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Chapter 2

The Arts and Education: Knowledge Generation,
Pedagogy, and the Discourse of Learning

ViviaN L. GADSDEN
University of Pennsylvania

Within the past 20 years, the arts have gained increasing prominence in educa-
tional discourses as well as public arenas. At the same time that traditional
genres of art (e.g., music, visual art, and performance) are being taught as part of
school curricula, the study of the arts in education has taken on new venues in sup-
porting learning and teaching through technology and multimedia (Carey, 2005;
Eisner, 2002; Flood, Heath, & Lapp, 2005). These new foci are especially critical in
bridging the local and the global, and in linking cultures and worlds across age, time,
and space that in earlier periods in history would have been virtually impossible to
connect. Moreover, they portend opportunities for enhancing learning and improv-
ing pedagogy and practice (Bresler, 2001; Bresler & Ardichivili, 2002). They call
attention to the ways in which these opportunities are constructed across place and
culturally diverse groups, how knowledge (and what counts as knowledge) is defined
and shaped within and outside of formal classrooms, and the ways in which recip-
rocal relationships across different settings are (re)formed and sustained. In short,
they prompt us to examine critically how patterns of practice in areas outside of the
arts are supported through the arts. They urge us to take up questions about the role
the arts play in linking students’ knowledge outside the classroom with the knowl-
edge gained through the official curriculum and, in turn, about how such knowledge
contributes to the formation of student and teacher identities.

This chapter focuses on the arts within a social-cultural-contextual framework,
examining their role as a (re)source in educational theory, research, and practice. Rather
than highlighting individual disciplines within the field, typically referred to as “the
arts,” the chapter is concerned with the changing nature of the arts and what counts as
the arts.! The chapter has a six-part structure that begins with an overview of issues that
are central to redefining the relationship of the arts and education. This is followed

Review of Research in Education
February 2008, Vol. 32, pp. 29-61
DOI: 10.3102/0091732X07309691
© 2008 AERA. http://rre.aera.net

29

Downloaded from http://rre.aera.net at University of Canterbury Library on August 19,


http://rre.sagepub.com

30 Review of Research in Education, 32

by a discussion of power, culture, and engagement, which is, in turn, followed by a dis-
cussion of epistemological considerations. The next section focuses on arts learning and
dispositions, followed by a section that describes research issues in arts learning, includ-
ing challenges in and to current conceptualizations of the arts. The chapter concludes
with a focus on ways of expanding the role of arts education in schools and other learn-
ing and teaching communities.

SHIFTING DEFINITIONS AND REFERENCES TO THE ARTS

It is not surprising that definitions and references to the arts have shifted in the past
20 years, particularly at the beginning of what Gardner (1989) described as the “renais-
sance of interest in education in the arts” (p. 71) and the emergence of initiatives cre-
ated by the National Endowment for the Arts and the Arts Education Partnership
(www.aep-arts.org). What was described once as art education has been revised to focus
on arts education, denoting the multiplicity of art genres; art learning, denoting the inter-
sections of cognitive and social dimensions of students’ engagement, creativity, and
imagination; arts in education, denoting the centrality of art as both precipitator and
repository of learning, teaching, and schooling; and #he arts and education, denoting the
reciprocal and interactional relationship that exists between the two areas of inquiry.

This conceptual and semantic shift is important for several reasons. First, what
has been described as arts education has a historical life in education and schooling
that extends beyond what the recent attention might suggest (Dewey, 1934; Eisner,
1982, 1994; Smith, 1872). Art courses were either discrete offerings in schools, or a
focus on art was integrated into courses such as literacy, math, and science. The
scope and substance of the integration continue to vary sufficiently enough so as to
make a systematic analysis of whether and how the arts are experienced in classrooms
difficult, though not impossible (Bransford & Schwartz, 1999; Kalin & Kind, 2006;
Larson & Walker, 2006).

Efforts at such integration are perhaps most evident in early childhood programs,
which have long focused on children’s grasp of aesthetics (Schirrmacher, 2002;
Thompson, 2006). Yet early childhood teachers, not unlike teachers of higher grades,
differ, sometimes significantly, in how they interpret the developmental needs of chil-
dren, in what they prepare as stimulating activities for children, and in the degree to
which they infuse the arts into other foundational areas of learning, (i.e., literacy,
math, and science), using content and approaches that promote children’s disposi-
tions for the arts.

Variability in how the arts are understood, how knowledge of the arts is gained, and
how pedagogical approaches are crafted is not limited to early childhood (Bresler,
DeStefano, Feldman, & Garg, 2000). It may be seen as a source of concern or a source
of possibility, depending on the lens one brings to the task. In this chapter, it is seen as
a source of possibility that the field holds for creating rich and expansive conceptualiza-
tions of learning and teaching art. It has the potential to contribute to textured analyses
of the processes by which knowledge of the arts, art forms, and art media are generated
and used and the social contexts in which participation in the arts takes place.
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Second, a casual observer of education in the United States might well argue that
although the idea of arts education is embraced, it does not own a space in American
schooling—that we have not taken up the affordances and possibilities of the arts in
education. Eisner (1997) a decade ago provided a poignant picture of the place that
the teaching of art held in American elementary and secondary schools. He notes that
in Grades 1 through 6, “on the average less than one-half hour is devoted to the teach-
ing of art each week . . . less than three percent of school time per week” (p. 61).
Despite the apparent infusion of new programs designed to enhance the arts in
schools since Eisner’s writing, for example, those inspired by efforts such as the Arts
Education Partnership, the arts occupy a precarious and uncertain position in schools
and school systems, and empirical research on the arts is relatively limited compared
to other areas of inquiry.

Third, references to the arts in education denote a shift in epistemological ground-
ing. At one and the same time, there is movement toward expansive and multilayered
ways of thinking, centered in cultural and social practices and diversity of visual texts
and art forms, and there is movement away from codifying the arts into discrete cate-
gories (Alim & Baugh, 2007; Dartnall, 2002; Flood, Heath, & Lapp, 2005; Greene,
2000; Hull & Nelson, 2005). These new references highlight the organic nature of the
arts, challenge simplistic notions of product and process, and promote a view in which
the varied substance and enactments of the arts are studied and understood in relation-
ship to where and how they are situated in the human experience and in individuals’
experiences as members of cultural and social collectives (Begoray, 2001). In describing
the varied substance of the arts, Dewey (1934) noted that our reference to activities that
are typically considered art (e.g., singing, acting, and dancing) actually reflect art in the
conduct of the activities and that the product of art is not the work of art.

Dewey’s (1934) argument is central to understanding the importance of the three
ways of referencing the arts and education presented earlier and visible in current dis-
courses, that is, the focus on the arts in education, education in the arts, or art and
education. These different ways of conceptualizing the relationship between educa-
tion and the arts point to the plurality of art experiences. They remove the adjectival
status of the arts (e.g., art education) in schooling, teaching, and learning and assign
the arts equal status to education. Those advocating this perspective see this linking
process as setting a tone that encourages learners to be co-constructors of a dynamic
education rather than recipients of schooling and shapers of knowledge rather than
recipients of knowledge shaped primarily by forces external to them (Gee & Green,
1998). Moreover, they embrace a kind of public engagement that gives equal weight
to art experiences and human experiences of both those who create and those who live
in the settings where such experiences are created, that is, of artists and audiences (e.g.,
students and/or community members).

Fourth, current discourses that focus on educational contexts where oppression
and marginalization have been the order of the day for children, their families, and
the schools and communities that support and house them argue that the experiences
that inform and are informed by the arts and the creativity they potentially nurture
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become paramount. This public engagement takes on a new urgency, when diverse
communities of learners—often with few financial resources and victimized by acts of
injustice and violence—are invited into conversations about what counts as knowl-
edge and become enactors of a new experience of learning, teaching, and schooling.
In this way, the arts act as a venue for social justice and a platform for those often
invisible in traditional classroom settings (Cochran-Smith, 1995; Ladson-Billings,
1994, 2006; Lee, 2007).

A common theme in the work that has been described in this section is the need
to (re)frame research and pedagogy to focus on understanding the possibilities for
learning and teaching in the arts. Understanding the arts is predicated on under-
standing cultural and social contexts that shape and sustain them (Gadsden,
2003): the processes of learning, teaching, and seeing the world that are valued in
these contexts (Green & Dixon, 2003); the relationships that exist in them and
their relative nature to the arts, art forms, and interactions; the products that
emerge from them; and the sense of self, possibility, and learning that is experi-
enced in and through them (Ballengee-Morris & Stuhr, 2001). The arts in this
instance are both representative of social institutions and social life (Rostvall &
West, 2006a) and unique in their representations (Efland, 1990). They offer a lens
into historical and contemporary issues while, at once and through interpretation,
challenging such issues, on the basis of the generational moment—that is, prac-
tices, beliefs, and structures that are associated with a specific set of circumstances,
age, and sociopolitical activities.

