized by multiple 

and contrasting perspectives" (p. 39). 

One of the most important principles of the lAPC's methodologies is 

the need to turn the classroom into a "community of inquiry," with all 
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members participating in the search for answers to logical and ethical 

problems. The belief is that students talking together can generate more 

questions, challenge and broaden meaning, and put boundaries on ideas that 

are "too far removed from the work to be convincing" (Barrett, 1992, p.56). 

Sally Hagaman, an art educator trained in the methodology of the 

lAPC, has tried to adapt its principles to aesthetic inquiry (1988,1990). 

Following the belief that dialogue among students generates reflection (1990, 

p. 24), Hagaman piloted a program of her own in which art-related stories 

were read and then discussed by a group of students (p. 33). These discussions 

generated philosophical issues and questions about art which were addressed 

by the students as a group, the "community of inquiry", testing their 

hypotheses through reasoning and listening to differing ideas and opinions. 

Whereas Hagaman believed in the value of allowing children to 

discuss philosophical issues using informal logic and reasoning skills, Robert 

Russell studied the ability of students to develop formal logical and verbal 

reasoning skills (1988, 1991) through the study of philosophical aesthetics. 

Russell found that students could enhance their verbal reasoning skills when 

asked to analyze their statements in a much more scientific form of logical 

deduction. For example, in determining an answer to the question. What is 

art?, fifth and sixth grade students were asked to test the correctness of their 

definitions according to three rules of logic. The definitions should: (1) not be 

circular; (2) describe all art; (3) describe only art (p. 284). The experimental 

group in Russell's study showed an increase in their ability to verbally reason 

the truthfulness of their definitions according to the criteria mentioned above 
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(p. 291). 

In keeping with teaching students to think for themselves, Russell 

described and illustrated some procedures for philosophical inquiry based on 

the principles of "ordinary-language" philosophy (Russell, 1991, p.95). This 

method, which is very similar to Jon Sharer's inquiry into the meaning of a 

statement (1986, p.8), stresses the need for clarification of concepts before they 

can be developed in detail (p. 96). Concept analysis is taught using three 

procedures — case delineation, concept comparison and definition. Russell 

recommends these procedures to help students clarify their statements about 

art in a logical and thorough manner. Once the principles have been learned, 

however, the procedures are no longer needed (p. 103). 

Art Criticism and Thinking Skills 

Aesthetics is not the only domain in art in which thinking skills can be 

learned. The interpretation and evaluation components of art criticism lend 

themselves beautifully to the development of critical and analytical thinking 

and reasonable if not persuasive argument. David Perkins, director of 

Harvard Project Zero, makes a case for cultivating "thinking dispositions" 

rather than skills or strategies (1994, p. ix-x). Thinking dispositions reflect an 

internal attitude, as opposed to thinking skills which serve as external 

processes. Perkins describes a difference between experiential intelligence 

which relies on prior experiences and is characterized by more automatic 

thoughts and responses, and reflective intelligence which "manages the 

tremendous resources of experiential intelligence" (p. x). It is Perkins' belief 
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that we can cultivate our disposition to use reflective intelligence by looking 

at art. 

To look at art intelligently, we do four things: Give looking time; 

make looking broad and adventurous; make looking clear and deep; make 

looking organized (p. 34). These are all applications of description and 

interpretation. Replace the word "looking" with "thinking" and you have 

your four dispositions. These four dispositions then cultivate our reflective 

intelligence, which in turn helps us access and better use the resources 

provided by our vast experiential intelligence. 

Cognitive Development in the Realm of Art 

Keeping in mind Howard Gardner's caution against allowing 

observations of what children do limit what we think they can do (as cited in 

Addiss & Erickson, 1993, p.l35), I present some literature on studies conducted 

in an attempt to understand children's cognitive levels and their stages of 

understanding art. 

Some educators (Katz, 1996; Levstik, as cited in Addiss & Erickson,1993) 

doubt that development applies similarly across domains. It may be 

determined that a child is in a "concrete operational" stage of development, 

but does that mean that he or she cannot derive meaning from a work of art? 

Because of this confusion, 1 have chosen to include only those articles that 

pertain directly to children's abilities to interpret art and their stages of 

understanding art. 
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Interpreting Art 

Terry Barrett, art educator and critic, has performed art criticism with 

students of all ages, from preschoolers to museum docents. As well as 

critiquing famous art works, he has facilitated critiques with students of 

student art (1997). He has found that when allowed to talk in a safe 

environment where all contributions are encouraged and multiple 

interpretations are expected, students are very capable of finding meaning in 

works of art. 

The ability of four-year-old children's recognition of expressive 

qualities in paintings was the subject of a study conducted by Martha 

Taunton, art educator at the University of Iowa (1984). Taunton found that in 

addition to comments pertaining to personal favorites and associations to 

personal experience with the subject matter of a work of art (Parsons, 1976), 

some children of this age group could match expressive language to 

references within the corresponding painting as well (p. 39). For example, 

some children matched the expressive words ~ silence, alone, to the painting 

Nighthawks. by Edward Hopper, and ~ sneaky, mean, to Max Beckmann's 

Self-Portrait. These children could not always explain their matches but that 

is considered to be largely due to metalinguistic problems rather than lack of 

awareness (p. 41). 

Stages of Understanding Art 

Developmental stages do not necessarily correspond with stages of 
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understanding art. Other determining factors, such as exposure, depth of 

experience with art, and practice in discussing art can affect one's perceptions 

about art. In his book How We Understand Art, Michael Parsons describes 

five different stages of understanding art. The first three stages loosely follow 

a chronological order of development: stage one, favoritism, appearing in 

preschool children; stage two, beauty and realism, describes perceptions of 

elementary school students; stage three, expressiveness, typically does not 

surface until adolescence (Lankford, 1992 p.38). The final two stages, style and 

form, and autonomy, rely more on training and higher levels of 

metacognition. These stages are not representative of all viewers of the same 

age group, however. Many adults, without the proper training and exposure 

to art, may remain at stage two, appreciating art for its beauty and realism, 

disapproving any art which does not fall into these two categories. 

Summary 

The idea that one need not be an expert aesthetidan is encouraging to 

teachers willing to incorporate aesthetic philosophical inquiry into their art 

education curricula. The fact that such activities are slowly appearing 

throughout schools across the nation indicates a willingness to try and an 

acknowledgement that the inclusion of these disciplines is important, not 

only to the study of art but also to the development of thinking skills. The 

literature seems to support the need for further investigation of teachers in 

their attempts to include aesthetics and art criticism in the art classroom. 

The differing opinions of what children are capable of understanding 
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and interpreting at a given age (four-year-olds' recognition of expressive 

qualities, an area pertaining more to the adolescent age group according to 

Parsons), suggests a need for each teacher to discover the interpretive abilities 

of not only particular age groups he or she may be teaching but of specific 

groups of children as well. 
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CHAPTERS 

THE STUDY 

Introduction 

In this chapter I will describe the lessons and events that took place in a 

combination fourth/fifth grade classroom at a bilingual elementary school in 

Tucson, Arizona, during the months of January and February, 1998. I will 

begin with a discussion of my methodology for conducting the lessons and 

then follow up with a brief description of each lesson. Then will follow an 

account of the actual delivery of the lessons taken from transcripts of the 

video-tapes of each session and the researcher's notes. The lessons will be 

presented in this order: realistic portraits by famous artists; drawing a realistic 

portrait; abstract portraits by famous artists; drawing abstract self-portraits; 

which of the two portraits is more truthful of you? 

The Lessons 

The lessons made up a unit on portraiture. They served as building 

blocks to the final philosophical discussion on truth through art, and started 

with the concrete (realistic portraits), and moved into the more abstract form 

of representation (abstract portraits). 

Several art educators have used portraits to explore aesthetics and art 

criticism (Barrett, 1997; Russell, 1990;). However, they did not incorporate the 

students' own artwork. I believed that by incorporating the students' portraits 

into the unit, students would have personal experiences with techniques and 

interpretation that would foster a deeper understanding of the issues 
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involved in portraying a person. By having the students create their own 

portraits, they would experience some of the choices and problem-solving 

that real artists experience when creating their art works (Barrett, 1997, p. 5). 

By having them critique each other's portraits, students would practice 

interpretive and stylistic skills they had gained from discussing famous 

works, and the student artists would see how their choices affected the 

viewer's understanding (p. 4). 

Throughout the lessons, we explored the idea of truth in visual art. 

When viewing art, we often take for granted that the subject of the picture is 

depicted truthfully, the way it really is (Eaton, 1988, p.67). As part of the 

aesthetic element in this unit, I wanted to teach the students to think critically 

of the information given them in a picture. Instead of letting them accept the 

painting or photograph at face value, I asked them questions such as. Is that 

the way that person really looks? How do we know? Can we tell if that 

person is an angry, or sad, or even a happy person by viewing his or her 

portrait? 

The first lesson. Realistic Portraits by Famous Artists, was designed to 

show examples of realistic portraits for students to discuss. Artists' choices in 

formal properties of the portraits were emphasized through critical analysis of 

each work. During this lesson, students interpreted the general feeling of the 

portrait as well as specific details. 

Questions in this lesson, as well as in Lesson 3, Abstract Portraits by 

Famous Artists, were asked by the researcher to help students: a) explore 
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their own feelings and responses to each piece, b) consider the internal and 

external data of the piece in forming their interpretations (Barrett, 1994). I 

constantly redirected their attention to the pieces being critiqued to get the 

students to back up their comments with evidence from the artwork itself. 

Very little external information was given on each portrait other than the 

name of the artist, the year the portrait was made, and the title. I felt that for 

this age group and their level of exposure to art, a valuable interpretation did 

not depend on factual information normally not available to the general 

public. A few more nuggets of external data, specific to each piece, were given 

after the students had spent some time interpreting the internal data (subject 

matter, medium and form) to see if this new information changed or clarified 

their interpretations. Because in stage 2, where most elementary age children 

are in their understanding of art, there is a preference for representational 

subject matter (Parsons, 1987, p.22), the goal of this lesson was to observe the 

nature of their responses to fairly straightforward, representational imagery. 

The studio lesson. Drawing a Realistic Portrait, was intended to give 

the students the opportunity to practice drawing a realistic portrait of a friend. 

