Running Head: REACHING ALL STUDENTS IN ART EDUCATION

Reaching All Students:
Universal Accessibility and Relevance in Art Education
Rebecca Figler Kostich
New Hampshire Institute of Art

Master of Arts in Art Education
Professor Jacquelyn Gleisner
July 2016

1

REACHING ALL STUDENTS IN ART EDUCATION

2

Abstract
This paper explores how differences in students should be acknowledged and embraced, and how
art should be accessible and relatable to all students, no matter what their differences are. Art can
be made accessible and relevant to students in a variety of ways, including universal success in
the art classroom, the expression of personal interests, views, and emotions, connection with
other subjects, the use of the Studio Habits, and the introduction and discussion of contemporary
art. In order to collect specific and relative data, an anonymous survey was conducted in April
2016 at GDRHS (Groton-Dunstable Regional High School), where 37 of my own students were
asked a series of questions relating to their personal accessibility and relevance to course
material (Kostich, 2016). Surveyed students ranged in age, grade level, interest level in art, and
experience with art. In total, 12 9th graders, 11 10th graders, 3 11th graders, and 11 12th graders
participated in the survey, as seen in Chart 1 (below).

CHART 1
TOTAL: 37 STUDENTS
GRADE LEVELS
12th Grade, 11

9th Grade, 12

11th Grade, 3

10th Grade, 11
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Reaching All Students:
Universal Accessibility and Relevance in Art Education
Preface
It was a typical day in seventh grade. I chose to wear a fuzzy, bright pink sweater – one
of my favorites. As I was leaving the cafeteria after lunch, an eighth grade girl saw what I was
wearing, and she raised her eyebrows and laughed. “Nice sweater,” she sneered as she walked
past me. Mortified, I immediately took my sweater off and hid it in my locker. After that day, I
never wore that sweater – or bright pink – ever again.
For my whole life, I’ve felt a little bit different than everyone else, especially when it
comes to social situations. I never seemed to wear the right clothes or say the right thing at the
right time. When other girls were talking about makeup, fashion, and boys, I was more interested
in drawing comics, writing stories, and playing pretend with my toy cars and Beanie Babies. And
in the aftermath of my parents’ divorce, it was more difficult to find a sense of belonging and
stability. Being popular among my peers was an elusive status that I realized I would never
achieve, and I assumed it was because I was doing everything wrong.
What I have found is that, even though I feel like I am different, a lot of other people feel
the exact same way as me, even those who appear to be “normal.” We are all different and
unique in one way or another, whether it’s physical, social, emotional, political, cultural, or
anything else. These differences are what make us human, and as humans, we naturally have the
need to categorize and label these differences. The challenge is for us is to accept each other, and
ourselves, for who we are.
Since I seemed to be different than most of my peers, I made very few but lasting
friendships with those who felt the same way as me. And while these friends (and my parents)
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were understanding and supportive, it was my teachers and summer camp counselors who made
a huge impact in my life. Despite the difficulties that I faced, and no matter how unpopular I was
to my peers, my teachers and counselors made me feel special and unique. My most memorable
role models were the ones who encouraged me to keep being myself, the ones who took the time
to talk with me and made me feel important, and the ones who put their arm around my
shoulders and offered comforting words when I was having a bad day. These teachers and
counselors made a huge difference in my life, and these little moments fueled my desire to
become a counselor and teacher so I could give those experiences back to my own students and
campers.
When I did become a counselor, I found that while I made an effort to connect with all of
my campers, I was drawn to those who felt different than everyone else. I was able to use my
own experience to reach out to these campers and encourage them to accept and embrace their
differences, just as I was trying to do. I’d hoped that I had made a difference with these campers,
just as my counselors had with me.
A career in art education should have been an obvious choice right away, but it actually
came to me as a sort of epiphany. A little more than halfway through high school, I anxiously sat
in my computer chair at home, looking down at the sketchbook in my lap. I was drawing a
cartoon character. It was my junior year, and the college fair was coming up. It was the time
when we had to start making choices about what colleges we wanted to go to and what majors
we would choose. After the positive experiences with several teachers and camp counselors and
having been a counselor myself, I knew I wanted to be a teacher, especially as an exploration of
psychology. From my insatiable desire to write stories and illustrate them, I also knew I wanted
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to be an artist and an author. As I scribbled my cartoon character in my sketchbook, I wondered
what I was going to do.
I thought about all of my interests - art, writing, psychology, and teaching – and
wondered what kind of career would combine all of these things. And then I realized what I
could do – I could become an art teacher! From that day on, I observed my art teachers at work. I
took notes on how they presented lessons and managed the classroom. I noticed that my painting
teacher encouraged us to work faster if we worked slow, and slower if we worked fast. He met
each of us at our own levels, embraced each of our differences, and pushed us in new and
different directions. He also brought in his own paintings to show us real examples of the
techniques that he was teaching us. I knew that this was the kind of teacher, and artist, I wanted
to be.
Thesis
As an artist and an educator, I use art as a means to reach every child on his or her level
and encourage them to acknowledge and embrace their own differences. Due to its importance in
children’s cognitive growth and behavioral development, art has the capacity to be accessible
and relevant to every single child, no matter what their differences or perceived abilities are.
Even for students who do not perceive art as a top priority or interest, art is still
applicable and accessible for every single student. I encourage every student to be themselves
and provide an environment where they are comfortable and able to express who they are. As a
result, the art classroom provides a safe haven for those who happen to feel different in the
world, especially students who have more experience in art and tend to have differences that the