The Arts, Policy and Research Contexts: A Further Framing of the Issues

Despite the shifts described in the previous section and greater attention to the arts
by researchers and teachers, the arts in education reside in a relatively small space in
educational policy, which acknowledges the importance of the arts but has not
matched, until recently, this acknowledgement with funding. The incongruence (i.e.,
between public appreciation and lack of funding support) raises questions about what
constitutes academic achievement and the value of the arts to students’ academic
achievement and educational success. Academic achievement is increasingly defined
in relationship to students’ gaining proficiency in specific “skills,” for example, read-
ing, writing, and arithmetic. In such cases, the unfolding of thinking processes often
appears secondary to the act of producing “the right answer” and ultimately an out-
come. There is no doubt that developing these abilities is foundational and funda-
mental to learning in school and encompasses essential knowledge and skills that
contribute to students’ intellect, purpose, and thriving in the world. Hence, the
choice should not be supporting students’ foundational abilities versus supporting
students’ imagination, artistry, and learning of art.

The situation of policy support for the arts and education may be likened to
discussions about multiculturalism and education. On one hand, academic and
political commentaries refer to the increasing cultural, ethnic, and social diversity
in the United States and in American schools; on the other, educational and social
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policies and public practices often demonstrate a striking lack of urgency to address
diversity in the United States or abroad. The two areas—the arts and multicultural-
ism—are also similar in that neither has a corpus of empirical work that shows a
causal relationship to students’ achievement or that can be measured in ways that
have come to define achievement. If such a relationship could be established, both
areas of inquiry would likely assume a more tenable place in policy plans and would
increase the range of research studies. Such a proposition is inherently problematic,
however, if the only relationship sought is a causal relationship or one that demon-
strates a clear case of transfer. Any failure to find such a direct relationship puts the
arts in the untenable position of being labeled soft, inexact, emotional, and inaccu-
rate—in other words, unscientific.

In this era of high-stakes testing, policies that are single-minded or one-dimensional
in determining measurable change, accountability, and standards are likely to disad-
vantage the arts. These policies are especially important at this moment of increased
efforts at the federal level and in selected states (Ruppert & Nelson, 2006). In 2007,
the Arts in Education program at the U.S. Department of Education was funded at
$35.3 million; the U.S. Congressional Arts Caucus has called for an increase in fund-
ing, to $53 million, in 2008. In the absence of such support, the result will be an
increasingly wide gulf between the study and practice of the arts in education and poli-
cies that seek uniformity. As the gap widens, school programs focused on the arts may
be reduced or eliminated completely.

In posing the question, What can education learn from the arts about the practice
of education? and in noting the current emphasis on research that meets the standard
of science, Eisner (2002) proposes a way of reenvisioning the issue of research,
accountability, and evidence. He points to the ways in which science and the arts have
been constructed as oppositional. He similarly describes the tensions between science
and the arts, emanating in part from psychology’s influence, on the study of the arts,
and the lower status to which the arts have been relegated over time:

Science and art became estranged. Science was considered dependable; the artistic process was not. Sci-
ence was cognitive; the arts were emotional. Science was teachable; the arts were matters of preference.
Science was useful; the arts were ornamental. . . . One relied on art when there was no science to provide

guidance. Art was a fallback position. (p. 6)

As Eisner (2002) implies, the arts must be studied not as a contrast to science or
as a failure to be scientific but as a primary area of inquiry that draws on a range of
conceptual frameworks. Although the arts and art forms adhere to a kind of precision
and require systematicity, they do not readily submit to the accepted scientific order
expected in many other fields (Dartnall, 2002; Eisner & Powell, 2002; Rauscher
etal., 1997). However, it is not too dramatic to suggest that not offering students the
opportunity to experience a broad array of thinking, social, and emotional dispositions
through art—to reorder their habits of mind—is to deny them the full experience of
learning and deny teachers the full opportunity to understand the breadth of possible
knowledge.
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Although the body of empirical research on the arts is relatively small, the number
of conceptual and theoretical analyses, dating back to Dewey, as well as instructional
and curricula discussions has increased with time, as have the forms of creativity that
have come to be included in the arts. However, the lack of empirical work is both the
subject and object of concerns and raises a range of questions about the arts: What is
the nature of the empirical work that should be conducted? What are the questions
that must be framed? What are the contexts to be studied and with what approaches?
What interpretive lenses will emerge, and with what accuracy? What are the other
ways (e.g., approaches, continua) that we can use to learn about, chart, and under-
stand change? To the degree that questions are posed about the effects of the arts on
student achievement, they may need to be reconceptualized and rewritten to ask what
constitutes a well-educated student, a successful learning and teaching experience,
successful schooling, or educational success. In other words, what are the broad and
nuanced learning and teaching opportunities that prepare students to think broadly
while honing in on the foundational abilities of reading, writing, and arithmetic and
the thinking, social, and emotional dispositions that allow for learning?

By dispositions, I am referring to the tendencies toward different patterns of behav-
ior. Lewis (1997) argues that dispositions are intrinsic to the entity but that they are
subject to the laws of nature (Mellor, 1974; Molnar, 1999; Ryle, 1949). Educational
philosophers (e.g., Ennis, 1962, 1994) and educational researchers (e.g., Facione,
Facione, & Giancarlo, 2000; Facione, Sanchez, & Facione, 1994) have focused on
thinking dispositions as a special subset of human dispositions, arguing that thinking
dispositions require time and space for reflection. Salomon (1994) describes dispositions
as a cluster of preferences, attitudes, and intentions, complemented by a set of capabil-
ities that allow preferences to become realized in a particular way. In much the same
way, Facione et al. (1994) refer to such dispositions as being represented in a core of atti-
tudes for schools, intellectual virtues, and habits of mind. One example of how these
interpretations of disposition is being enacted can be found in Art-Works, part of Har-
vard’s Project Zero. In this project, four dispositions are highlighted: (a) the disposition
to explore diverse perspectives; (b) the disposition to find, pose, and explore problems;
(c) the disposition to reason and evaluate, and (d) the disposition to find and explore
metaphorical relationships. (See www.pz.harvard.edu/Research/Artwks.tm)

Last, any focus on the arts must consider the ways in which questions of difference,
diversity, and change are imagined. That is, how are issues related to ethnic back-
ground, class, culture, gender, and sexual orientation are woven into the fabric of aca-
demic and public discourses, and how are the everyday issues of racial discrimination
and exclusion in a national perspective examined and addressed. These issues are used
often to make the case for the infusion of the arts in curricula and the increase of arts
programs. The emphasis on them and the students, families, and communities affected
by them is not misplaced, as researchers and educators alike seek ways to enhance the
experience and engagement of students who are marginalized in multiple ways in
schools and society. It speaks as well to the limitations of existing paradigms to engage
students whose experiences differ from dominant practices and whose knowledge,
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understanding, and interpretation of art and the arts may similarly differ. Arts educa-
tion and the experience of the arts in learning and teaching, not unlike learning and
teaching science, math, reading, and writing, are inextricably tied to the identities that
learners and teachers assume and imagine are possible. Where policy fails to attend to
these issues, the role of research becomes more critical.

POWER, CULTURE, AND ENGAGEMENT IN THE ARTS

The study of the arts encompasses a range of genres, foci, and methodological
approaches that are used to examine academic achievement and school engagement. As
stated in the section on shifting definitions, academic achievement is more than the
collection of individual learning of foundational skills. Rather, it is the collective of
experiences to which students are exposed, through “reflective shaping of media: paint,
clay, musical sound or written words, bodies in movement” (Greene, 2001, p. 1) as
well as those who work to engage students in and out of classrooms. The arts represent
a broad expanse of work, ways of doing, talents, and knowledge that can be nurtured
by institutions and promoted by those in them. Mostly, however, the arts are reflective
of a freedom to imagine—to place oneself in the center of a work as observer and actor.
In other words, they allow individuals to place themselves in the skin of another; to
experience others’ reality and culture; to sit in another space; to transport themselves
across time, space, era in history, and context; and to see the world from a different
vantage point.