A short lesson on drawing a face (dividing the face into thirds and placing 

facial features roughly in the middle section, looking at the shape of the head, 

focusing on unique features) began the lesson. Students paired up and then 

drew each other using only pencil and white paper. The goal in this lesson 

was to give students first hand experience in techniques and choices for 

representational drawing. Critiques and interpretations of students' art were 

incorporated as part of the studio session. 
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In the third lesson. Abstract Portraits by Famous Artists, students were 

introduced to symbolism. This kind of understanding is representative of 

Parsons' stage 3 in which viewers are more interested in expression than 

representation (Parson, p 23). Questions were asked by the researcher to help 

students focus on the choices made by the artists and the messages they were 

trying to convey about their subjects. The goal of this lesson was to see how 

much symbolism they were familiar with, how they interpreted the 

symbolism, and their level of dependency on concrete imagery in interpreting 

an abstract work of art. Once again, the concept of truthfulness was briefly 

touched upon. Can our tests for truth be applied to nonrealistic art (Battin, 

Fisher, Moore & Silvers, 1989, p. 61)? The students had to broaden their 

definition of truth to incorporate those things which were represented in a 

more figurative manner. 

At this point, an introspective questionnaire (see Appendix C, 

Introspective Questionnaire) was handed out to each student to help them 

think about the symbolism they wanted to use in their next studio lesson on 

abstract self-portraits. 

Drawing Abstract Self-Portraits, the fourth lesson, would show me 

how well students would be able to apply concepts about symbolism discussed 

during interpretations of abstract portrtiits by famous artists. They used the 

information from their introspective questionnaires to choose their symbols 

for their portraits. Critiques and interpretations of some of the portraits were 

incorporated as part of the studio session. 
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The title of the final lesson. Which of the Two Portraits is More 

Truthful of You? was also the philosophical question driving the discussion 

on truth through art. Students were asked to identify which portrait they felt 

was a more truthful representation of who they were, and state reasons why. 

The goals of this discussion were to see whether the students were able to 

recognize symbolism as information useful to interpretations, and if the 

students would use this knowledge to identify truthfulness. Would 

"truthful" be a matter of outwardly realistic portrayal to them, or something 

more? They would also hopefully recognize that there are different ways of 

portraying truth, and that truth, like all other aesthetic issues, is subject to 

multiple perspectives (Lankford, 1992, p.4). 

The Students and the School 

I have been a teacher at the participating elementary school for eight 

years. I have a good rapport with the principal and the cooperating teacher so 

I therefore decided to try something new on familiar territory. 

Time was another important factor in the choice of school. I would not 

have to travel to another area in the dty to conduct my study, saving me 

valuable time. 

Because one of the goals of my research was to establish cognitive 

developmental levels and stages of understanding art of a particular age 

group, I could have used any classroom at this school. However, the 

cooperating teacher's deep interest in the comprehensive curriculum for art 

education helped me make the choice. 
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The class consisted of 27 fourth and fifth grade students of varying 

English and Spanish language proficiencies, a fact that would play heavily in 

the delivery of the lessons. There was also a student-teacher in the room who 

was eager to see what the lessons would be like. We decided to meet on 

Tuesday afternoons, after the students' lunch hour, from 12:30 - 1:15 p.m. for 

as many session as was needed. 

Lesson Instruction 

In the following descriptions, the following should be noted: 

* Because I was also researching my abilities as an art teacher, comments that I 

should have made are written in italics directly beneath comments actually 

said in order to not break up the description of the lesson. 

* Those comments made by students in Spanish are denoted by (S). 

* Students' and teacher's names are fictitious. 

Day One: 

The school is located in a neighborhood with one of the highest crime 

rates and lowest socioeconomic levels in town. The student population is 

primarily Hispanic with a sprinkling of Native Americans, African 

Americans, and Caucasians. The school is an oasis of constancy in many of 

the lives of its students and their families, providing needed adult classes, 

food, clothing and education. Mrs. Avanti's class was a good representation 

of the entire student body. 
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There was a soporific feeling in the air created by an over-active heater 

and 27 languid and satiated bodies relaxing after their lunch and recess. I 

immediately thought that this time slot might not give me the students' 

optimal brain power or attention span but it was the only one I had, so on 

with the lesson. 

I introduced myself to the class and explained how they were going to 

be helping me leam about how to teach art. I let them know that we would 

be discussing art works, both famous and their own, in order for me to see 

how they thought about art. I had them fill out the pretest questionnaire on 

their artistic backgrounds. I did not present it as a test because it wasn't one. 1 

did not want to present an element of judgment on them that might affect 

their comfort in participating in discussions of their personal opinions and 

observations, 1 told them that the questionnaire was solely for my own 

information and theirs, and that any answer was a good answer as long as it 

was the truth. 

The Pretest 

The pretest (see Appendix A, Pretest) was designed with two purposes 

in mind: to give me an idea of how much exposure to art these students had; 

and to help students gain access to their prior knowledge about and 

experiences with art, or in the words of David Perkins, their experiential 

intelligence (1994, p.ll). Experiential intelligence is the "rich repertoire of 

experience that fairly automatically and spontaneously guides us" (p.l4). It is 

the prior knowledge that influences our intuitive responses to comfortable 
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and predictable situations. The questionnaire asked for information on the 

amount and types of art classes taken outside of school, the nature of art 

works in the home, and whether the students had ever visited an art 

museum or gallery. 

Question one: Have you been to art museums? 

Eighteen of the 23 students who filled out the questionnaire had been 

to an art museum. 

Question two: Have you been to art galleries? 

Only 8 of the students replied "yes" to this question. 

Question three: Do you have art in your home? 

Eighteen students responded positively to this question. 

Question four What kind of art is it? 

The largest number went to paintings. There were 10 responses with 

paintings, and the subjects of the paintings, when mentioned, were of 

flowers, fruit, 'Tndian paintings", and Jesus. There were several drawings, 

either colored pencil or black and white, and one "water color". There were 3 

students who had "ceramics" in their homes, including one "Indian pottery." 

One student wrote that she had "art - craft" in her home. Only one student 

qualified "photos" as art. I don't know if these photos are family pictures or 

artistic photographs. 
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Question five: Have you taken art classes outside of school? 

Eight students wrote that they had taken art classes outside of school. 

One student took a drawing class during an after-school program at the 

school. Another student said he had taken an art class at his uncle's house. I 

did not have a chance to clarify whether his uncle was the instructor nor 

whether his uncle is an artist. 

Question six: Have you made art? 

All students said yes to this question. 

Pretest Summary 

Whereas most of the students had been to an art museum, 

very few had visited an art gallery. A couple of the students did not 

understand what an art gallery was. Many of the students reported having 

paintings or drawings in their homes. However, I have visited many of these 

homes and I know that they have other forms of art such as ceramic 

figurines, religious statuettes, and various kinds of wall hangings as well. 

The fact that the students did not mention these other art works suggests a 

narrow view of what constitutes art. 

Because of the lack of time, I did not review the answers with the 

students. But after analyzing them later, I realized that as a teacher I would 

have been wise to spend some time on going over the questionnaires with 

the students, especially if the intention of the pretest was to help students 

access their prior knowledge. 
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The students could have benefited from discovering which museums 

and galleries fellow classmates had visited and the art works they had seen. It 

would have been interesting also to see what kinds of things constituted "art" 

in their homes. For example, only one student mentioned photographs as art 

work in her home. This may have helped other students reclassify the art 

work in their homes to include photographs as well. I would also have liked 

to find out if the uncle in whose house one of the students had taken an art 

class was in fact an artist. There was a potential resource for a guest speaker. 

The Lessons 

Realistic Portraits by Famous Artists 

In this lesson I wanted to show students examples of realistic portraits 

and get them to critique and interpret each one. The questions I asked were to 

help the students look more closely and personally at the art work. (1 changed 

the first question for the first slide from that which is in the lesson plan in 

Appendix B. I thought about a more interesting way to engage the students in 

discussion than simply asking them to state what they saw.) We began with 

interpretation. 

Girl in a Straw Hat by Mary Cassatt, 1886 

T/R: What title would you give this painting? 

Student: The sad girl. 

Student: The little girl. 

Student: The unhappy day. 

1 told the students the title of the painting. After a few comments by 
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the students, I asked the following question in order for them to consider the 

artist's choices and techniques in drawing a portrait: 

T/R; How did the artist make her face look sad? 

Student: Shadows, dark brown shadows...her mouth, and her 

eyebrows, she looks like she's going to cry. 

I asked the students to consider the use of muted colors (students had 

mentioned the colors before) in creating a sad feeling in the painting. 

T/R: Do you think the artist chose those colors on purpose? 

Qass: No! 

Student: Maybe the artist was feeling sad. 

T/R: O.K. the artist maybe was feeling sad so she chose sad colors. 

We discussed what the girl might be thinking. I then asked the 

students to guess how old the little girl might be. With this question I wanted 

to refocus the students' attention on techniques used to depict a person's face 

by looking at details, techniques that they would hopefully use when drawing 

their own portraits in the studio lesson to come. This question elicited a large 

response of answers varying from 3 to 8 years old. I discussed the way the 

artist made her look young by drawing puffy cheeks and a pouty mouth. I 

should have asked , How did the artist make her look young? - to get the 

students to look closely at the facial features and body proportions, clothing, 

etc. 
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Portrait of Dona Rosa by Jose Clemente Orozco, 1949 

In this lesson, as with the previous one, the questions deviated from 

those in the lesson plan, this time due to students' inquiry. I told the students 

that the next portrait I was about to show was painted by a Mexican artist 

almost 50 years ago. That is all the information I gave. 

Student: (S) What is it miss, man or woman? 

T/R: (S)Well, let's see. What do all of you think? 

This was great! The students had shown me a way of critiquing this 

painting in a more interesting way by searching for clues to a student 

generated question. Their search brought out a lot of interpretive remarks. 

Student: If s a woman, she's wearing earrings. 

Student: She has very angry eyes. 

Student: (S) She is wearing a pin, a brooch. 

Student: She looks mean. 

T/R: She looks mean. Look at her mouth. 

Student: If s a bow. 

T/R: How do you have to feel to make a mouth like that? 

Several Students: Mad! 

T/R: What else makes her look mad? 

Student: Eyebrows. 

T/R: What about the eyebrows? 

Student: They're down. 

The students were using contextual clues to justify and explain their 

emotional responses to the painting. A few more comments were made and 

then one student brought up a question that I used to discuss truth in art. 

Student: Is she mean like that all the time? 

T/R: We don't know. Maybe she just has that kind of face. 
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What do you think (directed to the tvhole class)? 

I unintentionally killed the dialogue by giving an answer. My 

italicized question may have gone further. I decided to focus on formal 

qualities to see if something else would come up to redirect our attention back 

to truth in art. 

T/R: This is the artisfs mother. Dona Rosa Flor. What could he 

have done to make her look happier? 

Student: Use the color yellow. 

T/R; Why yellow? 

Student: If s a happy color. 