majority of the student population does not have. These students seem to feel just like I did as I
was growing up. Because of this, I have noticed an interesting and seemingly opposite dynamic
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in the art classroom in comparison to the culture outside its doors. While those who like art feel
the most comfortable and accepted in the art room, the students who feel different are the ones
who believe that they are not, and cannot be, artists. They are the ones who want to become
better at art but aren’t sure how, and they’re the ones who have admired the artistic abilities of
others but feel like they don’t have the talent to do the same things. They are also the ones who
appear to genuinely have no interest in art and are simply in the class for the credit. Here, the
“non-art kids” are the ones who feel estranged. My job is not only to cultivate the abilities of
students who know that they want to pursue art as a career or avocation, but to also reach those
students who lack the confidence or motivation to find the creativity they already have and to
help them understand the artistic ability they are able to achieve.
Part 1: Universal Success in the Art Classroom
Art is part of who we are as humans; it is part of our heritage and our history, all the way
back to the earliest prehistoric cave paintings. The arts (visual, music, drama, and dance) are how
we communicate with one another in universal language, in ways other than words. Creativity, a
designated 21st century learning skill (P21, 2002), is an innate ability in all of us, “the hallmark
human capacity that has allowed us to survive thus far” (Carson, 2010, p. 9). Already, art and
creativity are part of who we are, and the arts provide a means to express and expand this
creativity. As a result, studying the visual arts in the curriculum supports cognitive development
and helps students practice essential life skills. The arts teach students to be critical thinkers and
explore multiple possibilities and solutions rather than settle for one answer. From art, students
learn to make thoughtful decisions and judgments, view the world from multiple perspectives,
and explore the psychology and aesthetic reactions of the human mind.
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One of the most important things that students need to know is that every single person
has the ability to be successful in the art room. From my own experience over the past four years,
I’ve found that most students first come into my art class having a lack of confidence in their
abilities. According to Andrelchik and Schmitt, Gaffney (2011) states that art students with
“positive past experiences in arts-based settings, including critiques and the studio combined
with their general competency, tended to have higher self-efficacy in critiques and studio work,”
and Pavlou (2006) found that students who had more confidence had a “higher level and quality
of engagement in art making tasks” (Andrelchik & Schmitt, 2014, p. 3). As their confidence
builds, they achieve higher levels of success. Andrelchik and Schmitt found that there are three
major themes related to success in the art room: the act of achieving goals, the feeling of
accomplishment when these goals are achieved, and the act of overcoming challenges
(Andrelchik & Schmitt, 2014, p. 6-7). Not only are these themes conducive to art, but they are
applicable to all other successes and achievements in life.
As a part of the 2016 survey of 37 students at GDRHS, on a scale of 1 to 5 (5 being the
highest), students were asked to rate their confidence with themselves and their artistic abilities
upon entering the classroom on the first day. Then, they were asked to compare this rating to
their current confidence in themselves and their artistic abilities at the end of the course. As seen
in Chart 2, most students saw either no change or a 1-point improvement in their confidence
levels from the beginning to the end of the course, which is something to look into further in
order to maximize students’ levels of confidence. What is interesting to me is that although
students’ confidence levels did not improve very much, most of these students experienced a
significant level of overall improvement in the class regarding technical abilities, idea
generation, and personal potential (Chart 3).
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According to the Studio Habits of Mind (Hetland, 2013) – Develop Craft, Engage and
Persist, Envision, Express, Observe, Reflect, Stretch and Explore, Understand the (Arts)
Community – successful behavior encompasses all aspects of the learning process, not just the
end results. Not only do these behaviors contribute to success in the art room, but they apply to
students’ other classes, extracurricular activities, and everyday life. Developing the craft not only
strengthens motor skills necessary for a variety of tasks and careers, but it allows students to
become educated consumers of the arts by learning about the process of art and what makes a
piece “work.” Students learn to embrace the opportunity to persist and learn from mistakes, and
to turn each failure into an opportunity to be resilient and try again. Working in a visual arts
environment promotes focus and “other mental states conducive to working and persevering”
(Eisner, “10 Lessons the Arts Teach”), so assessment is based on the entire process from start to
finish, focusing on the student’s demonstration and advancement of ideological abilities.
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Students mentally envision ideas and the next steps of a process, express and convey ideas and
meanings, and observe their surroundings more closely to become more vigilant and see things
that might not have been seen before. They reflect on their own and others’ work processes and
think about what they did successfully and what they could have done differently. They are
encouraged to stretch and explore, take risks (safely), and try new things beyond their comfort
zone in order to learn and grow. Students learn to respect their own work as well as others’ work.
By understanding the art world, its historical context, its involvement with multiculturalism and
diversity, and its connection with the community, students gain a better understanding of the
world as a whole and how they can make a difference in their own way.
In the 2016 GDRHS Student Survey (Kostich, 2016), students were asked to list all
Studio Habits that were relevant to their learning experiences in the classroom. Most students
chose all or most of the Studio Habits as being relevant and helpful to them, as shown in Chart 4
(below).
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Students had a lot to say about the Studio Habits, especially with learning techniques,
envisioning, making thoughtful decisions, critical thinking, coming up with several solutions,
and perseverance. Students described particular scenarios:

When coming up with ideas for an art project I learned to envision my thoughts and
create them into what I had imagined.

Art helped give me a motivation to really understand the things I was doing and why I
was doing them.

I didn’t realize how much I didn’t see until I looked at something close enough to create
a piece based on it.

On persevering when running into problems, students said the following:

I ran into many troubles with some of my work, but working through the issues helped
tremendously – never give up.

Even when I wanted to give up on something I kept working.

When mistakes were made and problems had come across, I learned to make use of my
mistakes, fix them, and not give up.”
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Students discussed different perspectives and multiple solutions:

It allows you to think in a different constructive way.

Sometimes there are various solutions to fix one problem – doesn’t hurt to try.

When I ran into a problem I found different ways to fix it… this is important because I
can apply this to my life.

Students also learned to take risks: “I usually try to play it safe with a lot of things, but art taught
me that there is not always a right way and taking risks can pay off.”
Even though students come into the classroom at many different levels of abilities, they
need to be able to access the skills, creativity, and growth that the arts teach and foster. All of the
skills learned in the art room apply to other disciplines in the curriculum and aspects of everyday
life. Therefore, those skills are necessary for students to acquire and develop in order to be
successful throughout their education and future careers. In order to reach all students on their
own levels, help them improve at their own pace, and make what they learn in art applicable to
their lives outside of the art classroom, I use a variety of methods.
In order to ensure that students have the opportunity to be successful, they must have
access to the necessary tools required for them to reach their maximum potential. At the
beginning of each project, students are consistently given syllabi and rubrics that clearly state the
objectives of each lesson, provide a structured outline of course material, and list exactly what
the students need to accomplish in order to be successful in the class. I use differentiated
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teaching methods to include students of various learning styles, reiterating information with
verbal instruction, visual images, and printed handouts.
From my past experiences as a camp counselor, a student teacher, and a student myself, I
was aware that my students would have several different ways of learning. Our classrooms today
have “diverse learners who differ not only culturally and linguistically, but also in their cognitive
abilities, background knowledge, and learning preferences” (Huebner, 2010). While one student
might learn best simply from listening, another student may not be able to retain any information
unless an image is presented along with spoken information. On my first day, I needed to make
the information I was teaching accessible to every single student through differentiated teaching
practices. According to researchers at the National Center on Accessing the General Curriculum,
the goal of differentiated instruction is to “maximize each student’s growth and individual
success by meeting each student where he or she is…rather than expecting students to modify
themselves for the curriculum” (Hall, 2002, as cited in Huebner, 2010). When introducing new
information in a typical unit, I have the students open up their sketchbooks to a new page and
take out their notes, usually a printout of the unit’s PowerPoint presentation. I bring up one of the
slides in their notes on the projector so that the students can see it in two places. Then, I
demonstrate the technique or concept on a white board in front of the class while explaining the
information verbally, and I ask students to copy my notes in their sketchbooks. This way,
students are seeing the visual multiple times (their notes, the projected slide, and my
demonstration), they are listening to a verbal explanation of the visuals, and they are writing
down the information. For example, when I introduce the technique of gesture drawing to the
class, I put my gesture drawing PowerPoint slide onto the projector from my computer, and I ask
