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Abst r act

This paper is an overviewof social perspectives of art education.  These per -
spectives include, but are not linnted to, a concern wth issues ad inerac-

tions of gender, race d@hidty, sead aietaion spedd aility, ad aher

body identities and cultures; soci ceconomics, political conditions, conmuni -
ties, ad natural and hunanl y-nade environnents, including virtua environ-

nents. | focus here on the common ground anong the perspectives which
isbesed onthe covictionthat the visud arts arevitd todl societies ad thet

representaions of art in education shou d seek to reveal its conplexity, dwe -

gty, ad inegd cutua location. These perspectives represent the |ived

neanings of art and arts conmunities through, for exanple, change in cur -

ricuum colaborative instructionad nethods, and conmnity action. Social
reconstructionist versions of these perspectives are a so founded on the
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belief that art education can nake a difference in student understand ng of
and action in the world and that, that difference can enrich and inprove
sod life

Soci al Perspectives of At Education: Teachi ng Visud
Qul ture in a Denocracy

This paper is an overview o socid perspective o at education It isndt a
citige bu nethe canit be neurd. Riher, it is a synpathetic description
of weat | believe to be sone of the inportant conditions, characteristics, ad
purposes of these perspectives inand of the fidd

The task of describing these perspectives is difficut because so nany
socia perspectives exist. These perspectives include, but are nat linnted to,
a concern wth issues and interacti ons of gender, race ehidty, sexd aien-
tain sedd dility, and other body identities and cultures; soci oeconont
ics, pditicad conditions, comunities, and natural and hunanl y- nade envi -
ronnents, including virtual environnents. The common ground anong t hese
perspectives is that they are based on the conviction that the visud arts are
vitd to dl societies and that representations of art in educati on shou d seek
toreved its copledty, dwsty, ad inegyd cutwd locaion These per -
spectives represent the lived neanings of art and arts conmuni ties through,
for exanple, change in curricuum cadlaborative instructional nethods, and
communi ty action. Socia reconstructionist versions of these perspectives
are dso fouded on the belief that art education can nake a dfference in
student understand ng of and actioninthe world and thet, that difference can
arichadinroe soid life

| do not clamto speak for the nany art educat ors who approach art and
art education as a socid endeavar and | camnot do justice to each of these
various perspectives. It is not ny intention to devise categories of perspec-
tives o ddineate dstinctions between them FRaher, | amnore concerned
wth the task of understanding what they have in common and why art edu-
caors naintain socid perspectives. S, | wll sinply try to describe sone
gererd characteristics and exdan vy | beieve that socid perspectives of
art education are just good art educati on.

This paper hes three parts. Frst, | wll sumarize Wit | believe to be
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influetid theoreticd foundetions of these perspectives. Second, | wil briefly
dscuss rdated histaicd ad recet devd gonerts in the fidd  Third, | wil
reflect on sone of the recent changes in visud cutue that led ne to ny

saci a  perspective.

Denocratic Art Education: Sone Theoretical
Foundat i ons

The visud ats, inasese hdptonake lifevarthliving They endde us to
create, force us to think, provide us wth new possibilities and dlow us to
reisit ddidess. It is atistic freedom--- that is the fresdomto ceste ad
have access to those nind-expandi ng ideas and objects --- that perhaps
best illustrates denacratic thought. A atine wen denocracy is being chal -
lenged by even our own policy-nakers, the protection of art and art educa-
tioninsocia instituios is becomng increasingy inportarnt.

Qe of the nost often quoted statenents ever witten by an Anerican is
the fdlonrg

We hd d these Truls to be sdf -evidet, that dl [pegd € ae created
equal, that they are endoved by their Geator wth certan udien-
ade Rgts, that anong these are Life, Liberty, ad the Pusit o
Happi ness.

The begi nning of the second paragraph of the Lhited Sates Gnstitution
(wth ny snal| adgptation) states the reason thet the visud arts and art edu-
cation are necessary in a denocracy. If ve viewart ad at education as
adstonaking life neeningfu, as reflections of liberty, and as neans through
whi ch peopl e might pursue a constructive formof happi ness, at edecaionis
ascdgditicd at.