Student: Like sunshine. 

Student: A happier mouth, a smile. 

T/R: How do you do that? 

Student: You draw it going up. 

Student: Change her eyebrows. 

Now back to the issue of portraying truth. 

T/R: Why do you think he wanted to paint his mother like 

this? 

Student: Because thaf s how she looks. 

T/R: You don't think she ever looks happy? 

Student: Maybe when she was young. 

Student: She's strict. 

T/R: Maybe she's strict. We can tell a lot about a person from 

their portrait - now, do we know for sure that she's mean and strict? 

Qass: Yeah! Yes! No! 

T/R: Can we tell just from a picture? 

Qass: No. 

T/R: Have you ever been asked to smile for a picture 

when you didn't feel like smiling? 
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Several Students: Yes. 

T/R: And because you were smiling in the picture, did that mean that 

you were happy? 

Several Students: Maybe. No. 

T/R: So what else would we have to know to know if that were true? 

(Referring to the subject's mean disposition.) 

Student: If she would have grandchildren on her lap. 

T/R: What would that tell you? 

Student: That she was nice. 

Student: You could talk to her to see if she's nice. 

Student: Maybe because she's old she's mad. 

Student: Maybe she doesn't have any teeth in her mouth. 

T/R: Thafs true. If she doesn't have any teeth in her mouth is she 

going to want to put on a big smile? 

Students laughed and said no. Then one student, who had been very 

quiet throughout the discussion, barely raised her hand to say something that 

differed with the general sentiment of the rest of the class. 

Student: I don't think she's mad. 

T/R: What do you feel about her? 

Student: That she's happy. 

T/R: I kind of see happy eyes too. What makes you think she's 

happy? 

Student: If she was sad her face would be kind of dragged down. 

T/R: (Repeats what student said for class to hear and adds:) Maybe 

she's just concentrating, trying to hold still. 

Student: Maybe she has to hold still for a long time. 

Student: It's hard for the artist if she moves. 

This dialogue helped illustrate that there could be more than one 
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interpretation of the same painting, therefore creating different truths in the 

eyes of the viewers. We proceeded to the last portrait, a black and white 

pencil drawing by Diego Rivera. This portrait was chosen to broach the idea 

of artists' choices in creating a mood or feeling in a picture, I wanted to see if 

the students imderstood that formal elements are not arbitrary. 

Unemployed Worker by Diego Rivera, 1933 

Once again, I felt that giving the students the title of the portrait would 

limit their interpretations, so I withheld the title until a very opportune 

moment. I changed the first question by giving them the challenge to guess 

the man in the picture's story. 

T/R: I'm going to let you guess his story. 

Students: Ooh, cool, thafs bad! 

(The students were referring to the painting, not my comment.) 

T/R: What did he (Rivera) use to make this picture? 

Student: Pencil. 

Student: And shading. 

A statement was made as to the realism of the portrait which drew 

some discussion from the class, and then the perfect opportunity came to 

mention the title. The following excerpt stemmed from a discussion about 

the angle from which the artist drew his subject. 

T/R: What do you think he is looking at? Do you think he is 

looking at you? 

Student: He looks like he's trying to make a wish. 

T/R: (Repeats comment for the class.) Thaf s a very interesting 
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statement because this guy is an unemployed worker. What do you 

think he is wishing for? 

Several Students: A job. 

Student: A higher wage. 

Student: Work. 

I explained that Diego Rivera used his artwork to depict social 

conditions in his country. This portrait was drawn at a time when a large 

portion of the coimtry was out of work, a situation that created poverty and 

despair. The following question was to see if the students could relate the 

artisf s choice of colors to the overall emotional effect of the art work. 

T/R: Why do you think the artist chose to use pencil 

or pen and ink instead of colors? 

Student: Because he might mess up. 

Student: Because blue and black and I don't know what else 

are sad colors. And you (the viewer) think he looks sad. 

Another question eliciting other possibilities for the artist's choice of 

media would have been a good idea. It would have broadened their concept 

of the interpretive potential at different media as well as color. 

One Spanish speaking student asked me why I didn't give the names of 

the portraits. I realized that most of the dialogue had been in English, 

excluding a portion of the students' responses because they could not follow 

the discussion. I retraced my steps to give the students the names of the 

portraits in Spanish, as well as any other pertinent comments made by the 

students in regard to the portraits. They gave similar responses to the 

question. Why did the artist choose to do this portrait in black, white and 

gray?, such as he didn't have colors; because he was sad. 
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I wrapped up the session by asking the students to tell me what they 

had learned. 

Student: Sad People. 

T/R: How did the artists make them look sad? 

Student: Sad mouth. 

Student: Dark colors. 

T/R: Can you know what that person is like by 

looking at their pictures? 

Qass: Yes. No. 

Student: You can't say that pictures are always happy. 

The last comment hit me between the eyes. In searching for portraits 

that would stimulate discussion^ 1 had chosen subjects who had different 

attitudes than those of a typical smiling snapshot. I did not realize, however, 

until the student made that comment, that they all appeared sad or mean, 

both negative emotions. Throughout the lesson we had discussed ideas such 

as everyone smiling in a family snapshot, even when they may not 

necessarily feel happy, and the fact that sitters used to have to sit for a long 

time for their portraits to be done, or even for a photo to be taken, making 

holding a smile impossible. I hoped that these points had helped prevent the 

subject matter of the portraits from being a complete downer for the kids! 

I explained that the next time I came, they would draw realistic 

portraits of each other. 

Day Two: 

Drawing a Realistic Portrait 
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I walked into the classroom with a stack of 12X18 inch white drawing 

paper, and a carrying case filled with pencils, erasers, and boxes of crayons. 

You'd think these students had never been in an art class. Their enthusiasm 

was catching as I saw how excited they became at the prospect of making art. 

It took a little time to adjust to my new duties as I realized that I was going to 

have to teach them how to draw a face before beginning the lesson I had 

planned. Discussing art with the students was similar to what I did as a 

classroom teacher. Now I was to behave as an art teacher! I quickly reached 

back in my mind to a mini-lesson I had received in a class on art in the 

picture books. I drew different shapes of heads on the chalkboard — pear, 

oval, square, and heart-shaped, explaining that people had different shaped 

heads and the students were to look closely at the one they were to draw. 

I then divided each head into thirds horizontally, showing the students 

that the major portion of the facial features lay roughly in the middle third. I 

showed them the placement of the ears, and had them look at each other's for 

verification. The students then paired up and sat across from each other at a 

table. 1 had two children hand out paper and pencils while I divided the 

crayons and erasers evenly among the six tables. 

The students seemed a little self-conscious at first. I don't think they 

were used to looking at each other so directly and intently. As I worked my 

way around the classroom, I noticed that some of the students were drawing 

tiny little head shapes. I reminded them that they needed to make their 

portrait as realistic as possible, including head size. 

One little girl had gotten a plastic lid to a coffee can and was tracing 
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around it for the head. She insisted she could not draw her friend's face 

without it. Her partner's face was very angular, with a narrow jaw and strong 

chin. I had her study the shape of the face and compare it to the circle she had 

drawn. 

T/R: What can you do to make this circle look more 

like that face? 

Amy: Make this part skinnier? (Pointing to the lower half 

of the circle. 

T/R; Good. Try it. 

Amy; But how? 

T/R: How about changing the circle to an oval and going from there? 

Look at her face. It really isn't round like that is it? 

Amy continued working on the face, with a little help from her 

partner, Yesemina, and produced a fairly accurate portrait (see figurel). 

Several of the students kept erasing and trying again. A few of them 

preferred visiting with their partner rather than drawing them. When I 

asked them why they weren't drawing, they said they were letting the other 

person draw them first and then they would draw their partner. I pointed out 

that their time was limited and they needed to work on both portraits at the 

same time. As they tried this, a couple of them got tickled when they tried 

coinciding their looking at each other at the same time. They were having a 

good time. 

The portraits were for the most part finished in about 30 minutes. 

Some students were frustrated, others proud, some just restless and ready to 
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move on to the next thing. I decided we had enough time to critique a few of 

the portraits. 

I / 
/ 

Figure 1. ReaUstic portrait by Amy. 



58 

I thought finding volunteers would be tough, but quite to the contrary, 

almost everyone wanted to go first, even the ones who had had difficulty. I 

chose a portrait of Zena done by Blanca (see figure 2) because it wasn't 

perfectly realistic. It would show her intention of capturing telling features 

(the pony tail) without implying a criteria for perfection. Although Blanca 

tried hard to portray Zena's face as realistically as possible, the resemblcmce 

was minimal. The most discerning feature of Zena's portrait was her hair. 

The students picked this out as well. 

T/R: Are there some things in this picture that if you looked at it and 

you looked at Zena you would know that it was her? 

Several Students: Yeah. Yes. By her hair. 

I moved on to another portrait of Daniel by Jorge (see figure 3). This 

portrait really captured Daniel's expression. 

T/R: Does this picture look like Daniel? 

Students: Yes 

T/R: What kinds of things look like Daniel? 

Student: His shirt...the wrinkles. 

Even the classroom teacher snfiiled and nodded in acknowledgement of 

the accuracy of the portrait. I wanted to focus the students on the idea that the 

portraits did not have to be an exact likeness in order to convey certain 

qualities particular to the subject. As long as certain telling features had been 

captured, the realism was valid. 

T/R: O.K. So Jorge looked carefully at Daniel's face to find things that 

were particular to him. Anything else? 

Student: His eyes. 
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Figure 2. Realistic portrait by Blanca. 



Figure 3. Realistic portrait of Daniel. 
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This was true. Jorge had also captured the intense gaze in Daniel's eyes. 

I moved on to a portrait of Jesus by Marco which I felt bore a marked 

resemblance (see figure 4) 

T/R: Does this look like Jesus? 

Several Students: No. 

This surprised me. I had the students look again. 

Student: He looks like Elvis. (The class laughed.) 

I brought Jesus to stand by his picture. I felt the students were basing 

their opinions on too narrow a view of realism and wanted them to look at 

the essence of the portrait, or specific details that were conveyed. 

T/R: What does look like him or his face? 

Student: His hair. 

T/R: His hair (finally!). He has a lot of thick hair. 

Student: His eyes. 

T/R: His eyes. He drew really long lashes. Does Jos6 have really long 

lashes (I figured they knew Jose well enough to know this without 

standing right next to him)? 

Student: Can't see(figures!). 

I was beginning to get frustrated. The students didn't seem to be getting 

the caricature angle. I decided to move on to one more portrait. I chose the 

next one because it presented a question to me as to the purpose for including 

a mustache. I showed the portrait of Ernie, drawn by Adam (figure 5). The 

students started laughing and giggling. I assimied it was because of the 

mustache Adam had drawn on Ernie's face, but I wanted to make sure. 