Several nagging questions emerge when we consider how the arts might be nur-
tured (for those who believe that the arts cannot be taught) or taught in classrooms
and what we know about how they are taught: Are some arts and art forms more
valuable than others to promote expression and reflection and to engage students in
learning, for example, painting, film, dance, music, or photography? Greene (1997)
suggests that if the experience includes creative or expressive adventures in any of the
art forms, understanding and the ability to notice and to respond can only be
enhanced. Although most of us are inclined to accept this powerful statement, the
on-the-ground realities of what is valued in society, how it comes to be valued, and
for whom it is valued raise questions about whose art counts. References to high and
low art, for example, denote a hierarchy or assessment of the cognitive value of an
art form and a kind of art. Some art may be seen as unique for the sake of art whereas
other forms of art may be labeled as utilitarian. This assessment may result in certain
art forms being used and valued in mainstream curricula and others excluded or cer-
tain arts experiences provided for some children and different arts experiences for
other children.

Whether one chooses one approach versus another may be indicative of the chooser’s
awareness of and breadth of exposure to diverse genres and groups and the valuing
assigned to both by teachers, schools, and other social institutions. Such choices appear
in everyday life as well as research. For example, I recently attended commencement
exercises at a prestigious, progressive, private middle school. Throughout the ceremony,
the music teacher played several popular songs. An African American parent leaned over
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to me and pointed out that none of the songs had been written or performed by people
of color. Both disappointed and frustrated, the parent noted that the music teacher had
consistently demonstrated a remarkable lack of sensitivity to the diversity of the stu-
dents. We were left wondering, What does the teacher understand about diversity, the
cultures of the students, and their relationship with the arts? What exposure had the
students had to different art forms, what discussions ensued, and what was the scope
of their exposure?

This kind of questioning is not unlike the questioning that led to research projects
such as talent development (Boykin & Bailey, 2000; Jordan & Plank, 1998; Madhere
& Maclver, 1996; McPartland, Legters, Jordan, & McDill, 1996) and Project Zero
(e.g., Perkins, Tishman, Ritchhart, Donis, & Andrade, 2000; Tishman, Perkins, & Jay,
1995). Research on talent development at the Center for Research on the Education of
Students Placed at Risk is developed around the idea that schools and classrooms have
yet to understand and build on the abilities, artistry, and talents that students from
diverse backgrounds bring to the classroom. Attempting to use talent, broadly defined,
as a basis for understanding how to engage students in classroom activities, research on
talent development questions whether and how schools are prepared to welcome the
early signs of talent in students whose learning and artistry fall into different hierarchies
of tradition, genres, and acceptance or who represent different ethnic backgrounds. are
In other words, what are the values assigned to different genres and to students who
appear to be more readily engaged in one versus another? (Greene, 2001)

It has been a failure of schools and those in other institutions designed to support
schools to think broadly about diversity and practices that perpetuate the dual identities
that many students of color experience, irrespective of social class, in schools. Two
examples come to mind. First, many prestigious institutions of higher education have
allowed students of color, mostly students of African descent, to hold alternative com-
mencements in addition to the formal university commencement exercises. In these
alternative commencement exercises, not only are the students more visible but they also
take opportunities to express their own artistic preferences—found in their choices of
music and performances—and to reflect on their art, their histories, their ways of see-
ing the world, and their negotiations between and across their different worlds. Through
these exercises, the students attempt to demonstrate publicly and personally (through
the planning and preparation of the activities) their cultural power in settings where
such power appears to be ignored. Second, similar responses may be found in work that
commits to community action research. Mercado and Santamaria (2005) identified the
arts as one of four areas that Latino community members identified as important to the
education of their children. In a volume edited by Pedraza and Rivera (2005), Mercado
and Santamaria address the inherent complexity of addressing the issue of the arts as well
as teacher preparation and related issues for those who are new to speaking English and
those who have lived in multlingual, multidialectal communities.

The question of power—who has it and how it is used—is as embedded in discus-
sions of the arts as any other area of inquiry, particularly, multiculturalism in education.
In describing visions of arts education, Eisner (1994, 1999, 2002), as do others
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(e.g., Messaris & Moriarty, 2005), focuses on visual art, using it as a framework to dis-
cuss how to engage students in an appreciation for the diversity of the arts and the diver-
sity of artists. As he notes, in American society, money and position make a difference,
and the powerful control which images will be shown. As he also suggests, many art forms
are being regarded as texts to be read, where students bring a critical eye to the messages
conveyed and the values communicated. In this way, each person—representing diverse
racial, gender, class, cultural, political, and social experience—exerts power in framing
new discourses. Eisner (2002) appropriately refers to the ways that a critical reading of
visual text is a way of protecting personal rights but also a way of “determining whose
interests are being served by the images that surround us” (p. 29).

Again, it is worth pointing to the similarities between the criticisms of the arts
and the criticisms of multiculturalism in education as “soft” and unscientific. Neither
responds well to standardization, neither has standard curricula, neither results in
instructional efficiency, neither is affirmed through measurable outcomes, both are con-
ceptualized and taught differently than other content areas in classrooms, both ask
teachers to consider knowledge and issues that are unfamiliar and uncomfortable, and
both are best studied in social contexts. Increasingly, theory in multiculturalism focuses
on how educational and societal practices, including various forms of racial discrimina-
tion, evolve and are translated into structural barriers (Zuberi, 2001). As is true for mul-
ticulturalism in education, fundamental to the expansion of theory and pedagogy in the
arts is the notion that educational institutions and educators themselves must support
students in transforming existing practices for academic achievement, cultural under-
standing, social equality, and social justice.

What is the nature of interaction and engagement needed in classrooms to pro-
mote imagination, thinking, and learning in the arts? What values and ways of
chronicling learning, teaching, and experience matter? What are the curricular, ped-
agogical, and practical issues that we can address through research? Several docu-
ments (e.g., Deasy, 2002; Fiske, 1999) have been written about programs that have
strong arts components. Many examples can be found in early childhood education,
where programs often include an aesthetics component, described typically in terms
of its goal to enhance young children’s awareness and appreciation of beauty and the
merging of the cognitive and affective (Bradley & Szegda, 2006; Schirrmacher,
2002; Welch, 2006). The Reggio Emilia schools, started by parents of the villages
around the area of the same name in Italy after World War II, are regaled for their
focus on the arts (Cadwell, 2003; Clemens, 1999; Glassman & Whaley, 2000; Katz,
1990; New, 1993) and for their ability to draw on what we know about sensory
stimulation, to promote creative expression, and to build on social, contextual, and
cognitive factors in teaching.

Other early childhood programs, such as those using the Montessori method,
place considerable emphasis on the arts in instruction. Still other programs, such as
Head Start (see Fantuzzo, Gadsden, & McDermott, 2007; Gadsden, Frye, & Wasik,
2005), are attempting to integrate into a single program of teaching and learning
cognitive and social-emotional curricula, with the arts—child art and art created for
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children—as an embedded dimension of the curriculum. Fantuzzo et al. (2007), for
example, have initiated such a project in which literacy, math, and social-emotional
development are arts based, designed in collaboration with teachers and teaching assis-
tants, and situated in contextual learning and learning communities. Using experi-
mental and qualitative methods, the study holds promise in demonstrating the success
of both the research approach and the collaborative context. Such projects are exam-
ples of efforts that make the arts a seamless part of learning and teaching.

Bresler (1998) provides a glimpse of the experiences of arts specialists in schools
and outlines the ways that different purposes for the arts are approached:

(1) “Child art,” meaning original compositions created by children in dance, drama, visual art, and music;
(2) “fine art,” meaning classical works in the different arts media created by established artists; and
(3) “art for children,” meaning art created by adults specifically for children. (p. 3)

She found child art to be the most prevalent in using the visual arts, secondarily in
dance and drama when they were taught. However, she did not find child art in
music instruction. In addition, she found that when the arts were taught by arts spe-
cialists, the specialists typically focused on the elements of a specific form of art,
whereas classroom teachers focused on themes associated with holidays, seasons, and
special events, not unlike the tendency for teachers to focus on costumes, holidays,
and related events when they address multicultural issues. Bresler’s observations of
the different types of knowledge and expertise that arts specialists bring should be
not a surprise but confirmation. On the other hand, data on the activities that class-
room teachers use suggest a need for observations that can yield information about
classroom practices and teacher knowledge and inquiry, particularly on topics about
which teachers are not particularly knowledgeable.

As Bresler (1998) suggests, teachers make the many choices because resources are
not available and inquiry is not supported, not because they are unable to create more
provocative, sustainable instruction. She similarly argues that school art functions in
contexts that are neither artistic nor elitist and points to the slow, painful rise of
school art during the past century. Writing that the “contemporary reality of school
arts is tinged with the bare necessities of educational settings” (p. 8), she describes
interactions with principals and administrators who, when asked about the impor-
tance of the arts in their schools, responded that the arts existed primarily to comply
with union requirements of release time for classroom teachers. In no way should we
think that most principals take this position; however, the comments of the princi-
pals to whom Bresler spoke indicate a clear subset of views.