The social perspectives | discuss are, a root, forns of denocrati c educa-
tion--- that is, they concern the vays in which teaching art can pronote dem
ocratic thought and action. A least four genera foundati ons underpin these
perspectives: d a broadening of the donain of art education, b) ashift inthe
enphasi s of teaching fromfornal i stic concerns to the construction of nean-
ing, c) the inportance of sociad cotexts to that construction, and d) a new
defintion of and enphasi s on critique
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Visual Qulture: Broadeni ng the Donai n

The central thene of postnodern debates, especialy in the formexenplified
by the vork of Frederic Janeson (1984, 1991), has been that a shift in the
cutural sphere---above dl, the energence of an a | -enconpassing visua cul -
tue--has fudanental |y transforned the nature of poitica dscourse socid
ineaation adcdtud idatity. VMsud cdtueis epading as is the redm
o the visild ats. It indukes fire at, tdeaision filmad video, coqpuier
technol ogy, fashion photography, advertising, and so on. The increasi ng
pervasi veness of such forns of visua cuture, and the freedomwth which
these farns cross traditiod borders, can be seen in the use o fine at in
advertising, realistic conputer generated characters in filns, and video
nuseumexhi bi ti ons.

In part, freedomin a contenporary denocracy is reflected precisely
through the vays in vhich the visud ats cross traditiod artistic ad socid
boundaries. Fo example atists recycle gendered ideds. Hstaicdly, the
fine arts have been replete wth idedized representations of gender. Bt
now, through contenporary visual culture translations (nany of which are
rooted in fine at depictions), those idedistic regresetations are sdd wth
products that promse to give peode qualities of theideds. These idedized
i nages have cone to represent the dualismassociated wth, on the one
hand, the indvidudismand artistic freedomadf the avat -garde and, on the
other hand, the pervasi veness of gender stereotypes that only the visud arts
can nake possible. W seethis didismin for exanple, cahing pefune,
and cosnetic advertisenents suggesting that buying a product wll nake us
nreindvidd, wilefitting us better inothe stereatype

It isnat oly the mx o visid cutud fans thet wil shgpe at education
in the new century, but the intergraphica connections between them Fao
exanple, the advertisenents discussed in the previous paragraph are per -
heps nare closdy rdaed to histarica, fine at reresentati ons of beaty than
to cotenporary redities. It is the conceptud ad physicd interactios o
various inages, forns of inagery, and their neanings, that are the essence
d thevisd ats.

Formand the Interpretati on of Mani ng
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The variety and comections between different forng of visual cutuwe in the
postnodern age leads us to the second foundation of social perspectives,
wichis the shift inenphasis fromnainy fornalistic concerns to interpreta-
tions of neaning Wile neaning has dways been vita to art, it has not
avays been reflected as so in education. Instead, curricu umhas focused
on formand technica skill, as opposed to content. As John Devey wote in
1916 in Denocracy and Educati on:

It is frequently stated that a person learns by nerely having the
qualities of things inpressed upon his nind through the gatevay of
the senses. Having received a store of sensory i npressi ons, asso-
ciation or sone poner of nental synthesis is supposed to coni ne
theminto ideas - into things wth a neaning... The difference
between an adjustnent to a physical stimilus and a nental act is
that thelater invdves responsetoathinginits neaning the forner
does nat...Wen things have a neaning to us, we nean (intend,
propose) what we do: when they do not, we act blindy, uncon-
sciasly, uintdligatly. (itdicsintheaigrd, p 2

Atist Ben Shahn (1957), an art educators wth a socia perspective,
explained the prodemin re aion to teachi ng

Inthe mdst of our discussion one of the students val ked up to ne
adsad M. San, | ddnt cone here to learn philosophy. |
vant tolearn howto paint. | asked himwhi ch one of the one hun-
dred and forty styles he vanted to learn, and ve began to estadlish,
roughly, a sort of understand ng

| codd teach mhowto mix cdors, or howto nanipu ae als or

tenpera or watercolor. Bi | certany codd nat teach hmany style

o parting- a lesst | vesnt gonmgto. Syle taoday is the shge of

one s neanings. It is devel oped wth an aesthetic viewand a set o

inetios. It isndt the hovd panting bu the wy. (itdicsintke

aigrd, p 123

It is nosuprise then that theary grounded in the construction of socid
neaning has had an inpact on socia perspectives of art education. As a
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resut, the influence o herneneutics, arignaly the study of neaning inter -
preted fromscripture, has been a the roat of noch of this theory. Qhe the-
ories on vhich socia perspectives have been grounded have energed from
for exanple, paitic science, economcs, socidogy, anthropo ogy, lirgigics
and philosophy, as well as the arts. These range fromneo-Mrxi smto post -
structurdism | canot do justice to a description of each theoreticd frane-
vork here, but an exanple of the shift in thinking about interpretation can
serve toillustrae sone o the issues invd ved