students to follow along with their own PowerPoint notes that have been passed out to them. I
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initiate a discussion with the class about what a gesture drawing is, what it means, and why we
do it. During this time, I write a few key words and phrases on the board for students to write
down in their sketchbooks. I give a verbal explanation of how to do a gesture drawing, followed
by a couple of physical demonstration on the board, one slow and one fast, while I explain my
process. Finally, I ask students to do a couple of slower gesture drawings in their sketchbooks as
practice before they progress to faster gesture drawings of each other. Throughout this particular
lesson, students are receiving multiple visuals (the projector, their own notes, and the board),
verbal explanations, and written notes so that all learners are able to access and learn the
information and material provided.
In each lesson, I incorporate cross-curriculum and universal references and connections,
such as traditional and contemporary artists, art history, the sciences, social and global issues,
multiculturalism, and various forms of diversity. For example, I might introduce a contemporary
artist that engages students by illustrating a controversial issue that is important to them, like
Banksy and the social issues he addresses in his graffiti art. An art period that I discuss will most
likely relate to a time period that has been explored in the students’ social studies classes, such as
the Renaissance in relation to history and science, or the connection between Surrealism and 20th
century literature. One of my favorite and more successful ways of
engaging all students, especially those who are interested in math or
science, is introducing the Fibonacci Sequence and the Golden Ratio.
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The ratio of 5:8 is seen everywhere in nature – in shells, flowers, leaf veins, trees, hurricane
patterns, riverbeds, capillaries, the human body, and even galaxies and patterns in reproduction.
(Depicted below, from left to right, top to bottom: Shell, sunflower, hurricane clouds, human
body, leaf, and human capillaries.)
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This ratio has been discovered and used by ancient civilizations, traditional artists, and
contemporary artists in order to make something “work,” including (left to right, top to bottom)
da Vinci’s Mona Lisa and Vitruvian Man, Michelangelo’s David, the Parthenon in Athens,
Greece, the Arch of Constantine in Rome, and the Great Pyramid in Giza, Egypt.

By paying attention to the ratio 5:8 and incorporating this ratio into their own work, students are
able to achieve an asymmetrical yet balanced composition or design.
Throughout each class, students engage in both formal and informal critiques that
promote self reflection as well as coherent discussions and responses. With differentiated and
integrated instruction, I am able to accommodate large groups of students with a broad range of
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learning abilities, showing them that by thinking critically, focusing, solving problems, reflecting
and responding to their own and others’ work, and exploring beyond their known capacities
through experimentation and chance, they will be ranked among the top students in their class.
I use general differences between the linear, logical left side and visual, intuitive right
side of the brain. This clarifies the difference between drawing what we know (left) and drawing
what we see (right) and helps students practice learning how to see through observational
drawing on the right side of the brain (Edwards, 2012). Some students have no trouble drawing
what they see, but others have a tendency to rely on what they know, often because they are
apprehensive about drawing a different way. In order to help students switch to their right brains
and prevent them from falling behind, I predict what a “left brain” drawing will look like. This
left brain drawing appears as a “symbol,” the equivalent to a letter or number in a specific
language, whereas a right brain drawing takes information from the surrounding spatial
environment. For example, the symbols of a tree, a cloud, and a smile appear below (Figure 1).
The subject of each drawing is very clear to us, but these drawings are only what we know, and
not what the subject looks like in real life.