The problem here is a policy problem. We have no way of knowing how these
principals would respond if policies governing their districts and schools took greater
measure to demonstrate the significance of the arts to students’” learning and to
teaching and commitment to improving them. Bresler (1998) notes this problem
and asserts the need for more targeted instruction in teacher education programs—
instruction that focuses on the three genres of school art and that prepares teachers
to address them. She writes that policies should reconcile the constraints of arts
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education in school contexts, recognizing the interplay between “artistic notion and
pluralistic community values and desires” (p. 11).

Hull and Nelson (2005) present a core of compelling arguments in an article
on multimodality—speech, writing, image, gesture, and sound. Although it is not
described in terms of the arts, I include it here because of its focus on literacy and per-
formance and because of the complexity of the work that emerged from youth in an
out-of-school program as they created a kind of textual art. The process through which
the work was achieved privileges the diversity of language and literacies. The article is
a masterful example of the weaving of different genres of thought and draws on differ-
ent art forms. Noting that visual methods have made their way into the social sciences,
the authors point to the fact that literacy studies until recently have “eschew[ed] the
pictorial in favor of the verbal” (p. 232). The research study is based in a program in
Oakland, California, and was started as a center to teach digital storytelling. The mul-
timedia composing consists of images and segments of video combined with back-
ground music and a voice-over narrative. The author narrates a personally composed
story and an assemblage of visual artifacts, taken from personal collections, the Inter-
net, and other sources.

Through this work, Hull and Nelson (2005) offer a perspective on methodology—
their own described as “roughly within the tradition of design experiments, whereby pro-
gram development is intertwined with continual attempts to assess and improve . . .
efforts and document what participants . . . learned” (p. 232). The authors chronicle
the purpose, process, and product of engagement; the approaches participants used to
gather and use dara to tell their stories; the ways in which art was understood and cre-
ated; and the uses of multimedia and multimodalities. The study provides a good
example of innovative research that brings to the forefront the life experiences of learn-
ers and their voices and contributes to a curriculum of thought and substance that has
application to in-school classroom experiences. Their work raises the question, Is it
possible to take these learnings back to formal schools? If yes, with what expectations,
trade-offs, and possibilities?

Other researchers on the international front have also focused on multimodality,
for example, Rostvall and West (2006b), whose work resulted in a framework to study
interaction in music education, and Kenner and Kress (2003), whose work focused
on young children in London. In a study that examined young children’s engagement
in writing and how to respond to varied multimodal experiences, Kenner and Kress
found that children gain access to a wider range of communicative resources when
they have familiarity with multiple writing systems. Chinese was used as a logographic
script, Arabic was used as a non-Roman script, and Spanish was used as a Roman
script with differences from the English writing system. The 5- and 6-year-old chil-
dren in the study possessed a range of multisemiotic resources and were able to switch
between and among them as they used multiple visual and actional modes.

In Sweden, Rostvall and West (2006b) have focused on teaching and classroom
interactions in music. Instrumental music, they write, engages hundreds of thousands
of Swedish children and thousands of music teachers, with every municipality having
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its own music school for school-age children. The teaching is provided through private
lessons primarily. The authors attempted to capture the nature of interaction and the
frequency of it, because the role of the music teacher in engaging and sustaining stu-
dents’ engagement was limited if it existed at all. The authors note that student
achievement and dropout had traditionally been explained away by attributing both to
students’ inherent musical aptitude. Using data collected from 12 hours of video
recording, they were interested in challenging this explanatory model by examining
how different interaction patterns during instrumental music lessons affect students’
as well as teachers’ opportunities to learn. The results of the analysis are discussed and
interpreted from a historical and sociological perspective. The authors also used an
institutional perspective as their interpretive framework, with lessons viewed as social
encounters and performances in which participants act to create and recreate social
orders at different institutional levels, using communication routines of speech, music,
and gesture. Findings show that music during the lessons was broken down into sepa-
rate note symbols as read from the score, rather than the expected musical phrases,
rthythms, or melodies. Expressive qualities of music performance were, surprisingly, not
addressed at all. Most unsettling, the authors report, was the finding that teachers con-
trolled the interactions and either ignored or ridiculed students’ initiative.

These and many other studies (Burkhart, 2006; J. Burton, Horowitz, & Abeles,
1999; Chessin & Chessin, 2006; Strasser & Seplocha, 2007; S. A. Wolf, 2006;
Wright, Lindsay, Ellenbogen, & Offord, 2006) reflect the diversity and potential
interdisciplinarity possible in examining issues related to teaching and classroom
interactions in the arts. However, none was conducted in a public school classroom,
raising pedagogical questions; issues of structure, form, and process; questions about
the content of classroom instruction; and issues of methodology—how should the
arts be studied in classrooms? Last, the proverbial elephant in the room is the ques-
tion of how, whether, and with what purpose and content are prospective teachers
prepared to teach and infuse the arts into their instruction. A fundamental question
concerns what teachers and those who prepare teachers count as knowledge and how
different epistemological stances matter.

WHAT COUNTS AS KNOWLEDGE:
EPISTEMOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Epistemology may be described as a theory of knowledge. It is included here to
connote the expansiveness of emerging theories of knowledge and the need to recon-
cile new theories with old conceptualizations of the arts. Based on the Greek words
episteme (knowledge or science) and /ogos (account or explanation), it has more com-
monly been used to denote how people know what they know and the processes by
which they come to know. Extended to current debates in education, it also stimu-
lates questions about who decides what others know, what knowledge counts as
important, and how the value of knowledge is determined (Dartnall, 2002). Defined
more narrowly, epistemology is the study of knowledge and justified belief. As the
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study of knowledge, it is concerned with questions such as What are the necessary and
sufficient conditions of knowledge? What are its sources? and What is its structure,
and what are its limits? As the study of justified belief, epistemology aims to answer
questions such as How do we understand the concept of justification? What makes
justified beliefs justified? and Is justification internal or external to one’s own mind?
Understood more broadly, epistemology is about issues having to do with the creation
and dissemination of knowledge in particular areas of inquiry.

Epistemology has been primarily concerned with propositional knowledge, that is,
knowledge that a certain core of information exists and is true, rather than other forms
of knowledge such as applied knowledge (e.g., how to do something). A likely focus
for such applied knowledge in education would be teacher education and research on
teaching in which pragmatic knowledge may be expected to supersede propositional
knowledge. Yet the work of researchers in teacher education and teaching through foci
such as teacher inquiry remind us of the significance of epistemology at all levels of
research—whether by teachers in classrooms or researchers working with teachers—to
examine teachers’ own inquiry and the ways students inquire into the world and their
learning. In these and other interactions, knowledge of how to do something requires
us to unpack assumptions about what constitutes reality for students and is as critical
as the content of our teaching. Similarly important is uncovering the process by which
emerging and practicing teachers come to know what they know about the content and
nature of classroom interactions and the students, families, and communities whom
they support.

Epistemology also attempts to raise questions that help us to distinguish true (ade-
quate) knowledge from false (inadequate) knowledge. As Sleeter (2001) suggests, this
question translates into issues of scientific methodology. A clear epistemological trend
began with a view of knowledge that stressed its absolute, permanent character. The
result has been clear focus on normative approaches to identifying the needs and abil-
ities of learners through standards and measures of change. The alternative form is a
focus on the social and contextual and acknowledges issues of temporality, relativity,
and situation dependence—from a static, passive view of knowledge toward a more
adaptive and active one.

This shift raises several questions about the evolution of epistemologies for arts
and education, among them, the following:

1. In what ways has the implementation of empiricism in the experimental sciences
led to new views of knowledge that encompass the arts?

2. In what sense does proposed knowledge in education and the arts truly corre-
spond to a part of external reality of the institutions in which they are situated to
achieve increasing promise and result in negotiated realities?

There are characteristics of the arts in education that cohere with epistemological

frames (e.g., Kant, 2001) and that accept the subjectivity of basic concepts, such as space
and time, and the impossibility of reaching purely objective representations of things as
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they are. Two stages of epistemology are relevant to discussions of art. First, pragmatic
epistemology constructs knowledge as consisting of models that attempt to represent the
environment in such a way so as to maximally simplify problem solving (Klein, 1998;
Rand, Tannenbaum, & Feuerstein, 1979). Pragmatic epistemology does not give a clear
answer to the question about the source of knowledge or models. There is an implicit
assumption that models are built from parts of other models and empirical data on the
basis of trial and error, complemented with some heuristics or intuition.