The nai nstreamconception of interpretation in US curicdumis based
on anal ytic aesthetics and establishes a boundary conflict: form versus
neaning Hstoicaly, anaytic aesthetics endd ed the energence of fornal -
ism wichcarries wthit the assunption that aesthetic experience is a nere
sensary coupling wth el enents and principles of design, not the neaningful,
interpretive (cognitive) experience that nakes art fundanenta to hunan exis-
tee

In contrast, in an increasing body of contenporary theory and artistic
practics neaning is inherent to aesthetics ad interested interpretations are
not only expected, but pronoted Postnadern artists dten rgect fonalistic
uses of the denents and principles of design in favar of syndic uses that
suggest miltiple and extended socia neanings. For exanple, in the piece
- Themby Gry Smmons, the artist uses two black towels hanging on a
rack, one wththeword b enroidered onit ingadd, andthe other wth the
vord Them to suggest neaning. S mmons refers to the typically wiite Hs
and Hrs towel s associated wth wealth, but changes an e enent (the cd or)
fromwhite to black, which syniolically references the nany neani ngs peo-
ple have of these cdors, and changes the text to b and Them He juxta-
poses cdor wth idess of eitism gender, ad socid conflict, suggested by
the ogects and the vords, so that the ca or bl ack suggests the word (B ack)
and the word suggests and coni nes wth knowedge, feelings, and beliefs
aoout racid tension. In other words, Smmons uses cdor for synhbdic rea-
sos rather then fomalistic. A aresut, fonalismwud not go far in he p-
ing students gain access to the piece. Instead, cdor is a sign that suggests
neani ng based on socia experi ence.
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Qontexts: The Inportance of Peopl e

This leads ne to the third foundation of socia perspectives: contexts.
Without cotext, apaningisjust pant on cavas. Wth coted, apartingis
avk o at. s wll asits suface fomand cotet, it is abou the peode
wo cregted it, vieved it, shoved it, bougt it, studedit, ad citidzedit. As a
resut, bah cotexts o production and appreciation o we ae inportat. (I
use the tradtiond word appreciation here because it refers to the seduc-
tiveness of visud cutue and its increasing value.) Such cotexts inc ude
cutures, countries, conmnities, institutions, includng schods thensd ves,
and the sociopditica conditions under which art is nade, seen, and studi ed.
Ontexts include theories and nodel s, such as the nodel s of aesthetics,
chil dhood, and curriculumthat shape our views about art and teachi ng.
Gntexts a so include the conditions and environnents that nake student art
possible, fromwhat students see every day to sources of their enotions,
ginas, adbdies.

Athough, of course, nany individua teachers represent wder contexts of
productionintheir teaching areviewd the history of art educati on and nast
contenporary published curricul um packages reveal s that such contexts
have nat generd |y been represented as inportant in owr fiedd For decades,
soci d og sts have understood thet the contexts of at ad ather cutud carri -
ers contribute to their synolic, attached neanings (Berger & Lucknann,
1967). Cntexts of production are part of works of art; they provide the con-
ceptual connections that nake art worth studying. And yet, sone art educa-
tors still argue that understandng contexts of production is periphera to
uderstandng art. @ course, | have dften seen varks of fine art presented in
the context o afire at style (ludly as a famal, raher then a socid, on-
text). Hwever, | have rarely seen, for exanple, explanations of French
Inpressionismincluding the inportance of artists being ade to leave their
studos far thefirst tineantrans far qick trips tothe cautryside to paint, o
the socid ogy of World War 11 to Astract BEqressionism o the intended rites
and ritual s associated wth cerenonial nasks, or even the ro e education
pays inartistic comnonities.

A'so, cotexts of appreciation or use have nat genera |y been given atten-
tionin curicdum Inages are now often seen wthout the context of their
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oignd intent and juxtaposed wth previously ure ated i nagery that provoke
associ ations created by this new context. The various nodes of reproduc-
tionthat emade viewng on alarge sca e are productive in the sense that they
invdve the creation of a newolject each tine an dgject is reproduced.  The
contexts of nuseuns, television prograns, advertisenents, as well as school
curicdum al influence the vays in wich a singe wrk of fine art (ad
through the exenpl ar, fine art as a concept) i's understood

Froman educational standpoint, it would be unwise to assune that
inages are held as nere forns (fornal obects) in students ninds --- when
students do not have contextual infornation, they construct their own con-
texts, thereby forming their om knowedge. This ves illustrated in a study |
did wth high school teacher John Whod where students di scussed, for
exanple, apanting o tw Bsstern Indan gods as if it rgresented aninterra-
cid code (Freedman & Whod, 1999). The students dd nat knowthat inthe
tine and place it was painted, lighter skin was considered aesthetically
pl easi ng for wonen and darker skin was desired for nen. The pai nting actu-
aly reresented anidedl aesthetic of asingeracid couple wich codd have
taugt themsonething about the rdativity of skin cdor, the lse d atisic
fomas aregresentation of ideds, adsoon Instead, the students interpret -
edthepeceinrdaiontother om (ufotuatdy, radst) coted.