T/R: Why are you laughing? 

Student: He doesn't have a mustache! 

Student: Miss, Eddie doesn't have a mustache! 
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Figure 4. Realistic portrait of Jesus 
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Figure 5. Realistic portrait of Ernie. 
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Student: He has a bigger one than you! 

T/R: O.K. This mustache right here (showing it to the class and then 

to Aaron), is that a mustache or is it a shadow? 

Adam: A mustache. 

T/R: A mustache. O.K. (to Adam,) Why did you draw a mustache on 

Ernie? 

Adam: 'Cuz he has a little one. 

T/R: (Walked over to Ernie to get a closer look.) You have a mustache 

Ernie? 

I imagined a peach-fuzz line of a mustache that Ernie must have been 

very proud of. I didn't want to embarrass either Adam or Ernie. I wasn't sure 

if they were just kidding around with the assignment or if they were trying to 

say something. Ernie had also drawn a mustache on Adam, just thin 

mustaches (see figure 6). They are the two biggest boys in the class, but I 

wasn't sure what was going on. 

T/R: So, when we're drawing a portrait of somebody, we need to make 

it look as realistic as we can. If someone has a fine, barely visible 

mustache, then it should be drawn barely visible. 

This was in contradiction to what I had been saying about caricature, 

but I was asstmiing that the boys were goofing around. I didn't like the 

situation. I knew they were good kids and I felt that I was ignoring something 

important and trivializing their efforts somehow. I tried to put a positive 

focus on their work by pointing out a feature that was safely representational. 

T/R: But look at the hair. Is Ernie's hair like this? 

Student: Yes. 

Student: Ernie has spiky hair. 
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Figure 6. Realistic portrait of Adam. 



T/R: So is this truthful to what Ernie looks like? 

Class: Yes. 

66 

I explained to the class that we would be looking at some different 

kinds of portraits the next time we met. These portraits would focus on who 

the person was rather than only his or her outward appearance. 

I spoke with the classroom teacher to get her opinion on the 

"mustache" incident. She didn't feel that the students had been embarrassed 

or put on the spot. She was impressed with the whole session and wondered 

why the art teachers didn't do more of this sort of thing. 

I still came away from the session feeling frustrated that I wasn't 

reaching the students. I felt that the idea of caricature had gone largely 

unattained by the students. I also felt that I had possibly humiliated two very 

nice boys at an age when their egos are extremely tender. I decided to review 

the section called Changing a Negative Critique into a Positive Critique in 

Barretf s book (1997, p. 32) and discuss the situation with my advisor, 

Elizabeth Garber. 

Both sources I consulted, Barretfs Talking about Student Art and Dr. 

Garber, agreed that the best tactic when discussing children's art work of 

realistic portrayals is to focus on "exaggerations" or cartoon-like qualities of 

the pictures that over-emphasize particular details of a subject. The 

mustaches would be a perfect example. 

Day Three 

I began the session with a short discussion on caricature. We talked 



67 

about how many of the students felt that because they were beginning artists, 

their portraits were not very realistic. I explained that caricature was an 

exaggeration of a real feature of the subject's face and that it was valid. I then 

chose several portraits that illustrated caricature. 

T/R: (Holding up a portrait of Angie by Molly, see figure 7) 

What did Mallory do to make it look like Anita? Which feature did 

she emphasize? I should have said "exaggerate." 

Student: (S) The hair. 

T/R: The hair, right. (Molly had spent at least 5 minutes on drawing 

all the curly hair aroimd Angie's face.) 

Student Her arms. 

T/R: Her arms. Does she stand like this a lot? 

Several Students: Yes! 

I brought up Ernie and Adam's portraits in order to undo any faux pas 

I had done during the last session. 

T/R: These are very interesting to me. What is exaggerated about 

these two drawings? 

Student: The hair. 

Student: The beard, the mustache. 

T/R: They drew a mustache on each other. What does that tell you 

about them? 

Student: That they think they are old enough to drink beer? 

Student: (S) That they are big now. 

Student: (S) That they are adults already. 

T/R: Maybe they think of themselves as older. Do you guys feel like 

you are older than the rest of the class? 

Adam & Ernie: Yeah. (Nod) 

Student: (Still looking for other exaggerated features.) The head. 

Student: Ooh! I like the shape of his chin! 



7. Realistic portrait of Angie. 



Figure 8 Realistic portrait of Joseph. 
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Figure 9. Realistic portrait of Blanca. 



T/R: (We looked at Ernie's face next to his portrait.) Look at his 

chin. I think Adam really captured the shape of his chin. 

I hoped we had finally given Ernie and Adam back their dignity. We 

discussed a few more portraits with some wonderfully caricatured features, 

like Joseph's big, wide-set eyes (see figure 8), and Blanca's glasses (see figure 9). 

This latter critique gave me an opportunity to discuss respect for each other's 

feelings when critiquing such a personal subject such as portraits. The 

students laughed at her glasses, a response that might have hurt Blanca's 

feelings had she been there. Critiquing children's portraits could be very 

tricky! 

Abstract Portraits by Famous Artists 

From the critiques of students' realistic portraits, we moved into the 

abstract portraits by famous artists. These particular pictures were chosen 

because they were still somewhat representational, but with a different twist. 

Each one had something out of the ordinary that gave it a wider range for 

interpretation. 

Ruben's Baby by Vincent Van Gogh 

This portrait was chosen because of the green color the artist used for 

the baby's skin. I wanted to see what kinds of reasons the students would give 

for this choice of color. 

T/R; Look at the baby's green skin. Why does the baby have green 

skin? 

Marco: The shadow 
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Adam: No, because the backgrotmd is green. 

T/R: So the background is reflecting on the baby's skin? 

Adam: Yeah. 

Student: Miss, um, ifs not ail green. 

T/R: O.K. 

Student: On the chin, ifs pink. 

Jesus: This side is a little bit pink and the other one isn't. 

T/R: O.K. Why would he have chosen to do one that way and not 

both of them? 

Student: It looks like she's sad. 

Student: It looks like she's scared. 

Student: It has pink eye. 

Student: Maybe she's sick. 

So far, only Adam was using reflection and light as a reason for the 

baby's skin being green. The other students were ascribing more empathic 

rationales for the baby's skin color, such as sickness or emotion. We moved 

on to a photograph by Herbert Bayer of a man, naked from the waist up, 

wearing a knight's mask, bending over to smell a rose. I wanted to see if the 

students would get the irony of trying to smell a rose with a mask on his face, 

or the contrast of a male icon, the warrior, doing something sensitive like 

smelling a rose. 

Knight with a Rose by Herbert Bayer, 1930 

T/R: Lefs talk about what we see first. 

Student: A flower. 

Student: He's kissing it. 

T/R: Is he kissing it? 

Student: He's smelling it. 



Student: (S) His face is covered. 

T/R: His face is covered. What is he wearing? 

Students: A hat - a mask - a helmet, like soldiers - a knight mask. 

Student: Maybe he went to the cemetery, to put some flowers. 

T/R: What about the picture makes you think he's in a 

cemetery? 

Students: If s dark ~ the dirt. 

Student: (S) He doesn't have a shirt on. It looks like he put that on so 

that the ghosts wouldn't see him. 

Student: He froze like that. 

Student: He's play-acting. 

I wanted the children to know that the artist intentionally set up the 

photograph's subject matter for a reason, that he didn't just happen upon this 

guy in the park somewhere. 

T/R: Why do you think the artist who took this picture asked 

the man to put on the mask? 

Students: He (the artist) didn't want to show his face — maybe he has 

the face of a monster! 

(I wanted to get to the irony in the picture as mentioned above.) 

T/R: Is it normal to see a man smelling flowers? 

(Most of the students said yes.) 

T/R: What kind of man dresses like a knight? (Looking for 

warrior, fighter, tough macho man, any of the stereotypes. I didn't get 

any immediate responses.) What do you think of this man? 

Students: He is a soldier - he's bad - he is a thief. 

This line of reasoning was not getting anywhere. I made a few more 

comments, trying to lead them to see the irony, or the juxtaposition of the 

soldier and the rose, but I felt that I was leading too much to a place they 
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weren't ready to go. I could tell them, but one of the points of the study was 

to see how they thought. So we moved on to the next image. 

These next two portraits illustrated how a picture could represent a 

person figuratively, showing associations made between the actual person 

and characteristics of their personalities. 

Photograph of Fran<;:oise Gilot by Robert Doisneau 

This photograph is a frontal close-up of Fran^oise' face with ivy draped 

around her head. Her eyes are looking off and up to one side and she is 

smiling. 

By now the students were volunteering their responses without being 

asked. 

Student: Ifs sad. 

T/R: What does she look like? 

Student: Happy person. 

Student: She looks like she likes leaves a lot. 

Student Flowers. 

T/R: Maybe she likes flowers. Could she be like a flower? 

(Getting them to think figuratively.) 

Student: Maybe she grew up out of a flower. 

La Femme-Fleur by Pablo Picasso 

T/R; Lefs talk about the picture. What do you think? 

Adam: Flower, flower, flower. 

T/R: O.K. Adam, why do you think it's a flower? 

Adam: Because of the stick and the leaves. 

T/R: The stem and the leaves. 
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Daniel: (S) Looks like a fish, miss. The head, and the fins. 

Student: Maybe the little circle things are babies. 

T/R: The blossoms not yet open, o.k. 

Amy: Why did he draw her face? 

T/R: O.K. Why did he draw her face? This is a portrait of 

Fran^oise Gilot. But why didn't he draw her real face? The way she 

really looks? 

Student: 1 know why he didn't paint her face the same as the real face. 

Because if s abstract and abstract doesn't need to be the same as the real 

face. 

We compared the two portraits again. I pointed out how the artists had 

portrayed her large eyes, her long nose and dark brows. But when I asked 

why he painted her as a flower, the answers were because she must have 

really like them. The analogy to her personality escaped them. 1 even asked 

them. If you were like a flower, what would you be like? One little girl 

insisted, Maybe she just loved flowers. 

Whereas the last two portraits were to show similarities between the 

real person and the abstract image of that same person, the following two 

portraits were chosen for their opposing depictions of the same person. In 

one, Frida Kahlo looks very strong and self-assured. In the other, she is a 

victim, a wounded deer. 

Self-Portrait by Frida Kahlo, 1930 

T/R: What can you tell me about this picture? 

Student: Her eyes, they look real. 
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T/R: How is she looking with her eyes? 

Student: Sideways. 