In contrast, constructivism offers a more acceptable frame and assumes that all
knowledge is built up from scratch by the subject of knowledge. There are no “givens,”
neither objective empirical data or facts nor inborn categories or cognitive structures.
The idea of a correspondence or reflection of external reality is rejected. Constructivism
then may include two component features: individual constructivism, in which an indi-
vidual attempts to reach coherence among the different pieces of knowledge, deleting
from mind and action pieces of knowledge that are inconsistent, and social construc-
tivism, which seeks consensus between different subjects as the ultimate criterion to
judge knowledge. “Truth” or “reality” is accorded only to those constructions on which
most people of a social group agree (Maturana & Varela, 1987). These constructivist
approaches put much more emphasis on the changing and relative character of knowl-
edge. A broader, synthetic outlook is offered by different forms of evolutionary episte-
mology in which knowledge is constructed by the subject or group of subjects to adapt
to their environment in the broad sense; construction is seen as an ongoing process at
different levels, biological as well as psychological or social.

Epistemologies that drive the study and practice of the arts have a long history in
educational scholarship—from the study of aesthetics and imagination (Greene,
1994) to debates on the cognitive dimensions of art (Catterall, 2002; Eisner, 2002)
to discussions about dispositions (Perkins & Tishman, 2001). Recent studies on mul-
timodality, digital literacy, and hip-hop culture have also captivated scholarship not
simply as newly recognized art forms but mostly as complex art forms that cannot be
situated neatly in categories. In their 2005 article, Hull and Nelson argue that in “this
age of digitally afforded multimodality” (p. 224), there are unmistakable signs that
what counts as a text and what constitutes reading and writing are changing. They
note that rather than privileging a single mode of language, art, and experience, new
genres “draw upon a variety of modalities (speech, writing, imagine, gesture, and
sound—to create different forms of meaning” (p. 225). The same can be said of the
arts in education. What Hull and Nelson, among others, suggest is the need to extend
our notions of creativity—to seek a non-atomistic, combinatorial theory of knowl-
edge that can account for the fluidity and flexibility of human thought and learning.
The epistemological issues in the arts then may be combined into at least four areas
that raise questions about reality and who defines reality, with what knowledge of the
reality and tools, and with what interpretive agendas:

1. The arts as a way of human knowing—of imagination, aesthetic knowledge, and
translation to practical knowledge;
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2. The arts as cultural knowledge and as differential cultural knowledge;

3. The arts as traditional (visual, musical, dance, theater, and aesthetics) and emerg-
ing genres (e.g., new modalities, media, and technologies); and

4. Interpretation and performance as fundamental concepts.

Moreover, what counts as art and the arts is an equally and increasingly complex
question. How do the arts include performance or engagement with diverse media?
The arts in education have taken on a range of meanings, and not everyone concerned
with the study of the arts agree on what constitutes the arts. What are the character-
istics of the knower of the arts, a learner of the arts, or a classroom that engages stu-
dents through the arts? What socially constructed sense of the world does the learner,
teacher, and researcher bring to the study and teaching of the arts?

ARTS LEARNING AND DISPOSITIONS

In both of the previous sections, the assumption was that the individual has certain
dispositions that invite engagement in the arts. In this section, we focus on thinking,
social, and emotional dispositions as contexts for arts learning. In considering good think-
ing as more than cognitive ability and skill, it is equally important to address questions
of motivation, social and emotional well-being, and attitudes. We are then able to deter-
mine how judgments are made about the value of different issues as people approach
thinking, whether and how they make choices about their approach(es), and how they
move from a state of superficial interest and thinking to more deepened analysis, includ-
ing questioning, reflection, and inquiry about nuanced problems and issues.

The concepts of thinking, social, and emotional behaviors take on a more com-
plex and interesting meaning when they are considered as dispositions. It is this idea
of dispositionality, of tendencies or inclinations toward patterns of behavior, that
allows us to learn more both about the processes of thinking and the interrelation-
ships between thinking, emotional (as part of personality) engagement, and social
engagement and about how learners build on and implement learnings in different
settings, under different conditions or circumstances, and with different outcomes
(i.e., with outcomes being more than a single, correct response or a simple, desired
result). Much of this view of dispositionality coheres with ideas about writing and
literacy processes, inquiry and reflective practice, and critical thinking and reinforces
the significance of questioning, worldviews, values, and uncovering of essential
beliefs (Costa & Kallick, 2000). In this way, the discussions are extended beyond
notions of metacognition, theory of mind, or habits of mind to identify the goal of
learning—to unmask pathways to the goal, expectations and changes in expectations
along different pathways, and uses for learning for multiple purposes. Learning for a
given task is not finite; rather, it is open, continuous, and complex—salient features
of life-long learning, learning across the life cycle, and life-course development
(Gadsden, 1999).

In education, thinking is often taken for granted. At the same time, understand-
ing is seen as critical to learning, and critical thinking is seen as a goal of schooling.

Downloaded from http://rre.aera.net at University of Canterbury Library on August 19,


http://rre.sagepub.com

44 Review of Research in Education, 32

However, as Tishman and Andrade (1995) suggest in their writing on thinking dis-
positions, one can have the ability to think critically and not be disposed to thinking
critically. Another less illustrative example focuses on children, adolescents, and col-
lege-age students who can read but do not—a long-standing and unresolved question
in the study of literacy. Thus, what is necessary is a stronger grasp on how people
learn, when, how, and under what conditions they are disposed to learning, uncover-
ing an issue, and engaging in critical analysis.

There are many areas (traditional and contemporary) that the work on dispositions
might inform more directly and effectively in the arts and education, five of which
include our understanding of (a) persistence—how it develops and is revised with
time, the conditions and contexts that foster it, and the factors that militate against it;
(b) creativity, its unfolding, and its applications; (c) language, literacy, and math;
(d) self-regulation, approaches to learning, and learning behaviors; and (e) students’
development of critical reflection and introspection, particularly as these relate to
empathy and understanding others. A major area of focus in which this work might
be examined is in relationship to different groups of learners—for example, hearing-
impaired children or autistic children—and to the act and processes of instruction
itself, an area that Frye and Ziv (2005) and others have addressed. Another area
of considerable importance is a focus on students’ understanding, uncovering, and
manipulation of complex issues of access and justice, for example, the kinds of issues
that might be addressed in questions of racial privacy, its relationship to ethnic and
cultural identity, and discussions of race and racial discrimination; students’ aversive
racism (McGillicuddy-De Lisi, Daly, & Neal, 2006); and related issues of human
experience within a range of literary and scientific genres.

RESEARCH DISCOURSES ON LEARNING
AND THE ARTS IN EDUCATION

What do we mean by arts learning? Are we referring to building students’ knowl-
edge about different art forms? Are our aims about helping students to think like
artists and understand their motivations; the broader realm of the arts, culture, and
art work; performance and performative acts; or visual and media texts? Or, are we
attempting to address the complex role of arts engagement in children’s cognitive
development and academic achievement? Eisner’s (2002) chapter on visions and
versions in arts education addresses some of these issues and highlights some of the
prevailing tensions and possibilities in the field, including the quandary about cog-
nition and the impact of the arts on children’s academic achievement. A critical
analysis by Dartnall (2002) also seeks to reveal connections between creativity and
cognition, whereas others, such as Thornton (2002), raise questions about learning
in the context of creativity and the degree to which learning speaks to the task, not
the process.

The cognitive and social dimensions of learning have been a source of tension but
not only in relationship to the arts (see Pellegrino, Chudowsky, & Glaser, 2001). One
source of the tension in the arts and education stems from isolation of cognitive and
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social dimensions and concerns about the lack of strong designs and impact data to
determine the efficacy of the arts in classrooms. Another is the result of a tendency for
those concerned with these measures to conflate evidence of cognitive change with
change in children’s academic performance in the foundational areas (see commen-
tary and response by Eisner, 2002, and Catterall, 2002). There are data to suggest that
a relationship exists between students’ engagement in the arts—as learner and per-
former—and their engagement in learning and school (Rauscher, 2003). There are
also qualitative data that show change in the kind of engagement, for example, stu-
dents’ creation of visual texts and digital renderings and performances as well as their
ability and willingness to write about their changing identities, their life experiences,
and their neighborhoods and to reconnect with the enterprise of learning (Fisher,
2004, 2006; Vasudevan, 20006).

Haney, Russell, and Bebell (2004) provide an interesting compilation of works in
which students” drawings are used to document change and to enact change. Their
analysis points to the importance of children’s drawings as a medium of research. For
example, they note that in times of war and crisis, “children’s drawings have fre-
quently been recognized as offering a unique window on events and their meaning”
(p. 241 ). However, as they argue, educational research has generally not paid serious
attention to the ways in which children’s school art can be used for this purpose. Chil-
dren’s school art also tells us something about the children—who they are, the con-
texts and issues that are most prominent, and the ways in which learning in the
classroom can interrupt potentially debilitating tensions and build on the strengths
outside of the classroom (Gadsden, 2006).