Qcasional |y, | amasked wiy sociad perspectives of art education are not
socia studes. The answer shou d seemclear --- art education is about visu-
d cltue wichisvitd inaverld were studets of dl ages aeincressingy
learning fromvisual sources ranging fromtelevision to nanga. Bven so, from
ny perspective, students need to knownortvisual aspects of visual cuture, if
for no other reason than because greater general knowedge can revea the
i nportance of the visud.

Gitique: The onstructive Process of Denocracy

The fourth foundation of socia perspectives is the inportance of critique
based on various types of criticd socid theory. To provide cotext, | stat
wth afewhistaricd naes. The criticd theay tunin U S at education, ad
generd education, hes its recert theareticd roots inthe 1980s.  Two strains
o criticad theory fromother coutries particdarly influenced U.S thirking
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about art and education. The first was Eiropean neo-Mrxi st theory, partiau-
laly thevark o criticd soddagsts o the Frankfurt School, such as Theodor
Adorno who wote on aesthetics. The second strain was Brazilian educat or
Pauo Freres theoy that gewout o efforts to pronate literacy and bor -
roned fromJohn Dewey s pragnati smand ideas about progressive educa-
tion. These socid theories were vehicles for respondng to pditica and eco-
nomc oppression. In part, their translation in the Lhited Sates vas a
response to the persond isdation of existentiaismand the extrene indi vi du-
alismthat devel oped after the Second World Wa, as aresut o fears o
authoritarianismand anti-CGommuni st sentinents. These theories were
drawn on in general education to address problens of increased asocial,
technization of curricdum such as the devel opnent of teacher proof  cur -
ricdium The histaricismad the Frankfurt School provided a way of escaping
the ahistorical grip of logica positivismand reconnecting various nodern
practices to their tradtias. In at theay, the conceptual shift fromnod-
ernismto postnodernismsupported artists as they revisited socia content
adreved ed historica corections totheir at and popuar cuture

By the 1970s, the U.S version of neo-Mrxist theay ad Freires peda-
gogy of the oppressed becane entangled in education wth fenmnist and
cuturd theay rdaedtocivil rigts. |deas vere taken fromeach and adapt -
edtofit itoUS cateds. For exanple, U.S poststructurdists ad aher
post noderni sts rej ected Mrxismas a neta-narrative and femnists and cul -
tud theoreticians ponted ot that neo-Mrxist theory, dthough hdpfd in
uncovering historicd d nensions of oppression related to econonncs, did it -
tle to adin the understanding of conplex cultura, socia, and persona
issues. In the 1980s, vhen peod e used the termecritica theay referring to
education, it had a range of neanings frompoststructuraisms challenge to
the nation of asinge corect or even best structure (conposition, interpreta-
tion, lesson plan, etc.) to and yses of curricul umbased on the soci oeconomt
ic codtions of certain popu ations. However, dl rdaredtoaiticd refletin
a aswod led.

By the 1980s critica sociad theory becane part of the discourse of art
education ad fud ed the goth of socid perspectives of the fiedd In part,
the fuel cane fromthe work of art educators who had grow up in the 1950s
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and 1960s and bel onged to the group of Americans who as youngsters had
taken part in civil rights narches and denonstrations against the Met Nam
Wa. Their conwictions about the relationship between aesthetic neani ng,
cavil rigts, adsocid justicevwere loghddad strogy fdt

Wi le enabling change in conceptions of art education, concerns about
the influence o criticd sodd theary have flosted aoud inthe ar of the fidd
since the 1980s. This is the case, in part, because critical discourse is
thougt to have a negative quality. Hrases that nowflog inthe ar o the
visud, pafamng ad liteay ats like "deesth of the auhor,” ad "the ed o
at hsay," nay soud a bit scay and sone socid theary is criticd in the
deconstructive sense. But these can be | ooked at as netaphorical ways to
jot people into understanding that profound changes have occurred in the
vistd ats --- that art edcaas ae respasibe far rereseting --- ad that
these changes are social in character. @ couse atistshipisdive adwdl,
bu perhaps, inanre socid fom were the cotet o fine at, tdevision
prograns, and even advertising inagery are about socia issues, artists sign
paintings in pairs, ad kinetic scuptures and roomsized instalaions oy
becone art through ad ence interaction At still hes a past --- but at histay
is no longer based on a sing e, linear, progressive, nonocultural nodel .
Rather, at livesinafar-d nensiona space were cutures calide and inter -
nmngl e and tine works back on itsel f.