Figure 1: Left brain “symbol” drawings of a tree, cloud, and smile.
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After four years of teaching, I see the same repeated left brain symbol drawings, so I can
warn them ahead of time about what not to do. I have all of the students draw a left brain
drawing of what they know, and then a correct right brain drawing of what they see. For
example, when drawing 1-point perspective of a tiled floor, first I have them draw a grid, with
even square tiles having the same height and width. This is what the students know about the
tiles – they are square, so logically we perceive them as square on the paper. But then, I lead
them through the process of observation and learning to see and measure. It becomes apparent
that the tiles, drawn in perspective, are not square, but more like trapezoids with varying
dimensions. As they approach our eye level, their height gets smaller and smaller, or as I like to
say, they get more squished (Figure 2).

Figure 2: The left grid is from a bird’s eye view / logical view (left brain) and the right grid is drawn in perspective
(right brain).

Drawing with the right side of the brain gives students the ability to see and draw edges
(contour drawing), spaces (negative spaces), relationships (perspective and proportion), lights
and shadows (shading), and the whole (the gestalt, or “the thing itself”) (Edwards, 2012).
Differentiating the two different types of drawing provides more understanding and accessibility
to students, especially those who lack confidence in art, and the generalization of the left and
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right brains helps students visualize the difference between a doodle that comes from their
imagination and a real three-dimensional object in the spatial world.
When I complete a lesson, students are prompted to use critical thinking (another 21st
Century learning skill) (P21, 2002) and apply what they just learned to a real life object. When
we learn about perspective, we go out into the hallway and apply what we learned to find the real
angles of the tiles in front of us. When we learn about cross-contour, we do a practice crosscontour drawing all together, and then the students apply their knowledge of cross-contour to an
object that they need to figure out themselves. When it is up to students to choose an object for
an activity, I give them several choices, based on how they are feeling about the technique. If
they are still unsure and not quite confident that they understand yet, I recommend that they start
with a more basic object, like a ping pong ball or an eraser. If they feel like they understand the
technique somewhat, I suggest choosing slightly more complex objects, like an apple or pear. If
students are feeling very confident in their understanding, and/or they’ve done cross-contour in
the past, I have them choose a more challenging object, like a shell, a shoe, or (their favorite) a
skull. With the perspective drawings, some students need much more time to comprehend the
material, and the ones who do understand more quickly are encouraged to continue adding detail
to the drawing and make it look as accurate as possible.
Having students make choices about their learning experiences allows me to have “clear
learning goals that are rooted in content standards but crafted to ensure student engagement and
understanding” (Tomlinson, 2008). This way, all students are able to access the new technique at
their own level, and they have a sense of control, accountability, and ownership over their own
learning. They are able to take part in “the formation of their own identity as learners”
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(Tomlinson, 2008) and as artists. Success in the art classroom can be even further achieved if the
choices that students make have personal relevance.
Part II: Personal Interest and Expression
Encouraging the expression of personal interests, views, and emotions is one of the most
effective ways to make art accessible and relatable to all students. The students who do not think
of art as one of their strengths almost always have some other activity or interest that is
important to them. Some of the most common interests of the students in my classroom include
sports and pets. One of the ways I connect art with their interests is through personal expression.
When students are asked to brainstorm ideas for a project, they are often allowed and encouraged
to incorporate their interests into their artwork. For example, ideas for a self-portrait may include
a portrait of the student in his or her sports uniform, or it might include a family dog or cat.
These ideas can also express and communicate emotions in a visual way.
Personal expression is crucial to many students, namely those who rely on art as a
language and as a safe outlet for expression. Adolescents experience a large amount of stress
from societal and economic pressures, expectations of themselves and others, and the shift
toward themselves and their peers and away from their parents and authority figures (Riley,
2001). A recent National Endowment for the Arts study, The Arts and Achievement in At-Risk
Youth: Findings from Four Longitudinal Studies, found that arts education for at-risk youth had
better academic outcomes, higher career goals, and more civic engagement (NEA, 2012;
Catterall, Dumais, & Hampden-Thompson, 2012). In other words, this study concluded that the
arts provided these students with so many more opportunities and chances for success in life,
which might not have been possible if these students had not received education in the arts.