In a 2004 report, The Arts and Education: New Opportunities for Research, con-
ducted in collaboration with the Arts Education Partnership (2004), the editors note
that reliable information is “unavailable about student access to arts instruction, about
current and predicted availability of qualified teachers, and about student perfor-
mance” (p. 28). They examine cognition within the realm of multiple forms of expres-
sion but also speak to the importance of studying the arts in relationship to personal
and social development, community democracy and civil society, and teaching and
learning environments. Among the areas of study that they highlight in relationship to
the arts and artistic expression are language and literacy, the arts in young children, and
the arts and the transfer of learning. They also note that considerable attention has
focused on the arts and the transfer of learning, with some specialists expressing con-
cern that a one-to-one correlation between the arts and academic achievement will
make the role of the arts in schools even more vulnerable. For example, as part of their
review of 188 reports on the arts, Winner and Hetland (2000) argue that the arts
would quickly lose their position if significant academic improvement does not result.
They found 275 effect sizes, with three areas having the most reliable causal links:
(a) listening to music and spatial-temporal reasoning, (b) learning to play music and
spatial reasoning, and (c) classroom drama and verbal skills.

The concerns about narrow views of transfer are addressed, in a particularly
poignant way, by Bransford and Schwartz (1999), who write, “A belief in transfer lies

Downloaded from http://rre.aera.net at University of Canterbury Library on August 19,


http://rre.sagepub.com

46 Review of Research in Education, 32

at the heart of our educational system” (p. 61). Bransford and Schwartz point to the
disenchantment with the transfer literature, for example, work by Lave and Wenger
(1991), Greeno (1998), and Wertsch (1998) on situative cognition, as well as ques-
tions raised in more traditional analyses of cognition (e.g., Detterman & Sternberg,
1993). Drawing heavily on work by Broudy (1977) on “knowing with,” the authors
make a case for a focus on “preparation for learning,” citing the possibilities that exist
for understanding the active nature of transfer and for providing perspectives on the
arts and the humanities. They similarly make a case for possibilities of understanding
learning by understanding and knowing about the lived experiences of learners, lived
experiences that they suggest can be enriched by a study of the arts and the humani-
ties. Bransford and Schwartz’s expansion of Broudy’s work offers a critical perspective
not only on how we study learning but also how we understand change and progress
in learning. As they write, “The arts and humanities offer a framework for interpreting
experiences and helping people develop a more coherent worldview” (p. 85) and note
that “the activities that prepare people for static tests may be different from those that
best prepare them for future learning” (p. 93).

In highlighting the value of lived experiences and the potential for the study of
the arts and the humanities, Bransford and Schwartz (1999) reinforce anecdotal
reports and empirical studies alike that focus on the role of the arts in providing a
venue for children in vulnerable situations or at risk for hardship. 7he Arts and Edu-
cation (Arts Education Partnership, 2004) described earlier also focuses on the need
to examine the arts in relationship to social and personal development, for example,
arts learning and self-identity, arts learning and persistence and resilience, and arts
learning and social skills. The focus on persistence and resilience are of particular
interest in relationship to children placed at risk. Although our knowledge of the
range of risk, vulnerability, and hardship has increased in education and we are pay-
ing more attention to the intersections of child well-being and child welfare, we con-
tinue to grapple with questions of how to respond to the needs of children coming
from diverse home settings, many of which are unstable, or who are experiencing
personal turmoil. Research by L. Burton (2007), on adultification of children, where
young children take on the responsibilities and personas of adults in the household,
and by Spencer (2006), on resilience among high school youth, are but a couple of
poignant studies of how students persist. These and other studies might well beg the
question of whether and how the arts contribute to children’s persistence and
resilience in schooling—willingness and desire to persist in a setting in which many
find incongruous with their lives (see also Cauce, Stewart, Rodriguez, Cochran, &
Ginzler, 2003; Garmezy, 1993; Rutter, 1996).

If we were designing a study to understand the experience of and measurable change
for children in such settings, we may find that many of them, because of their partici-
pation in the arts, come to school more often, get better grades, and/or graduate from
high school. If we could peel away other possible influences (e.g., life-altering expe-
riences, parent involvement, and academic epiphanies), we would have a measure,
though not a precise one, of the effects of the arts on the students’ behavior and their
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achievement. However, what we would mostly have is a measure of a relationship
between participation and achievement, but not the nature of the participation, leav-
ing us to determine whether the arts or some other part of the learner’s experience may
account for change.

One study consistently cited as an example of evidence of the effects of the arts on
achievement, and a source of controversy, is Rauscher et al.’s (1997) experimental
study on the effects of music on young adults’ spatial task performance. The authors
found that students’ performance on the spatial task improved after listening to
Mozart compared with when they were exposed to relaxation music or silence. Work
by Rauscher et al. (1997) represents some of the tensions and concerns about an
emphasis on the arts in which the sole focus is on transfer of the arts to other cogni-
tive domains. Some argue that the goal of the arts is not to ensure transfer but that
inherent to the arts and processes associated with them are a kind of engagement with
the environment that prepares children to observe carefully the world around them,
make sound decisions, and engage in both abstract and concrete thinking. Moreover,
the argument is that the arts play to the imagination and images in ways that are often
lost in many current-day academic practices.

NEW KNOWLEDGE BASES FOR TEACHING AND LEARNING

The arts may be offered as individual courses or integrated into foundational courses
that allow for learners and teachers to focus on representation. Representation, however,
may serve multiple purposes; for example, in reports of fieldwork, researchers represent
the renderings of their informants. As in the use of representation in the classroom, the
learner is manipulating images and transactions of ideas, beliefs, practices, and ways of
seeing the world that may cohere or differ dramatically from those of his or her peers.
Learning, then, is both an individual act and a social act that draws on personal experi-
ence and social context.

There is agreement that the arts engage multiple skills and abilities rather than a
set of discrete skills. They provide young people with authentic learning experiences
that engage their minds, hearts, and bodies. Several of the strengths of the arts are
described in the 1999 report Champions of Change (Fiske, 1999), which lists several
shared perspectives emanating from studies conducted by well-known scholars and
serves as a good framework to discuss a range of other issues in the study of the arts.
The document suggests that the arts reach youth who are not otherwise reached,
including those who are disengaged from schools and social institutions in the com-
munity and those at risk for hardship and alienation. A significant portion of this
work focuses on learners in low-income, minority, oppressed communities—youth
who are often labeled hardest to reach (D. P. Wolf, 2000).

The arts for these groups of youth often resemble traditional forms of engage-
ment but are as likely if not more likely to take up new art forms that connect
images, texts, music, and technologies in different ways. The activities in which students
are engaged may take place in school or, more poignantly, after school in programs
held on school sites or in community institutions. Much of this work is to be found
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in literacy studies that bring to the surface the ways in which youth in difficult situa-
tions draw on their realities to demonstrate both problems and possibilities in the
environments in which they live, that are friendly to them, and that often make them
vulnerable. They are as likely to be located in discussions of popular culture, which
has become the luminous example of bridging the global and local and the border
crossings of class, race, and gender of youth and youth cultures.

Fisher’s work (2004, 2006) on open mike in an Oakland, California, book store
points to the opportunities afforded to children and adults through intergenerational
activities that present their spoken art. Likewise, her work describing the written texts
of high school students in New York City demonstrates the ways in which students,
typically marginalized, assert an agentive self and in so doing create a valuable art form.
Jocson (in press) examines students’ use of digital literacies and the ways in which their
sense of self unfolds. A core of emerging scholars, such as Stovall (2006) and Alim
(2002), focuses directly on hip-hop and its strength as a medium and mediator for
youth at risk. The concept of popular culture, Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2005)
would suggest, is the everyday social experience of marginalized students as they con-
front, make sense of, and contend with social institutions such as schools, the mass
media, corporations, and governments. What these young researchers share is a keen
understanding of the issues facing youth, many of them vacillating between multiple
worlds similar to the experiences of the researchers. Each situates the issues within
social and contextual processes to help us understand the individual and shared needs
and possibilities as well as the ways in which they transform life experience into art,
taking on, through lyrics and multi-images, institutions that fail them with vengeance
and those that support them with skepticism. As Kress (2003) points out, such modal
transformations are central in understanding education and learning from a multi-
modal perspective.