Citicd socid theary is a famd critique ad critiqe is a castructi ve
force in arts conmonities precisely because it opens discussion that night
oherwse be closed My types of critique exist, such as, classroomcri -
tique in which teachers try to get responsive conments fromstudents that
reflect fornalistic lesson ogectives. Hwever, frama socid perspective o -
tigue helps participants not only to nake judgnents and reflect on their omn
positions, but toredize that the dscarse o ther positians, the critiqee, the
curicdum the fidd adsoon cesgeasocid mlieud possibility. At el-
cators (e.g. Bandy & (ongdon, 1987; Freednan, 1987) who work from
socia perspectives generdly tend to viewcritique in and about or fiedd as a
denacratic process.

Soci al Perspectives: Past and Present
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Reconstructi onismhas 1ong been one of the three naj or streans of art edu-
caioninthe Uited Sates (Hlad, 1990). Inerestingy, socid recamstruction-
ismin genera education hes a histay closdy tied to art.  This mght best be
represented by the work of educator Hrold Rigg wo joined the faculty at
Teachers @l lege, @l unbia Lhiversity in New York shortly after WV and
quickly becane influentia through his interpretation of progressive educa-
tion. Ruigg s conception of schoding was the radica perspective that educa-
tion vas araue to pditicd, socid, ad econonic change. Qe o the influ-
ences on Ruigg vas Geerwich M1lage cuture and the circle that surrounded
Afred Siegitz ad Gorga OKeeffe (includng artists such as Jon Mrin,
Athur Dove, and Ansel Adans, and critics such as WAl do Frank and Lew s
Mnfiord). In part, as aresut of this influence, Rigg considered art an
essertid part of socid reconstructionismin generd educati on.

Athough the streamof socia reconstructionismin art education has
floved throughout the tvertieth century, it now seens to be the vave of the
future. Inthe last three decades socia perspectives have broadened beyond
the reconstructionismof the past. These perspectives now incl ude a range,
for exanple, fromgenerd nethods of art education that include socioculturd
i ssues not necessarily tied to reconstructionist nethods or purposes, such as
inthe work of Ednund Fel dnan, to specific concerns of certain socid groups
inreaiontoat education. Such concerns have rece ved increased attention
inat education literaure, coferences, and N¥A affiliate grous (such as
the Gomittee on Miltiethnic Goncerns, |NSEA USSEA, the Leshian, Gy,
and B sexual Issues Gaucus, the Social Theory Gaucus, and the Wonen s
CGucus). Fromthe witing of netiond and internationd art educatars, such
as June King MFee and Rogena Degge, Eugene Qigsby, Ana Mae
Barbosa, Mncent Lanier, Bet and Mrjoie Wlson, Gaene Ghal ners, and
Ronal d Neperud, in the 1960s and 1970s, to the nany wo have joi ned them
since, sociocutura issues have nade teaching art vorthahil e

Recent Research and Theory

In the 1980s and 1990s, several foci of socia perspectives surfaced to
becone areas of research, including those giving attention to particul ar

socid groups, such as pegde of specid adlity (eg Bandy, 1994), and gen-
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der, such as gay and leshian (e.g. Check, 1998) issues. My of these
i ssues were introduced in B andy and Gngdon s (1987) edited vo une, At in
a Denocracy. The influence of wonen educators, wonen s art, and fem -
ni smhas becane an area of study, fromthe semind book by Georgia Gl lins
and Renee Sandel | (1986) to the series of histories edited by Enid
Zinmernman and her co-editors (e.g. Gongdon & Z nmernan, 1993) and
@llins (1995 Sudies in At Education Avard Lecture. This work has
denonstrated that vwonen have been highly influential in the fiedd and thet
futher studes of influence are needed in order to pronote an under standi ng
o the coditios o influence of socid grous.