T/R: She is looking straight ahead, right at you. (Should have 

asked if anyone agreed or disagreed with the student's statement 

instead of jumping in myself.) 

Student: She has her eyebrows together. 

T/R: She emphasized or exaggerated her unibrow. 

Student: Her eyelashes (eyebrows) look like a bird. 

T/R: W ould you say she has the personality of a flower? 

Qass: No! No way! 

Student: Because her eyebrows go down. 

T/R: W hat does that tell you about her personality? What is 

she like? 

The general sentiment to this question was that Frida was mean. A 

strong woman was interpreted as being mean. What a cliche. Maybe thaf s 

not the way they meant it. However, it did seem that they were making a 

connection between the portrayal and the personality type. To them she 

definitely did not seem like a flower! 

The Wounded Deer by Frida Kahlo, 1946 

This portrait of Kahlo, painted after Diego Rivera left her, was to show 

how a very strong person could also be very vulnerable. The students' 

understanding of this portrait would depend on their ability to interpret 

correctly the symbolism of the subject matter; i.e, that a deer is prey and is 

therefore hunted; that it is symbolic of gentleness and timidity. 

T/R: This is telling something about herself, her life, her 

personality. 

Class: Ooh! Aah! If s cool! 
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Student: She gots arrows inside her body! 

Student: (S) Blood! 

Student: She's evil. 

T/R: What makes you think she's evil? 

Student: Because of the horns. 

T/R: I believe that she has horns because she has pictured herself as a 

deer and deer have horns. (Here I go again, giving information zvhen I 

should be eliciting it from the students. I should have asked , Can 

anyone tell us why she has horns? 

Amy: Why did the artist put two ears? (Two kinds of ears.) 

T/R: O.K. She drew her own ears and then the deer ears on top 

of them. Anyone know why? 

Adam: Half person, half deer. 

T/R: (After repeating what Adam said) We need to think about the 

animal she chose to draw, a deer. What are deer like? 

Student: They're scared. 

Student: They're fast. 

Student: They're strong. 

I should have asked. Are they predator or prey? 

A few more descriptions of deer came up and then I told them that the 

painting was made after her husband, Diego Rivera, had left her. This little 

insight gave the students a lot more to work v^th. Their interpretations 

became much more meaningful. 

Student: She got a broken heart? 

Student: Thaf s why she put those arrows in her. 

Student: She felt pain. 

Amy: Over there, it looks like a tornado, like she's mad. 

T/R: Yeah, like a storm, there's lightning. There's rain. 
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Student: Like blood. 

Angle: She's sad. 

Student: She might feel alone. 

Daniel: (S) Looks like when her husband left her, he broke her heart 

and thaf s why she painted the blood. And when he left her alone in 

the house she was by herself, that's why. 

Another very different interpretation was going on in the mind of one 

student. 

Carl: Maybe she wants to be with her husband. Thaf s why she drew 

the arrows there. 

T/R: To mean what? 

Carl: So she could go with him? 

T/R: How would the arrows help her go with him? 

Carl: Well, did he die? 

T/R: No. He just didn't want to be with her anymore. But if we 

didn't have the background information, that would be a very good 

interpretation. You think she may have wanted to die so that she 

could be zuith her husband after death. 

I was so consumed with wanting the students to get the symbolism that 

I missed a perfect opportunity to acknowledge another wonderful 

interpretation based on a different understanding of Kahlo's circumstances. I 

could have illustrated how one painting can carry multiple meanings. The 

children's grasp of the symbolism in the painting was encouraging, however, 

and I felt we had gotten a lot of good discussions out of the images we saw. 

As a wrap up, 1 asked the students what they thought was the main 

difference between the two kinds of portraits they had seen. One student put 
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it very succinctly: 

Daria: The realistic portraits show the outside of the person, the 

abstract portraits show whaf s inside. (I couldn't have said it better 

myself.) 

I told the students that they would be drawing their own abstract self-

portraits the next time we met and that I had a questionnaire to help them 

think about how they wanted to portray themselves. 

Day Foun 

The Introspective Questionnaire 

This questionnaire was designed to get the students to think about 

themselves introspectively. The questions concerned such issues as personal 

goals and accomplishments, important events and people in their lives, and 

possible symbolic forms of representation of their personalities; i.e., strong as 

an ox, delicate as a butterfly, etc. The information on these questionnaires 

would be used in their abstract self-portraits in the following studio lesson. 

Question one: What are some things that you would like people to know 

about you? 

At first, many of the students had a hard time with this question. They 

kept asking me. Like what? I explained that there might be something that 

they did, or a place they had been to that was very special to them but that not 

very many people knew about. Their answers centered on sports, their 

interests, like card collecting for example, and their families. Many of them 
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said they would like other people to know that they were smart; others, that 

they were helpful. 

Question Two: What do you want to be when you grow up? 

The answers to this question included: artists, doctors, professional 

sports players, teachers, police, a lawyer and a marine. One student wasn't 

sure yet. 

Question Three: What is really important to you? 

This question confused many students. The classroom teacher later 

told me that she didn't think these students had been asked these kinds of 

questions before so they weren't sure what their feelings were on the matter 

of importance. 

Almost every single child wrote that their family was important to 

them. For many students, that was all they wrote. Others also included their 

pets, their teacher and school. One boy said earning money for his family was 

very important to him, and one girl only mentioned her school career and 

her life. One other boy stated that it was important to him that he be treated 

well at school and that his family be proud of him. 

Question Four: What other animal or object in the world best represents 

you? 

This too drew some confused looks on the students' faces. I soon 

noticed that some of the children were drawing rabbits. Rabbits? When 
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asked, the students pointed to the Chinese calendar which showed the animal 

representing the year of birth. Most of the students were bom in either the 

year of the tiger or the rabbit. Among the tigers and rabbits were a smattering 

of flowers, a couple of wolves, a cheetah, a jaguar, a star and a dinosaur. One 

tiger changed his mind and became a dolphin, and one boy saw himself as an 

eagle — the one on the Mexican flag. 

Question Five: What color suits your personality best? Why? 

I had to talk about warm colors, cool colors, sad or happy colors. From 

that we got: Blue because it is calm, sad, cool, or mean. Purple was associated 

with happy, powerful, quiet, or happy and sad (it depends). Green and white, 

they felt, are happy and good. Pink is nice. Yellow can be plain and pretty or 

the color of a lion. And white is sad, or calming if someone tells you a bad 

word; white has all the colors in it (possibly confusing science, when white 

light is broken into the many colors of the spectrum through a prism, with 

art, when all the colors combine together to make black). 

Question Six: What are some important events that have happened to you? 

The first communion was mentioned the most as an important event 

in the students' lives. Some included sports tournaments they had won with 

their teams, or trips they had taken. One boy mentioned the time he went to 

Mexico to meet his parents and grandparents. Another boy found the birth of 

his two brothers one of the most important events of his life. One girl wrote: 

"I got my first card in the mail." 
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The questionnaires were collected to be handed out at the beginning of 

the next session when the students would be drawing their abstract self-

portraits. 

Day Five: 

Drawing Abstract Self-Portraits 

I walked through the rain, practically knocked off course by the wind, 

and entered a classroom of twenty some-odd children bouncing off the walls. 

They had been indoors during their lunch break due to the rain, and their 

classroom teacher was absent. The student teacher was doing all she could to 

maintain control of the room. The substitute teacher was sitting nicely in a 

chair, observing, so I stepped in and took over. 

The sight of drawing paper and pencils and crayons set the students off 

again in a flurry of excitement from which I had to bring them down. I 

handed out their introspective questionnaires and asked them to read 

through them to get some ideas of how they were going to portray 

themselves in their self-portraits. I explained to the substitute teacher what 

the students would be doing and how she could help. We passed out the 

materials and turned on some soft music, as we had when they drew portraits 

of each other. I told them that if I couldn't hear the music then they were too 

loud and needed to quiet down. 

There was an immediate rush of questions about what to do and what 

to draw. The other two teachers and I constantly refocused them on the 

answers from their questionnaires and asked them to include some of that 
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information in their portraits. I will give a brief description of some of the 

more interesting occurrences of that day. 

Vicente 

Vicente had been talking and playing aroimd, disrupting the other 

students at his table. I asked him to start drawing and he said he couldn't, he 

didn't know what to do. I picked up his questionnaire and chose his answer 

to what he wanted to be when he grew up — a lawyer. 

T/R: Vicente, how can you show yourself as a lawyer? 

Vicente: I don't know, maybe a big desk? 

T/R: That could be part of it, but how would we know that the 

picture is about you and not a desk? 

Vicente: I could draw myself. 

T/R: How would you be dressed? 

Vicente: I could draw a big tie. 

T/R: O.K. You know what you have to do. 

The resulting self-portrait was of a blue room (his favorite color) 

containing a huge desk with an equally large certificate hanging over it, a 

window, and a tiny Vicente dressed in a suit and tie (see figure 10). 

Daniel 

Daniel was having a particularly tough day. It was the first time I had 

seen him so wound up. He could not focus for more than a few minutes at a 

time and had very little confidence in his drawing abilities. He had chosen a 

dolphin as the animal that best represented him because it was happy and 
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figure 10. Abstract self. 
portrait by Vicente. 
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kind. However, because he could not find a book with a picture of a dolphin 

to draw from, and using his imagination required more concentration than 

he could muster at the moment, he kept changing the animal that best 

represented him, finally settling on a turtle. There was some consistency in 

choosing the turtle as he pointed out, because it contained the colors he had 

chosen in the questionnaire as best representing him, white and green, and it 

was also a happy and kind creature (see figure 11). 

Throughout his search, however, he bounced around from table to 

table, hiding the students' pencils or teasing them in other ways, pulling out 

books, talking to everyone. He spent about 10 minutes on the drawing all 

together. I was shocked. He had been so insightful during the interpretations 

of art works that I was not prepared for this behavior from him. I felt badly 

for him. Had he been able to concentrate, he would have gotten a lot more 

out of the activity. 

Daniel was not the only student whose abstract depiction was governed 

by drawing ability. Another student, Federico, struggled over a drawing of a 

lion, then changed it to a fox, then finally decided on a snake (see figure 12). 

Federico all the while had been dutifully changing his response on the 

questionnaire to fit the subject of the portrait. When I read his final entry, he 

had written "a sun." I asked him why he had written a sun when he had 

drawn a snake. He replied that he had just started drawing the sun when the 

time was up and I had asked everyone to stop what they were doing. His 

perseverance in adhering to the task was incredible in light of all the difficulty 

he had. 



Figure 11. Abstract self-portrait by Daniel. 