Wissman’s (2005) work with high school girls offers another example of liter-
acy engagement that might be considered art. Using photographs, taken by the
students over time, and their written and oral interpretations of these pictures, the
students created new forms of visual art and text (Eisner, 2002). Wissman (re)presents
intersections between and among the literacy practices and strengths of the adolescent
gitls, diverse cultural and social dimensions of their school and out-of-school lives,
and the role of identity formation and revision. In studying the literacy and artistic
practices of her students, she enhances, through students’ personal expression and aca-
demic texts, our understanding of narratives as complex both in their purpose and in
the identities they reveal. Drawing on a practitioner-inquiry methodological frame,
she positions the issues of the students’ self-perceptions and disclosures within the
context of their school experiences. She then highlights otherwise understudied issues
related to the experiences of girls in this context and makes the issues of their selthood
and their emerging, newly visioned, reshaped identities as part of how we understand
and construct the cultural and gendered lives of students—specifically young women
of color—in our research questions, studies, and pedagogy. Moreover, her work gives
us a new way of seeing their experience (Eisner, 2002).
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Brooks (2007) is engaged in similarly compelling work in which she examines the
ways that adolescent girls in an urban setting read and interpret “street-lit” or street fic-
tion novels as well as canonized young adult fiction. Here, she demonstrates the ways
in which traditional art forms of fiction writing are being modified and how inner-city
youth are taking up these works to become engaged in formal school curricula and to
sustain their interests. She appropriately denotes both the rise in the focus on street-lit
as a form of student engagement and the multiplicity of interpretations and applica-
tions that students make. She posits that adolescents examining of different genres is
essential to engagement in the concepts, acts, events, and processes of literacy learning.
Thus, she seeks to understand how and why students access different genres, how they
read them, and how their interactions with them are translated into their experiences
as learners within school. Appropriately, she draws from several areas of theory,
research, and practice—an important and well-crafted mix of critical areas of inquiry—
in an effort to create an expansive conceptual framework.

This and related work, such as Dyson’s (2003) The Brothers and Sisters Learn to
Write: Popular Literacies in Childhood and School Cultures, build on and are distin-
guished from other recent writings and studies on contemporary literary genres in
their clear focus on the ways in which students engage with multiple types of texts
for the purposes of meaning making intellectually, academically, and personally. The
issues that the research aims to address and the methodological approaches must
respond to the increasingly apparent need to consider a range of data collection and
analytic venues to understand the complex questions of student access, engagement,
and negotiation in literacy. Despite considerable work in the past few years on liter-
acy and various forms of contemporary genres, many of the issues that are raised con-
tinue to be contested domains of work, requiring us to expand and revisit our research
and assumptions about cultural practices, gendered experiences, and student engage-
ment. The range of this research offers broad perspectives on the ways that students
take up through their reading what anthropologists such as Rex (1996) refer to as the
tensions between public and private.

Unique across researchers whose work focuses on youth culture and schooling is
the reality that schools do not take, have not taken, or have not been able to take
advantage of the school setting itself as a place of creativity for new art forms. They
are more likely to occur in structured and unstructured community programs (Heath,
2001; Hull & Nelson, 2005), after-school programs (Heath, 2001), and informal
gatherings within communities. What is distinctive about the art produced is that it
draws from multiple traditions, from Western genres of music and orality to story-
telling associated with the Black diaspora. However, although much of this work
addresses the needs of youth in low-income, minority homes and families, they are
not isolated from the needs and problems facing youth in general. As Heath (2001)
notes, there is an institutional gap that is resulting in a range of negative experiences
and effects for children in school. Unlike youth of the past, who did not have access
to the multimedia and technologies now available, these youth have access to the
vagaries of institutional promises, failed efforts, and inequities of access and support.
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What the studies on youth also share is the effective use of strong fieldwork, quali-
tative approaches, and interpretive lenses that privilege the experience that they observe
while making public the limitations of the researchers as outsiders to this experience.
The data from them demonstrate change in the language, problem solving, writing,
and social-emotional lives of students. What the studies lack in large samples they offer
in the depth, texture, and step-by-step chronicling of the experience of youth, whom
Heath (2001) describes as invisible but whom I have also felt are a kind of academic
throwaway. I have been struck, for example, in my own work with children of incar-
cerated parents, most of whom are children of color and all of whom come from low-
income and working-class families, that the same opportunities to engage in the arts
available to their imprisoned fathers are not available in the neighborhoods where the
children live or in many of the schools that they attend. Programs such as those pre-
sented by Heath and Roach (1999), Catterall and Waldorf (2000), D. P. Wolf (2000),
and others offer both opportunities for youth to engage in the arts and enhance their
cognitive abilities and places of respite for them to reveal themselves through artistry.

A recent volume edited by Hill and Vasudevan (in press) asks a salient question:
What is at stake when media texts play a central role in teaching and learning processes?
This question could be posed for a range of new ideas, concepts, and practices in edu-
cation, particularly, those related to students’ literacy engagement. However, for media,
as a long-standing literary and performance genre, this question takes on and takes up
a special poignancy because of the relatively limited ways media have been used in class-
rooms and by teachers and the (dis)comforts that they create. Such (dis)comforts are as
likely as not to result from the new knowledge required of teachers to understand the
multiple possibilities of media and media use in classrooms and media’s situatedness
in new technologies and modalities, whether accessing the evening news through
MSNBC, peering into the hip-hop generation, or producing digital media.

In the same volume, authors respond to two other questions. First, the editors ask,
What possibilities exist for engaging school learning differently when media and
media texts are part of the learning fabric? Jocson (in press), in this volume, skillfully
connects traditional ways of engaging students in poetry with state-of-the-art media
approaches to expressing self. Hence, she complicates the idea of learning in isolation
and the practices associated with teaching by positioning teachers’ own learning and
ways of seeing the world as a contested and public space for teachers and others to
question. In my own pedagogy and work with teachers, I have found the processes of
uncovering our own experiences as learners and intentions as teachers to be among
the most challenging and enriching activities if we hope to make learning more trans-
parent and the structures in which learning takes place less daunting for students. Joc-
son’s work demonstrates the ways in which media push the boundaries of teacher
knowledge to highlight transformations in teachers’ learning and the strengths of
using digital media to transform. The meticulous nature of her inquiry and the
process of using digital media require teachers to wrestle with a range of complex
issues in teaching—for example, race, class, gender, culture, sexuality, and difference
in general—and difficult social problems—for example, crime, child abuse, policy
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harassment, homelessness, and poverty; to map these against other real-world prob-
lems facing students, families, and communities; and to use them as forays into
discourses about and action that promotes social transformation.

Second, Hill and Vasudevan (in press) raise questions about the types of relation-
ships that are enabled and constrained as a consequence of the recognized presence of
media and media texts (see also Staples, in press). The salient issue in this question is
not simply media and media texts but the inextricability of current foci on media as
learning and teaching contexts, texts, and tools to support youth. Meacham (2003),
through his work with inner-city youth, using hip-hop as a musical genre and media
as a primary venue, raises a similar issue, arguing that any response requires a focus on
youth themselves. Through this research, he allows us to coexamine situated learning,
students’ engagement in school and transitions, and critique and revisioning of exist-
ing epistemologies and pedagogies. It is no surprise that even now, research and peda-
gogical activities on media take place primarily outside of regular school hours, as an
addendum to sanctioned teaching activities, in after-school or alternative programs.

Media and the uses of media as scripted, performative, and personalized text have
been at the heart of cutting-edge work in the field of literacy and education more
broadly, particularly in the study of inner-city African American and Latino youth.
The focus on media in the 1980s and 1990s was simply not the same as it is in 2007,
as scholars of media, communications, education, and the social sciences find them-
selves uniquely linked to each other in the ideation, development, and implementation
of different media forms and as teachers and students use these media as modes of self-
expression, identity formation and revision, and personal and academic representation.

The work of the authors in the Hill and Vasudevan volume (in press) suggests that
media images are at one and the same time narrowly defined and multifaceted, depend-
ing on the observer, and that by expanding historically accepted genres in literacy and
learning, they invite students to develop and reconfigure literacy practices and behaviors
and to create “media text” (Staples, in press). In particular, the focus of the work by newer
scholars described earlier on middle and high school students recognizes the significance
of adolescence as a particularly complex developmental period of youth, during which
students use a range of intellectual abilities, negotiate emerging personal identities, and
seek intellectual guidance and support to grasp and grapple with difficult issues.

Youth draw on and revise existing language and linguistic genres to construct their
own language(s) and linguistic codes and to make choices about whether and how they
enter or remove themselves from the familiar and the strange, irrespective of whether
these sit in local or larger spaces. Media, messages of media, and the stories from media
are critical to youth’s engagement in the acts, events, and processes of learning. Thus,
questions about how and why students access different forms of media, how they read
media and the academic and personal texts that result, and how students’ interactions
with different forms of media in settings outside of school are translated into school
experiences persist as complex terrains of study and interpretation.