A inportant aspect of the concern wth social groups has to do wth the
indusion of the art of dverse pegdein curicdumand atetion to the dver -
sity of studets, includng ethnic dversity. At educators such as Jacki e
Chanda (1991), Phoebe Dufrene (e.g 1990; 1993), Paricia Sur (eg 1991
1994), and other schalars have worked to change curricu umso that the art
of various cutures are presented in their gopropriate conplexity.  This vark
includes enpirical investigations of educational issues concerning the art
and cutures of nany cutural groups, such as first nations peopes (e g
Suhr, 1987 Irwn, Rogers, &Wan, 1997).

Withthe inoressing interest infine at dscipines has cone a nj o effart
to update representations of art history, criticism aesthetics, and stud o
forns of production. Atenpts to update curricu umrepresentations of fine
art are desperately needed and nust go beyond what has been done to
date. The attenpts that have been nade have sought to nake education
have greater consistency wth the shift tovard socid issues that has occurred
invisud arts comunities (e.g (ngdon, 1986, Freednan, 1991a; Garber,
1992; 1995; Hanbl en, 1988; 1990). Hbowever, nuch nore work nust be
dore to synthesi ze contenporary art concepts and skills for inclusion in cur -
ricdumif ve aretolegtinaidy cotinue toindudke fire art incuricdum

Mich of the work in the devel opnent of socia perspectives has been in
the forns of philosophica essays that concern the ethics of art education
and what ought to happen in and through curricuum However, foundati ons
for social perspectives have a so been based on enpirica research in class-
roons (e.g Freednan & Whod, 1998 Sout, 1995) and have included other
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forng of inmqury, such as socid histay (eg Freednan, 1987; 1991b) and
paiticad andysis (e.g Boughton, 1998, Hern ndez, 1998, My, 1994). Mre
enpirica work is needed both as a foundation for socia perspectives and to
establ i sh what occurs in classroons when soci al  perspectives are enact ed.

The socid shift hes induded a broedening o the fidd toindude dl the
visua artsincludng fdk art, perfornance, enviroment, and conputer -assi st -
ed-art (e.g. Qongdon, 1991; Duncum 1990, 1991; Freednan, 1989; Garoi an;
1996, Hcks, 1992/93, 1994; Sith-Shank, 199). Futher, the breacth of visu-
ad atstha coexist ad influence student artistic production in the postnad-
ern world denands a socia reconsideration of assessnent and eval uation
(Boughton, 1997). The recent attention given to understanding visuad cuture
is not synonynous wth socia perspectives of art education. However, they
aerddaed It istherecet chagesinvisid cutue adther rdaiashipto
socia conditions that gve socid perspectives of art education their urgency
and nay be one of the reasons for the increased interest in both understand-
ingvisud cutue ad recostructionsminou fidd

| donat wsh to umecessarily categarize the vork of indvidis ad it is
not ny purpose to nake minute distinctions between the conceptua | oca-
tions of people wo have socia perspectives of art education. Rather, ny
description is of the |andscape wthin vhich those | ocations mght be found.
Bt it isnmt oly the actios o witing books ad aticdes that characterize
this goyp. It isther work inschods ad locd commonities, wth teachers
and other educators, graduate students, nenbers of various arts conmuni -
ties, international communities, and even on the web that nark this group as

agents for socia change.

St udent - Eye Vi ews

Soci al perspectives of art education are al ways concerned wth student
learning and art knowedge. Sudents nake art to express not only things
about thensel ves, but about their surroundings, their social context, the
things that act upon them  Sudents generate social ideas about art. Fo
exap e thefdlovngisalist of at topcs geeraed by a sixth grade cl ass:

Love Mrriage Sex Ads Mirder Haite Kl ling Battl es Freedom Famly
Friends Rl ationships G erations Hilidays Saritudity Gd Beliefs
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Qi ture Dugs Peace War Pdllution Earth Ecol ogy Wirk Feelings
Hunger

Suderts nake visud at nat nerdy for its fornal, technicd, o even pri -
vate value, but to conmuni cate about socia issues in sociad vays. This was
illustrated in a scupture | recently saw nade by a student in nmdd e schoa
after she vas raped. This scupture vas one of the nost poverful works of
art | have ever seen. Athough the student s experience was private, her
net hod of responding to it was public and her nessage was social .
Sudents have concerns, they ask questions, interpret inagery, and nake
judgnents. They nake works of art that illustrate socia injustice, comonity
change, and concern for the envi ronnent.