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There are also students who have social, emotional, mental, physical, or developmental
challenges, where art has the potential to play a significant role in their participation,
development, and success. For students who are diagnosed with ADHD, art often helps them
because they are able to work with their hands. Art embraces differences and uniqueness; it has
the ability to build confidence and self-esteem, to reach all students in a unique way, and to give
a meaningful voice to students who might not otherwise have the ability to speak up. Susan
Loesl indicates that “for all students to engage in appropriate, meaningful, independent art
making, an adaptive art specialist can provide the expertise in adaptations necessary for full
access,” including the adaptations of media, tools, and techniques (Andrus, 2012, p.7). One of
my students found that she could express her feelings through bright, neon colors, and this
helped her become more confident in herself. For some students who feel as though they have
little control over how much or how well they can communicate, art allows them to make unique,
personal marks on a surface and communicate in a completely different (and visual) way. One of
my other students had cerebral palsy, and while he could not talk and had limited movement in
his hands, he was able to use several art apps on his iPad to create his own designs.
The idea of art as a universal language is extremely apparent with English Language
Learners. Even if students have limited English speaking abilities, we use art to communicate
with one another. For ELL students, “the visual arts enhance language development by offering
non-verbal methods for communication and understanding and by providing a platform for
students to create mental images,” and it gives them “the opportunity to engage in new and
varied approaches while gaining positive emotional responses to learning, understanding others
and communicating their own ideas” (New York State, 2010, p.2) When I teach, I make sure to
use visual examples, body language, and expressions to describe an assignment, and ELL
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students are able to understand and then clearly express their ideas and interpretations through
the visual medium of art. In this way, the arts help these students achieve success and confidence
in their work. In the 2016 GDRHS Student Survey, one student expressed how art helped him
learn English a lot better: “With expressing my emotions and feelings through art, I could then
express my emotions through writing” (Kostich, 2016).
Another way I try to reach all students is to provide an array of opportunities in the arts.
Starting in Studio Art I, students are exposed to variety of media and techniques – drawing,
painting, sculpture, and printmaking. While a student may not like drawing with pencils, he or
she may discover that painting is much more fun, while another student who doesn’t like the
messiness of paint prefers the control of the pencils. And a student may forget two-dimensional
art altogether in favor of the third dimension that sculpture provides. Perhaps a student prefers
precise technical drawing over conceptual mixed media, and another student finds that they put
the most importance in the piece’s concept. It’s not about students mastering every single
technique taught to them; it’s about finding their own medium or subject within the variety of
possibilities that are introduced. This way, each student is able to establish a connection with art
that they didn’t otherwise expect.
Even if students are not interested in art itself, I want them to be interested in the skills,
behaviors (including all of the Studio Habits), creativity, and critical thinking that arts education
provides and how all of these things are applicable to everyday life in the present and in the
future. And most importantly, I want all students to leave my class feeling confident that they
can create art successfully, with technical strength, creativity, and intent.
In one part of the 2016 GDRHS Student Survey (Kostich, 2016), students were asked if
they were able to express personal interests, personal views and opinions, or personal feelings
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and emotions in their artwork. Overall, 97% of students indicated that they were able to utilize
some sort of personal expression in their art (Chart 6). As seen in Chart 5 (below), students’
specific answers varied on what kind of expression they used the most, though it was interesting
that personal interests were expressed most by 9th graders, personal views and opinions were
expressed most by 10th graders, and personal feelings and emotions were expressed most by 12th
graders.

Chart 5
Student Connections with Art: Personal Expression
12
10
10
8
8

7

9th Grade

6
6

5

5

10th Grade
4

4

11th Grade

4
2

2

2

12th Grade

2

1

1

0
Personal Interests

Personal Views or
Opinions

Chart 6:
Overall
Connection
with Personal
Expression
No
3%

Yes
97%

Personal Feelings or
Emotions

Personal
Interests

None / No Answer

Personal
Views /
Opinions

No
32
%
Yes
68
%

No
65
%

Yes
35
%

Personal
Feelings /
Emotions

No
51
%

Yes
49
%

REACHING ALL STUDENTS IN ART EDUCATION

23

Many students cited specific examples about their personal expression in their artwork. A
few students described how they were able to release their emotions into their drawings. Others
said that using personal interests “helps me focus and want to learn more,” and that “getting
inspiration from things I love made art fun.” Several students cited creativity as a form of
expression (Kostich, 2016):

It was helpful to look beyond the normal for ideas, and it made it very fun.