The work on media offers a compelling and well-grounded argument for examin-
ing digital production within the context of situated learning, the agentive self, and
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methodological frameworks that acknowledge the performance of media, the space
they create for learners to explore meaning and symbolic images, and the layering of
the meaning that results (Denzin, 1997; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Alvarez,
2001; Hull, 2004; Hull & Katz, 2006; Lave & Wenger1991; Mahiri, 2004; Rogoff,
1990). Readers of this work immediately recognize these frameworks and ways of
thinking about the questions, approaches to studying them, and interpretive lenses
used to understand them as familiar and appropriate. Research in the arts and educa-
tion (Eisner, 2002; Greene, 1995), arts and literacy (Bach, 1998), and media and lit-
eracy (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2005; Gee, 1992; Morrell, 2002; Staples, 2005)
have taken on the intersections of the cultural, social, and cognitive dimensions of
learning and the ways in which youth form, inform, and revise traditional genres of
thought on literacy while engaging and being engaged by newer forms, created and
defined by youth themselves.

This work is complemented by an emerging body of international research dis-
cussions often focused on traditional genres (e.g., in Israel, Africa, and Asia) and
addressing particularly complex issues of resources (e.g., in India and Australia). For
example, Flolu (2000), focusing on music education and visual arts in Ghana, offers
an informative commentary on education policy and the absence of a philosophy of
arts education (see also Mans, 2000). Research already described in Sweden and Eng-
land, as well as work in Australia and Asia, focuses on media. United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)-supported symposia in
Australia, Hong Kong, and New Delhi reinforce the increasing attention and signifi-
cance attached to this often-overlooked area of education (UNESCO, 2005).

ARTS AND EDUCATION: CLOSING
CONSIDERATIONS AND POSSIBILITIES

This chapter used a social-cultural-contextual framework to examine issues in the
study of the arts and education. It sought to address questions about the role that
research on the arts has played and can play to uncover the real and potential contri-
butions of the arts to and in education. A fundamental premise of the chapter is that
the present is a particularly important moment to build on past work and to build a
future, coherent body of research that complicates and improves the ways in which
we create educational theory, conduct educational research, enhance practice, and
deepen our understanding of learning and the arts. Perhaps more than any other area
of study in education, the arts successfully merge the old and new, traditional and
avant-garde, local and global, mainstream and cutting-edge. However, like other areas
of inquiry, whether and how the arts are integrated into curricula may be tied to issues
of power, cultural practices, and personal and political dispositions.

The arguments for the arts are situated within several different discourses, for exam-
ple, those that focus on the arts for the sake of the arts (i.e., children’s lives are expanded
through exposure to the arts) and those that seek to give it credibility within the stan-
dards and high-stakes testing arenas. These foci are not always or necessarily polar oppo-
sites, however; that is, those who appear to sit in one camp may well sit, depending on
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the circumstances, in another. One might argue, then, that the problem is not in the
polemics but in the circumstances and demands set forth through policies that create
the polemics in the first place. On the other hand, a considerable amount of the
discourse on the arts and education is located in polemics, not unlike the points—
counterpoints between qualitative and quantitative research or between the sciences
and the humanities. This type of divide in the arts is augmented and further made
problematic when the arts are constructed as oppositional to science.

The different sections of this review were designed to address the major themes
that run through conceptualizations and discussions of innovative classroom prac-
tices. Not surprisingly, most of the writing, particularly writing about work in the
United States, laments cutbacks in government and policy support for programs.
Articles written about efforts abroad, including the UNESCO and Australia Coun-
cil for the Arts Compendium project and symposia held in Asia, often demonstrate
several similarities to the United States in the type and nature of problems regarding
funding. More active discussions, such as Spain’s controversy about whether art edu-
cation should be more oriented toward the fine arts or toward craft, highlight the
question of what counts as the arts. However, recent efforts suggest that some shifts
are occurring and need to be sustained at federal and state levels of government.

What is consistent through the materials reviewed for the chapter is their discus-
sion of the potential for the arts to be used more integratively in curricula and made
an active part of the preparation of teachers. Other works argue that the problem lies
in our failure to deconstruct the multiple dimensions of the arts, particularly as new
genres emerge. The critical questions, then, in considering what counts as knowledge
and how it is generated are centered, in part, on questions of how to study, hence pre-
serve, historically valued genres such as visual arts and music performance while cre-
ating the necessary space for more contemporary and future-sensitive approaches.

The question of what counts as art and the arts is also addressed through the focus
on new technologies and genres, some of which have made dramatic leaps within a
short time, for example, in digital teaching, multimedia, and technology. None of us
could have imagined the ways in which new genres might have expanded the arts: mul-
timodality, diverse musical and literary genres that are attempting to uncover both
process and product, and new twists on old genres such as storytelling that provide
us with opportunities to understand the learner and build better learning environ-
ments. Moreover, these new trends in the arts and the research that is being con-
ducted expand the reach of who is studied, with what facility and results, and with
what emergence of new knowledge.

The focus on the arts and education suggests several lines of inquiry, many of which
are discussed in documents such as The Arts and Education (Arts Education Partnership,
2004). Not unlike that document, the present chapter points to a need to examine crit-
ically multiple methodological approaches that draw on a range of disciplines—from the
humanities, using historical and literary genres, to the social sciences, using empirical
(quantitative and qualitative or ethnographic) methods. In other words, much of
what we need to know about the arts and its place in education and schooling will
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only be understood by considering the diversity of approaches available and the diver-
sity of the contexts and people who will be engaged in the arts. Changes in technol-
ogy and in “who” constitutes schools, the communities of artists, and art forms
require that we revisit, possibly revise, our conceptualizations of art and, by extension,
our views of education.

Existing work on the arts and education would be enhanced by an expansion and
deepening of conceptual and theoretical analyses, particularly, work that demonstrates
the historical and interdisciplinary nature of inquiry in the arts. Within this work,
more targeted analyses are needed on the role of the arts in promoting social justice and
democracy. The issues have reemerged as scholars from different disciplines demon-
strate the ways in which the arts have become increasingly a site for intellectual and
social activism (see Eisner, 2000; Levine, 2007).

Given the relatively narrow focus of research on the arts and education, our temp-
tation is to provide a long list of options. In fact, the list of possibilities is long but not
equally accessible in the short term. There are some areas in which there has already
been important work in the past decade and that concurrently need to be broadened.
Hence, there were difficult decisions to be made about the content of a review such as
this. Issues in one of these areas—the role of the arts in learning and teaching among
children living in poverty and placed at risk for school failure—are embedded in all the
sections of the chapter, particularly in discussions of programs designed for students at
risk. These areas suggest a need for (re)newed examination of the role of the arts and
student persistence and resilience. A second core of important work not discussed as a
separate area of study is the range of international studies and commentaries, includ-
ing a recently edited volume by Bresler (2007). There are several other impressive bod-
ies of work on multimodality that are emerging in Europe (Rostvall & West, 2006a,
2006b), studies of the arts and education in Asia (UNESCO, 2005), and work that
questions the disjuncture between teachers” knowledge of students’ cultures and stu-
dents’ native artistry (Belver, Ullan, & Acaso, 2005).

In addition, research that examines the meaning of arts learning and how such
learning is experienced by diverse learners would contribute to new lines of inquiry
that have attempted to take up these issues in teaching, teacher education, teacher
inquiry, and classroom practice. Such work would extend questions posed on cogni-
tion and the arts, with some researchers (e.g., Schwartz, Bransford & Sears, 2005)
noting that traditional studies of transfer often limit themselves to direct application
of theories that use tests of “sequestered problem solving.”

Last, research that examines the relationship that exists between culture and the arts
would lend an especially critical dimension to the broad questions of schooling, the
particular issues of classroom practice and student engagement, and the role of social
contexts (such as families and communities) in shaping, nurturing, and supporting
students’ engagement. In areas such as literacy, we know that such social contexts and
the cultural experiences within them contribute in ways that we have yet to understand
fully in students’ learning. The arts—neither the panacea to ameliorate all that trou-
bles us in education nor the beacon of all possibility—offer us a lens through which to
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examine long-standing questions, provocative ways to (re)consider creativity, opportu-
nity to reimagine engagement, and a renewed sense of possibility that can lead us to
the formation of new epistemologies.

NOTE

'In much of the earlier work, authors use a range of descriptors to refer to what is described
here as the arts and education and the arts in education.
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