The prinary purpose of such studert art is nat thergpewtic --- it is sodid.
It isnat just aout indvidd enations, it is aou the parsodization of socid
issues. The conplexity of this, perhgps subtle, dfference is criticd if ve
inedtoteach studets aout at inrdaiontother varld

fs vell as presenting art as a fomaf socid production, it has been ny
experience that socia perspectives of art education include the viewthat vitd
learning takes pdaceinrdaionto classroomcdtue. Sudet inepretaionis
val ued, as well as challenged, and expert opinion is represented as part of a
negatiated systemaf infornation, rather than a deliverad e dgect. As Mxine
Geere (19%) staes, Intheredmd the arts, as inaher reans of nean ng,
learning goes on nost fruitfully in atnospheres of interchange and shared
discoveries (p.126). These perspectives pronote dial ogue that rel ates
ojects ad ideas farned in class to the cutuwad idetities, socia actions,
ad mitipe dscouses of art thet live auside of schod---not oy those by
fine art experts. Those wo teach froma socia perspective hel p students in
the construction of neaning toward a broader, nore sophisticated under -
stadmng o visid cdtue

At as Social Know edge and Bel i ef

At isavitd pat ad cotribuo tosocid life ad students have the possihili -
ty of learning about life through art. A itsrodt, the prposes o at education
is not to nerely educate pegdle about the technical and fornal qualities of
atifacts, bu tohdpto edtend the neaning of those quities ad atifacts to

INJAE 1.3 © NTAEC 2003



showthelr inportance in hunan existence. It is this relevance that has nade
at vothy of aplaceinfana educaion

| have had the privilege of spending nost of ny sabbatical during the
past year overseas, including in sone newy devel oping countries. | have
learned a great deal about local and gl obal conmunities, students and
teachers in various cotexts, and the socid production of art. Qe |esson
has been cotinually reinforced: art education is increasingly inportant in
societies built on expressive freedomthat are rgpidy shifting fromtext - based
conmuni cation to inage saturation. No educational group outside of art
education is prepared to teach students about the conplexities of the
incressingy pervasive visud arts. Ad no goup, includng orsdves, is yet
prepared to address the educationd inplications of avisud aesthetic that is
bot h sophi sti cat ed and popul ar .

Social Responsi bility and the Pervasi veness of Visud
Qi ture

Tel evi sion has becone our national curriculum Mre students watch a
national |y broadcast television programthan are taught through the sane
curicdumtext. Hghy seductive and wdey distributed i nages wth sophi sti -
cated aesthetics intricatey tied to socigoditica neaning are now seen every
day by students. As aresult of tel econmuni cations, students |earn fromand
about the visud arts through a virtud curicdum Literal and conceptudl ,
inetextua and intergraphical connections betveen television, the web, and
other visua technd ogies, such as film photography, and video, are expand-
ing thi's learn ng envi romernt.

A inportant part of postnodern art and art education invol ves these
connections between and anong the forng of visual culture seen in nuse-
ung, ontelevision, in novies, as part of video and conputer ganes, on the
Web, on packaging, and so forth. As Hlen Dssanayake (1988) argues, art is
used across cultures to nake special . In the contenporary denacraci es
wi ch pronate the free flowd infornation this idea of naking specid has
been appropriated by the nass nedia, advertising, and even education, as
exenplified inthe use of the ats to ad student learning in ather schod sub-
jects. The sane techniques that artists have used for centuries to nake

INJAE 1.3 © NTAEC 2003

SOCIAL
PERSPECTIVES OF
ART EDUCATION IN
THE U.S.:
TEACHING VICSUAL
CULTURE IN A
DEMOCRACY

81



SOCIAL
PERSPECTIVES OF
ART EDUCATION IN

THE U.S.
TEACHING VICSUAL
CULTURE IN A
DEMOCRACY

82

i nagery seductive, didactic, and powerful, are being used today on the
gandest of scdes.

Fromny socia perspective, it istheresposibility of or fidd to address
the issues and probl ens of student experience wth visud cuture. Wlike the
strongest traditions of owr field, which have focused heavily on pronating an
aoreciation of the visud ats of the past, art education fromthis perspective
is concerned wth taking a nore critica stance and addressing the increas-
ingy dfficdt chdlenges o the visud atsinthe fuue Benwenthe fuue
of the visud ats invdves recycling the pest, they present newchd l enges to
new aud ences, |ike our students.