Figure 12. Abstract self-portrait by Federico. 
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Pozver of Suggestion 

Three out of four children at one table were drawing the same shaped 

animal, although one called it a jaguar, another a lion, and another a cheetah. 

They had all included various sports equipment, depending on their favorite 

sports, and different kinds of flora in their backgrounds. When I asked them 

how they could show me that it was a portrait of them and not a picture of a 

jaguar, lion or cheetah, they all drew their faces on the animals' heads. 

Blanca even included her glasses (see figures 13,14 and 15). 

I could easily go into descriptions of each child's attempts at depicting 

him or herself in a meaningful way, developing and employing different 

strategies to try to meet the criteria. However, let it be said that most of the 

students took the assignment seriously, producing art work they could be 

proud of, even the students labeled as special needs students. One of these 

student's portraits will be discussed in the next section. Day Six. Right now 

though, I think I should describe what one boy, Carl, did in his picture. I find 

this story important because it serves as an illustration of how even children 

labeled learning disabled can demonstrate their ability to develop higher 

order thinking skills of figurative expression through art because it is not 

dependent on reading and writing. 



Figure 13. Absract self-portrait by Omar. 

Figure 14. Abstract self-portrait by Blanca 
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Figure 15. Abstract self-portrait by Lucas. 
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Carl 

Carl is an African-American boy, the only one in his class, and one of 

perhaps five African-American children in the entire school of 800 students. 

Because of his participation in the discussions of art works, and his answers 

on his questionnaire (the most important event in his life was his trip to 

Jamaica; the things he wanted people to know about him were that he is 

smart and likes to write), I would never have guessed that he had a learning 

disability (his teacher told me later when 1 was discussing his portrait with 

her). Carl's self-portrait was of two boxing jaguars. I couldn't quite discern 

the story in the picture so I asked him to explain (see figure 16). 

Carl: The boxer is talking through the microphone to the other 

wrestler - "You're going to lose!" The other guy is in the coffin. 

Carl, although labeled as a special needs student, had a very positive 

self-image as illustrated by his self-portrait. He was also able to appropriately 

use abstract, figurative ideas for expressing his image of his own self-worth.. 

I collected the pictures and told them we would talk about them at the 

next session. 



Figure 16. Abstract self-portrait by Carl. 



93 

Day Six: 

Drawing Abstract Self-Portraits continued. 

Once again the classroom teacher was absent, and this time there was 

no substitute. In order to get better crowd control, I had the students bring the 

chairs from around the tables to form a semi-drcle at the front of the room. 

This way, the students would be able to hear each other and see the artwork 

being discussed better. A believer in putting the "primary responsibility for 

talking during the critique on the viewers of the art works, not the teacher or 

the artisf (Barrett, 1997, p.4), I asked the creator of each portrait to be 

discussed to not volunteer information. Rather, they would listen to the 

interpretations of their dassmates and then let us know how well we had 

understood their message. 

The first portrait we critiqued was by Ernie, one of the mustache boys 

(see figure 17). The students knew the identity of the artist. 

Marco: He's probably aggressive. 

T/R: Why? 

Marco: They (tigers) look mean maybe. 

T/R: Anyone else agree? 

jesus: Maybe he's strong because a lion is strong. 

Daniel: (S) Brave. Why is it blue? 

Student: He likes that color. 

T/R: What could the color represent? 

Student: Cool. 

T/R: Temperature-wise or like he's a cool cat? Or his attitude? 

Student: Cool cat. 

T/R: Ernie, were we near the message you had in mind? 



Figure 17. Abstract self-portrait by Ernie. 
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Eddie: I don't know why I did it. I just drew it. 

I referred to the answers in his questionnaire which he had followed. 

Eddie: I just did it. And the blue, I don't know. 

T/R: Well, you could have chosen a turtle, or a chicken, but you 

didn't, you chose a tiger, but you still don't know why? 

Ernie: No. 

T/R: O.K. Let's move on to another portrait. 

I should have said: Many times artists paint ideas that they can't 

explain in zoords. But the viewers can get an interpretation from the artwork 

anyway. 

I chose to do Angie's portrait next. Angie has been labeled as having a 

learning disability and possibly mildly retarded. But you wouldn't know it to 

see her self-portrait (see figure 18). In her questionnaire, Anita had answered 

that she liked school and wanted to be an artist or a teacher. 

T/R: What is Angie telling us about herself? 

Student: She likes flowers. 

Student: She likes school. 

T/R: What makes you think that? 

Student: There's a school. 

Student: Maybe she likes to paint because there is a paintbrush right 

there (pointing to brush in the flower's hand). 

Student: Maybe she likes flowers because flowers make her nice. 

Jesus: Happy. 

T/R: Why? 

Jesus: Because she's happy in the picture. 

Student: (S) I think that Angie is nice because she put flowers and 

flowers represent happiness. 



Figure 18. Abstract self-portrait by Angie. 
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T/R: O.K. She drew herself painting a picture. What does 

that tell you about what she likes to do? 

Student: Maybe she wants to be a teacher. 

T/R: What tells you that? 

Student: Because she drew a picture of a school. 

Student: Maybe she wants to be an artist? 

T/R: How are they doing Angie? (Angie nods her head and 

smiles.) 

Studenb Maybe she wants to be a gardener. This zvoidd have been 

another good opportunity to discuss multiple interpretations of a single art 

work. 

I believe the students were using information they knew about each 

other in forming their interpretations of the abstract portraits. I would have 

been wise to acknowledge this fact to the students by saying that many art 

critics also know a lot about the artist whose works they are critiquing, 

information which sometimes adds a deeper dimension of understanding to 

their interpretations. 

After discussing a few more portraits, we moved the chairs back to the 

tables because I wanted the students to write about which of the two portraits 

they had drawn they felt best represented them. 

Which of the portraits is more truthful to you? 

Because we had been discussing the issue of truth throughout the 

lessons, it seemed unnecessary to have another separate discussion now. 

Instead of a class discussion, I thought it would be a good idea to let the 

students think about the question on their own so that they could come up 
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with a personal answer. I asked them to take out a sheet of paper to write 

their answers on. I wrote the question. Which of the portraits represents you 

more truthfully? in English and in Spanish on the blackboard. The students 

who were having trouble deciding came up to get their portraits to help them 

answer the question. These were the results: 

11 students wrote that both portraits were true depictions of who they 

were; one showed what they looked like on the outside, the other 

showed their personality. 

11 students wrote that the abstract portrait was more truthful because it 

told about their lives and personalities. 

1 student chose the realistic portrait as being more truthful. She had 

not participated in the Abstract portrait activity. 

1 student said neither was truthful. Her abstract portrait did not really 

show who she was and she did not do a realistic portrait. 

Summary 

The results of the project were much richer than anticipated, providing 

a wealth of information and learning for both the students and myself. The 

classroom teacher was amazed at her students' ability to participate in 

aesthetic and critical dialogue. The lessons and students' interactions will be 

further analyzed in the next chapter as to their significance in answering the 

initial research questions. 
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Introduction 

This study was designed to assess both my ability as a classroom teacher 

to incorporate aesthetics and art criticism into an art education curriculum, as 

well as the abilities of my students to participate in the philosophical and 

critical discourse that such activities require. Throughout the project, I 

experienced several benefits of being a classroom teacher, as well as deficits in 

my limited background as an art teacher. The responses by the students 

provided a rich source of information, some expected, and some 

unanticipated, with which to better understand their cognitive levels and 

their stages of understanding art. In this final chapter I will discuss the 

findings and how they help me answer my research questions, and address 

implications of these findings for future research and teacher preparation. 

Discussion 

To answer my first question. What do aesthetics and art criticism look 

like in the classroom? I must base my answer on the reflections of my own 

abilities to design and implement such activities during this project. I realize 

now that aesthetics and criticism will look different in each classroom, 

according to the skill of the teacher to facilitate philosophical and critical 

discussions and the goals of his or her lessons. This is what it looked like in 

my case. 
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Designing and Implementing Aesthetics and Art Criticism 

I was surprised at how natural it was to incorporate the four disciplines 

of art history, aesthetics, art criticism and production into a unit of 

instruction. It seemed only fitting, and in agreement with the tenets of good 

teaching, to provide examples of what the children were expected to discuss 

and then later perform. When talking about realistic portraits, the students 

should be looking at realistic portraits and making their comments based on 

tangible evidence. There was no question that looking at slides of famous art 

works would provide that tangibility. Understanding of concepts comes 

from the discussion and sharing of ideas during interpretation. The slides of 

the artists's works, as well as the students' drawings, provided meaningful 

material for rich and varied observations and interpretations. First-hand 

experience with applying concepts and/or techniques through production is 

an important step to internalizing learning. The students gained many 

insights into the problems and decisions faced by the artist when producing 

visual representations of subject matter and ideas, such as making a drawing 

look like a specific person, or incorporating various symbols that depict a 

personality. Philosophical discussions of aesthetic issues are more 

meaningful when those issues arise directly out of the students' experiences 

rather than a posed hypothetical question proposed by the teacher. The 

question of truth in art, whether one type of portrayal was more truthful than 

another, allowed the students to use critical thinking, developed in their 

interpretations of art works, in building reasonable defenses for their 

opinions. Still, however natural designing a comprehensive unit might be. 
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there are some pitfalls of which to be wary, and only experience and 

education will guide one safely around them. 

Many of the problems I encountered while conducting my research 

were not particular to art education, but could be generalized to the practice of 

conducting meaningful discussions with students in almost any content area. 

One of the greatest pitfalls I discovered in delivering a lesson in art criticism 

is that of killing the discussion with too much information, thereby stunting 

the curiousity that could engage students in important dialogue. In reflecting 

upon the italicized portions of the descriptions of the study, I noticed that 

several of them referred to instances in which the children could have been 

prompted to learn something about the art work for themselves had I not 

given them the information outright (e.g., asking the children to describe 

how the artist made the girl in the straw hat look young instead of pointing 

out the puffy cheeks and pouty mouth; or asking the students why Frida 

Kahlo had horns, instead of telling them she was a deer). 

Listening is another key factor in facilitating art criticism activities. As 

teachers, we sometimes get so caught up in our own agendas of what we want 

the students to leam that we fail to recognize learning of a different nature. 

This situation was most clearly exemplified by the incident of the portraits of 

the two boys with mustaches. I was so intent on the students' realistic 

depictions of each other that I failed to acknowledge these two students' 

venture into more profound, personal and figurative portrayals of 

themselves as older and more physically mature than their classmates. 