The Exanpl e of a New Denocr acy

In case anyone doubts the pervasi veness of these changing conditions con-
cerning the visud arts, and the inportance of responses by art educatars, et
ne give you an exanpl e fromKyrgystan, a coutry that vas previously part
of the Sviet Uion. The educatars inthis coutry are strugding to comstruct
a denocratic systemof education appropriate for the Kyrgyz peope.  The
od Sviet curicdumcontinues to be resistat to change. My of the offi -
ddsinthe mnstry, were curicdumat al leves nust be aporoved, are of
the dd regne.  Ad yet, through the utiring effarts of a fewKyrgyz educa-
tas, reformhas begntoenergeinardaivey short period o tine

Qe o the changes that has energed is the rgection of the heraoic story
of Lenin and the pronation of the story of Mias, the historica epoch of the
Kyrgyz peode It isapoemad nare then hdf amllionlines that vas ad his-
toy for centuries and vas prooedly first recorded in the 13th century. The
poemtels the stay of a geat leader s exdats. A vas the case wth the
story of Lenin, students |earn about Mines in every schod grade | eve .

The centuries dd story cotains nany ideals that might be essily translat -
ed in a denocratic environnent. NMinas is considered an exanpl e of hon-
esty, geerosity, and wsdom However, as wth nest things of inportance,
the s ution to a problemhas rai sed new prablens. Qe of the educati ona
tods used to teach the stary of Minas is a poverful, dranatic video tape (a
vork of art) wth actors playing characters in the poemagai nst a backdrop of
specia effects. It illustrates the poemand in the process shows, in vivid
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imagery, histaicd tradtios of sexkism racism and vidence. Suxch visud
representations of Minas are aready being used outside of schod, too. |
saw a television coomercial in wiich an actor portrayi ng Mnas vas selling
chocol ate. However, the conplex influence of these inages has yet to be
addressed in this newdenacracy were little fornal art educati on exists.

Atistic freedomhas aways been a condition, even a defining term of
denocracy. Bt now, the deradteistic fomd atistic fresdomis visd and
the poner of easily accessible visual arts has becone a generator for deno-
caic adtue (indl its dfintias). Inths catexd, the inersection o the
range of visuad arts wth socia neaning is not, for exanple, propaganda o
any ather famad inagery previously considered pecuiar o different fromart.
Irstead, this inersectionis just nomal life a the tun o the 2st cetuy—
adit isthetgic o at edcaion

Concl usi on

| have argued that art nust be represented in education as a socia state-
nent, in asociad context, fromsocia perspectives. A conceptua, social
space exi sts between inages through whi ch peopl e nake contact. Learning
takes place when students visit this virtua space as they study paintings ad
phatographs in socia studies texts, watch tel evision shows that reproduce
videce in filng, see ads that recyde fine at, tak wth friends about rock
videos that siml ate conputer ganes, and so on.

We have a great ded of vark to dointhis newartistic rema ssance cd |l ed
the infarnation age. An essetia resposibility of our fidd in the up-coning
century wll be to teach students about the poner of the visud arts and the
freedons and responsibilities that cone wth that pover. If ve aeastue ve
wll spend less tine arguing about the structura character of curricu umand
nore tine on its neanings, we wll focus less on nationa and state bordered
guidelines and nore on loca and gl obal conmounities; we wll be less con-
cerned wth the technicd qualities of art and nore concerned wth its reasons
for being, and above al, we will focus less on teaching students wat ve
vere taught and nore on what they need to know Inthisvay, ve wll lexd
raher then fdlow, general educationa trends and hel p peopl e understand life
inthe cotet o thevistd ats.
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| wshto thank the peod e | have cited wo have soci d perspectives of art
education and the nany others who have hel ped to nove art education for -
vadinasodd drection It isanweerichng citicd, adineesting fidd
because of you---you who understand art as above al of , by, ad far the peo-
de

Author s Notes

M ealier version of this paper was presented at the 1999 annual neeting of
the Ntion At Education Association in Washington, D.C  The presentati on
cotained slide inages that were inportant to its nessage, but coud not be
reproduced here.

Parts of this paper were witten wiille | vas in residence as a Msiting
Rofessor inthe Qlege of Ane At, Whiversity of New South Wles, ad in
the At Education Rogramat the Lhiversity of Barceloma. | wsh to thank ny
hosts, Amanda Weate and Fernando Hrn ndez and their institutions for their
kind support and conments. | aso wsh to thank Paricia Sur fa her com
nets on an erlier draft.

The student exanpl es di scussed here, and those shown during the pres-
entation of this pgper, cane fromthe classroons of three outstanding art
teachers, Barbara Bidges, Mrginia Kessin, and GQevel and Eady, womit has
been ny privilege to teach.
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