Other mistakes included not allowing enough time for reviewing 
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students' responses and failing to point out multiple interpretations by other 

students. As I mentioned previously, the students' answers to both the 

pretest and the introspective questionnaire would have provided the 

students with more information, given me a better understanding of their 

answers, and given me a chance to explain any unclear ideas presented by 

both questionnaires. For example, I believe that had I spent more time on 

getting the students to think about an animal that best represented them by 

virtue of its physical and character attributes, the students may not have 

relied as heavily on animals from the Chinese calendar and chosen more 

appropriate metaphors. In reflecting on this idea, I see that I would have been 

wise to spend an entire class session on figurative representation of 

personalities. I could have asked the students to come up with symbols to 

represent the important events in their lives, and asked them to brainstorm 

ways by which to incorporate those different symbols into a figurative abstract 

representation of themselves. 

Failing to point out multiple interpretations is a serious offense when 

the object of such an activity is to try to uncover all the possibilities. I believe 

that one way this can be avoided is by slowing down and asking students to 

explain their conmients more often, and then asking the other students to 

conmient on what was stated. The teacher should never assume that he or 

she always understands what was said. Sometimes, clarifications of 

statements helps the speaker, as well as the other students, understand his or 

her own point better. The teacher must also maintain an open mind in order 

to see meaningful contributions when they appear in a different form other 
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than that which is sought by the lesson's agenda. 

Designing aesthetic questions can prove more difficult than it seems as 

well. As discussed in the literature review, not all questions about art are 

philosophical questions (Sharer, 1986, p.ll). Learning to discern those that 

lead to inquiry and those that can be answered by a definitive answer requires 

careful thought and some skill. Developing a community of inquiry 

(Lipman, 1988, p. 8) which pursues meaningful dialogue is something to 

aspire to but takes experience and training. 

However, valuable philosophical discussions arose out of the students' 

responses and questions during the critiques, such as the occasion when a 

student asked about Orozco's mother, "Is she mean like that all the time?" 

This question began a dialogue about truthfulness in the portrayals of people 

in realistic portraits. Are smiling people really happy? Could there be other 

reasons that we are not aware of that are causing the expressions of the 

sitters? This discussion seems to support the idea stated by Hagaman (1990) 

that art criticism can generate philosophical ideas that are embedded within 

the context of interpretation. While the general consensus of Orozco's 

mother's demeanor was that she was mean, or sad, one child voiced her 

opinion that she felt the mother was happy. She used contextual clues within 

the picture to defend her statement: "If she was sad her face would be kind of 

dragged down." The students' multiple interpretations, derived from a single 

work of art, gave a real and concrete challenge to the question of truth in 

realistic representation. 

While I did experience some problems in facilitating interpretive and 
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philosophical dialogue with my students, I do not feel that these problems 

were caused by my inexperience as an art teacher. These areas of discussion 

would require careful planning, reflection, and some prior knowledge gained 

through researching other teacher's experiences by any teacher trying to 

implement these activities for the first time. I do believe, however, that my 

experience as a classroom teacher benefited me far more than my 

inexperience as an art teacher hampered me. 

Because of my prior years of teaching, I was not alarmed when, as I 

reviewed the video tapes of the lessons, I noticed that many of the students 

were slumped in their chairs, appearing disinterested in the activity. I knew 

that they were being asked to think about new concepts in new ways and that 

it would take time for some of them to assimilate this information. This 

point was illustrated on several occasions: once, by one of the quietest 

students who, after the third lesson, defined the difference between the 

abstract and realistic portraits as depicting what was on the inside or the 

outside of a person; and by Angie, who, in the tapes appeared to be far away, 

but by her abstract portrait, showed her ability to internalize the concepts of 

figurative visual expression and apply them to her own purposes. 

I also benefited from many years of developing classroom 

management strategies that helped me to effectively take care of a problem 

while keeping the rest of the class on task. The interruptions within just one 

hour of class time can be daunting. Learning to not let those interruptions 

interfere with the activities at hand is a useful skill to have. 
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The biggest contribution of my years of experience, however, was in my 

expectation levels of the students' participation. I have learned over the years 

that students are capable of much more than what they initially attempt. 

They just need to be coaxed and motivated to try harder and take risks. 

Knowing how far to push and when it is time to pull back or move on is an 

invaluable sensitivity, necessary to conducting critical activities that require a 

student to defend their opinions, especially when they contradict popular 

belief. 

1 have discussed my abilities to design and deliver aesthetic and 

interpretive activities in art education. The next portion of this chapter will 

discuss my second research question. What is the nature of children's 

responses in philosophical and interpretive activities? I will address the sub 

questions for each lesson and how they relate to the research question. 

The Nature of Fourth and Fifth Grade Students' Responses in Philosophical 

and Interpretive Activities 

In the first lesson, in which the students observed and commented on 

reaHstic portraits by famous artists, the students' responses described colors 

and subject matter, but their comments seemed to focus mainly on the 

expressive qualities of the portraits, indicating a move into Parsons' stage 

three, expression (1987, pp38-39). This is illustrated by the titles they ascribed 

to Girl in a Straw Hat: "The Sad Girl" , "The Unhappy Day;" and by their 

interpretation of Dona Rosa Flor: "She has very angry eyes" and "She looks 
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mean." Their interpretations were based on contextual clues found within 

the portraits: sad eyes, tight pursed mouth, unsmiling subjects. And not all of 

the students agreed with each other, also indicating a stage three level of 

understanding in which there is a growing acceptance of differing opinions 

(Parsons, 1987, pp38-39). 

The idea of artisf s or artistic intent, in the sense of the choices the artist 

made to convey a particular feeling, was not very tangible to the students. 

When asked if the artists purposefully chose specific colors to evoke a feeling, 

the students usually answered "no." I had to ask a lot of questions pertaining 

to the expressive properties of colors before some of them could see a 

connection between the colors used and the feelings evoked. For instance, I 

had trouble getting the students to feel a correlation between the somber 

mood of Girl in a Straw Hat and how the artist created that mood by using a 

monochromatic color scheme. When asked why Rivera chose to use pencil, 

or pen and ink, to draw his black and white portrait of an unemployed 

worker, most of the students responded that he probably did not have colored 

pencils or paints. While some of the students understood the expressive 

qualities of dark colors, most did not readily grasp that the use of colors was a 

choice made by the artist to create a mood. This finding correlates with 

Parsons' description of children's understanding of expression in stage two. 

Elementary school children name artists' "motives" for adopting the role of 

the artist, but do not connect the state of mind of the artist to the 

expressiveness of his or her works of art (1987, p.66). However, certain 

comments, such as, "Maybe the artist was feeling sad," in response to the 



107 

question. Do you think the artist chose those colors on purpose? and, 

"Because blue and black and 1 don't know what else are sad colors. And you 

think he looks sad," indicate a transition into stage three, in which there is 

some perception of the relation between the "artist's sentiments and the 

expressiveness of the painting" (p.69). 

The sub question for the first lesson. Will students look at specific 

characteristics of the faces they are drawing or produce a cartoon-like face 

(round head, circle eyes, etc.)? was answered in the second lesson. Drawing a 

Realistic Portrait. Most of the students tried to produce a portrait as similar to 

the face they were drawing as possible, giving importance to realistic 

portrayals over a cartoon-like face. Only one student, hampered by her 

limited drawing experience perhaps, used a coffee can lid to draw the head, 

giving little regard to the realistic correlation it would give her. 

The sub question for the second lesson. In their minds, would 

inaccurate depictions affect the truthfulness of the representation? was 

addressed differently by the students during the studio critiques and in their 

answers to the aesthetic question. Which portrait is more truthful to who you 

are? During the studio critiques, the students were very concerned with how 

realistic the rendering of a student was, so much so that I had to get the them 

to focus on caricature, on those aspects of a person that were exaggerated. 

Contrary to those responses during the studio critiques, however, when asked 

whether the abstract or the realistic portrait was more truthful, the students 

never based their choices on whether the realistic portrait really looked like 
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them. The main reason given for choosing the abstract portrait over the 

realistic one was that the abstract portrait showed one's personality, not just 

what the person looked like. I found it interesting that of the 24 students 

interviewed, eleven chose a combination of both the realistic and the abstract 

portraits as being truthful, by virtue that both the inside and the outside of a 

person were portrayed. And of those who chose only one portrayal, eleven 

students reasoned that the abstract was the most truthful, for the same 

reasons mentioned before, they addressed the personality of the subject. 

These results could possibly indicate an acceptance that artists of their 

age and experience would not render a completely realistic portrait. This idea 

stems from my years as an early childhood educator, during which time I was 

asked to not provide adult-made models by which the children would judge 

their own efforts. The theory behind this request was that children are more 

likely to take risks and feel pride in their work if it was not being compared to 

the ideal prototype. Another reason may be that the students had assimilated 

the notion that caricature can make up for lack of realism as part of their 

acceptance of unrealistic portraits, allowing them to see beyond technical 

qualities in order to address the more philosophical question of personality 

versus appearance concerning truthful depictions. 

In the third lesson. Abstract Portraits by Famous Artists, 1 asked the sub 

questions. How would students interpret symbolism found in the abstract 

portraits? and. How would students use information gained from 

interpretations of art works to produce their own abstract portraits? I found 

that the students were quite capable of interpreting much of the symbolism in 
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the abstract portraits. However, the interpretations relied heavily on their 

background experience with metaphor and figurative language as well as 

their famiUarity with the subject matter of the symbols. For example, the 

symbolism of the deer in Kahlo's The Wounded Deer as prey, or as a delicate 

creature, did not come up. Instead, the students said she was the devil 

because of her horns, and that she was strong and fast and could jump very 

high, all interpretations that would give a very different meaning to this 

portrait. However, once the students were given the information that the 

portrait was done after her husband had left her, they were able to understand 

the symbolism of the arrows piercing the deer's body as pain and suffering 

caused by a broken heart. This deeper understanding indicates a potential for 

what these students can do as opposed to what they are doing. 

One student, who understood the husband's leaving as his having 

died, construed a very different and yet appropriate meaning for the wounded 

deer as wanting to die to join her husband. These different interpretations 

suggest a possible transition in children of this age group between literal and 

figurative interpretations of symbols. The portrayal of Frangoise Gilot as a 

flower only meant to the students that she liked flowers, a lot! The metaphor 

of gentle as or pretty as a flower did not occur to them right away. I had to 

suggest those similarities for them. 

The use of symbolism to depict irony seemed to be a difficult concept 

for the students as well. In discussing Herbert Bayer's Knight with a Rose , 

when asked why the photographer might have asked the man in the picture 

to put on a mask, instead of a reason connected to the irony in the 
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photograph, the students offered that the artist "didn't want to show his face -

- maybe he has the face of a monster!" These responses indicated to me that 

the students were interpreting the symbolism in the picture in a more literal 

sense. However, this did not keep the students from deriving some 

meaningful interpretations from the photograph, such as, "Maybe he went to 

the cemetery, to put some flowers" and, "It looks like he put that (the mask) 

on so that the ghosts wouldn't see him." These examples demonstrate the 

function of the students' experiential intelligence (1994, p.ll) as influencing 

the children's interpretations, as well as their ease in combining fantasy (the 

ghosts in the graveyard) with reality (taking flowers to the cemetery). 

Both the interpretations of the abstract portraits by famous artists, and 

the introspective questionnaires seemed to help the students when 

formulating ideas for their own abstract self-portraits. As noted in the 

previous chapter, when asked to choose an animal that best represented 

them, some of the students chose animals from the Chinese calendar (a 

subject they had been studying), not thinking about the character qualities of 

those animals and how they related to their own personalities. However, 

during the studio critiques of some of the abstract self-portraits, it became 

evident that most of the students had used symbolism quite effectively. Angie 

depicted herself as a flower because she is nice (an idea suggested by La 

Femme Fleur). painting a picture of a school, because she wants to grow up to 

be an artist or a teacher. Vicente drew an office with a big desk and himself in 

a suit and tie because he wants to be a lawyer (a question on the 

questionnaire). And although some students had trouble with their abstract 
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portraits because of their drawing abilities, they still thought of the 

characteristics of the animals they were trying to draw and how they 

pertained to them. 

I did notice the children having difficulty with answering some of the 

questions on the introspective questionnaire. When I asked the classroom 

teacher about this confusion, she stated that it showed her that she needed to 

do more activities with metaphor and figurative expression to get the 

students to think symbolically. She also felt that part of the problem was that 

her students had never been asked to think of themselves introspectively 

before. They did a great job drawing abstract portraits of famous people in an 

assignment prior to my lessons because they had researched the information 

on those people and then designed a representational drawing. It was harder 

for them to do an abstract portrait of themselves because they didn't know 

what was important to them, or which animal they most identified with. She 

felt that these kinds of activities were important in getting the students to 

think about themselves, their future goals and their personal identities. 

The final sub question. What kind of symbolism would children of this 

age group use to depict elements of their lives and personalities? has been 

partially answered in the above discussion. Other symbols used by the 

students were: the eagle from the Mexican flag to illustrate allegiance to and 

love of their homeland; athletes (sometimes in the guise of a favorite 

animal) and sports equipment; a star; and a dinosaur police officer. These 

forms of symbolism illustrate once again a literal interpretation and usage of 

symbols, perhaps indicative of the cognitive levels of this particular age 
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group. 

Conclusion 

So, what do aesthetic and art criticism activities look like? They 

require a tremendous amount of planning, including researching the right art 

works, developing appropriate and relevant studio projects, and framing 

open-ended questions that will encourage students to derive meaningful 

interpretations of art works. Familiarity with the goals and methods of 

aesthetic philosophical inquiry, such as developing a community of inquiry 

within the classroom, and using the "good reasons" approach (Hagaman, 

1990, p. 24) in defending statements, will help ensure that students engaged in 

dialogue of aesthetic issues wUl employ critical thinking skills in developing 

their own opinions and assessing the validity of other's. Engaging students in 

meaningful art criticism entails knowing the different activities involved in 

critiquing a work of art, such as description, interpretation and evaluation 

(Barrett, 1994, p. 18). Knowledge of these areas is imperative to guiding 

children in formulating interpretations based on contextual evidence within 

the work of art. It is also beneficial to have some background knowledge of 

the works being discussed in order to answer the students' questions more 

accurately and keep the interpretations on track. 

And what does the classroom look like? The classroom, during these 

activities, can look quiet and subdued while the students are considering new 

ideas or formulating thoughts and opinions, or as exciting as a thunderstorm 

when those thoughts and opinions have found words for expression, and the 
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sparks connecting reason with understanding strike Hke lightning in the 

students' own minds. 

As far as the students' abilities to participate in critical and 

philosophical discussion about art, I found that this particiilar group of 

students was able to give meaningful interpretations of works of art, back up 

their statements with contextual references within the art works, and 

acknowledge and accept differing opinions. Although some types of 

symboUsm, such as irony, went unrecognized by the students, they were able 

to grasp the idea of figurative expression and use it in their own portraits. 

This is an important discovery, considering the lack of instruction in 

figurative and symbolic expression in other areas of their studies. It implies a 

natural, even perhaps developmental readiness to understand symbolic 

structures. 

The students were also able to express their rationales for choosing 

either the abstract or the realistic portrait as being a more truthful portrayal of 

who they were. These findings suggest that students of this age are capable of 

participating in philosophical and interpretive discourse, as well as gain a 

deeper understanding of such concepts as symbolism and truthful 

representation. 

One of the implications from this study is that all teachers, as well as all 

students can benefit from the different areas of study within a comprehensive 

art curriculum. Teachers can better motivate their students to engage in 

higher order thinking through the open-ended and creative possibilities 
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provided by art works. Students can gain skills in critical thinking processes 

while receiving an education in an area of study that could enrich their lives 

even beyond their school years. However, in order to provide effective 

activities in aesthetics and art criticism, specialized training needs to be 

accessible to all teachers on a broader scale. 

Implications for students are: (1) children should be exposed to more 

figurative expression that would open up a broader range of interpretations of 

art and an understanding of their own and other cultures' symbols; and (2), 

students should be given opportunities to reflect introspectively in order to 

understand themselves and others better. 
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Pre Test 

N a m e  

1. Have you been to art museums? 

2. Have you been to art galleries? 

3. Do you have art in your home? 

4. What kind of art is it? 

5. Have you taken art classes outside of school? 

6. Have you made art? 
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Lesson One 

Realistic Portraits by Famous Artists 

Objective: Students will do a critique of three realistic portraits and see that 
mood and personality of a subject can be depicted in several different ways by 
the choices the artist makes with materials and arrangement of arrangement 
of formal properties. 

Materials: 3 slides: Child in a Straw Hat by Mary Cassatt, 1886 
Portrait of Dona Rosa by Jos^ Clemente Orozco, 1949 
Unemployed Worker by Diego Rivera, 1933 

A brief explanation of the unit on portraiture will be followed by 
critical discussions of the three portraits mentioned above. The following 
questions are suggested to provoke interpretive thinking and dialogue among 
the students. 

#1) Child in a Straw Hat : 

What do you see? 
How do you think she feels? 
What did the artist do to make her seem that way? 

#2) Portrait of Dona Rosa : 

How did the artist make her look old? 
Would you want to have her as your grandmother? 
How could he have made her look different? 

#3) Unemployed Worker : 

How does this portrait make you feel? 
How does the man in the portrait feel? 
Why did Rivera choose to use black and white instead of color? 
How would using color change this portrait? 
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Lesson Two 

Drawing Realistic Portraits 

Objective: Students will explore techniques required for drawing a realistic 
portrait of another person. 

Materials: #2 lead pencils with erasers 
white drawing paper 12"xl8" 

1. Give a short lesson on dividing the face into thirds, and observing the 
shape of the face of the person to be drawn. Discuss the importance of detail, 
especially those which are unique to the sitter; large eyes, hair texture, mouth 
and nose shapes, etc. 

2. Have the students find partners and then sit across a table from each other 
to get the best viewing angle for a full frontal portrait. 

3. Play soft music and allow the students 20 minutes to draw their portraits. 

4. Students will critique volunteered art works. 
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Abstract Portraits by Famous Artists 

Objective: Students will observe and discuss abstract portraits done by famous 
artists. The discussion will focus on the use of symbolism to depict a subject's 
personal traits in a portrait rather than the more physical and obvious 
attributes. Children will be asked to consider symbolism of who they are for 
their next studio activity; an abstract self-portrait. 

Materials: 6 slides: 
Ruben's Baby, by Vincent Van Gogh 
Knight with Flower , by Herbert Bayer, 1930 
Photograph of Fran<;:oise Gilot, by Robert Doisneau 
La Femme-Fleur , by Pablo Picasso 
Self-Portrait, by Frida Kahlo, 1930 
The Wounded Deer , by Frida Kahlo, 1946 

Activity: Review the photos, asking the following questions on each one to 
stimulate critical and interpretive dialogue: 

1.) Ruben's Baby : 

What do you notice about this baby? 
Why woiild the artist choose to paint the baby green? 
Do babies usually wear jewelry? 

2.) Knight with Rower : 

What do you see in this photograph? 
Why is the man wearing an iron mask? 
Why is he not wearing the entire suit of armor? 
What do you think the artist is trying to tell us? 

3.) Photograph of Fran<;:oise Gilot: 

Explain that this is the artisf s wife. Discuss what her personality 
might be, judging by the photo. Address their attention to the flowers on her 
head (if no one has pointed it out yet). 
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4.) La Femme-Fleur : 

Read the excerpt from Puzzles about art on the thoughts that Picasso had as 
he created the painted portrait of his wife. 

How do you think the face works in the portrait? 
Would a more realistic face be better, or worse? 

5.) Self-Portrait by Frida Kahlo : 

How does Frida look in her portrait? 
What is her attitude or expression? 
Where is she looking? 

6.) Wounded Deer by Frida Kahlo : 

Why would she portray herself like that? 

Explain that this portrait was painted after Diego Rivera left her and then see 
what kind of comments come are made. Ask the following questions: 

Why would the artist choose a deer and not a bear, or a lion? 
Is there hope in this painting? 

After critiquing the portraits, give each student an introspective 
questionnaire to be done as homework. This questionnaire will help them 
think about some aspects of themselves that they may wish to incorporate 
into their abstract self-portraits we will be doing next session. 
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Lesson Four 

Drawing Abstract Portraits 

Objective: Students will draw a figurative self-portrait using the information 
from their introspective questiormaires. They will use symbolism to depict 
important events and people in their lives, as well as animals, objects and 
colors that represent their personalities. The goal of this lesson to to allow 
children to explore abstract representation. 

Materials: white drawing paper, 12x18 inches 
pencils, colored pencils and crayons 
introspective questionnaires 

1. Students will be given their questionnaires and asked to reread them to get 
ideas of symbols they want to use in their portraits. 

2. Play soft music while students draw their self-portraits. 

3. Ask for volunteers for interpretive critiquing by students. The students 
will try to decipher what the student is trying to tell us about him or herself. 
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introspective Questionnaire 

Name 

1. What are some things that you would like people to know about you? 

2. What do you want to be when you grow up? 

3. What is really important to you? 

4. What other animal or object in the world best represents you? 

5. What color suits your personality best? Why? 

6. What are some important events that have happened to you? 
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