I have learned to think outside of the box, creating ideas that are new and different.
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Chart 7: Student Connections with Art:
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Chart 7 (above) shows that 89% of all students who participated in the survey were able
to connect art with at least one other subject area of interest, the most common being science
(color theory, color schemes, human anatomy, psychology of Elements and Principles, Fibonacci
Sequence), language arts (writing self-reflections, taking notes, storytelling, etc.), and music
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(clay whistles and using musical artists as inspiration). One student said that using writing in art
“helped me really understand the concepts by writing in my own thoughts,” and one student who
connected with art history indicated that “knowing where something is originally from and to be
able to talk about it is important” (Kostich, 2016). Some students cited compasses, measuring,
and 2-point perspective as useful connections to math.
Part III: Contemporary Art and Design
As mentioned before, students enter the art classroom with the assumption that they
cannot be artists. It is a common notion that in order to be a successful artist, one must be famous
and have their work displayed in museums and prestigious galleries, and the success of this art is
often directly correlated with the level of formalism (aesthetic appeal) in the work of art;
essentially, “Art for art’s sake”(Barrett, 2008, p. 152,115). Usually, the famous artists that the
students already know of are masters spanning from the Renaissance up to mid- 20th century art,
but generally they are not familiar with any current artists, especially those who do not work in a
traditional way. It is important for students to know that formalism is just one part of art, and
they need to be aware of all of the things that make art what it is today.
Inclusion of 20th century and current contemporary art into the curriculum has massive
potential to make art relevant and relatable to students; it is one of the things that helps bridge the
distance between students and the art that they see. Duchamp’s Fountain challenged the
traditional view of art by using a readymade object, creating a “revolution in the art world,”
where the medium is less important than the idea itself (Gompertz, 2012, p.6), an idea inspired
by Cezanne. 1950’s Pop Art continued to move away from formalism and focus more on
expressive, conceptual, and metaphorical content. Rauschenberg stated that he “wanted to work
in the ‘gap between art and life’” (Gompertz, 2012, p.296), suggesting that art and life do not
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need to be as separated as they are in formal and traditional work. Rauschenberg created art
using found objects from everyday life, and these objects serve as an expression of modern
culture and society, and they help to support the idea that low culture can in fact be used for high
art (Gompertz, 2012, p. 296). By bringing everyday life and modern society into the world of art,
these artists made art accessible and relevant to every single person.
Dr Renee Sandell, Ph.D. is an art educator and active leader in art education whose
research includes visual literacy and professional development for teachers. Sandell’s
Form+Theme+Context (FTC) model balances these approaches into a tool that aids visual
literacy in the classroom and promotes more effective learning and understanding. Sandell
addresses the importance of three components. The first is Form, or “How the work ‘is’,” which
is what Formalism and Modernism aim for: composition, elements and principles, media,
techniques, style, and other aesthetic qualities, or art for art’s sake. The second is Theme, or
“what the work is about” (such as big ideas, subject matter, point of view, sources and
references, and interdisciplinary relationships), and the third is Context, or “When, Where,
By/For Whom and WHY the work was created (and valued),” as well as personal, social,
cultural, historical, artistic, educational, political, or spiritual relevance. (Sandell, p. 5&11,
2009). The Theme category is most connected with Postmodernism, including Dadaism and Pop
Art, which strove to challenge Formalism and focus more on concepts and the connections
between art and life. Context, in conjunction with visual culture, can be found across all different
art movements and time periods, the most relevant to students being present-day visual culture.
Olivia Gude, an American artist and educator known for her public community murals
and mosaics. Gude states that the incorporation of contemporary art into art education curriculum
allows students to “gain the capacity to reflect on cultural issues related to self and society…
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become attuned to nuance and complexity…[and] learn to recognize the cultural choices that
underlie even the most mundane moments and actions of everyday life” (Gude, 2004, p.9), all of
which would not be nearly as effective if the curriculum consisted only of formal material, such
as the elements and principles of art and design. Effective and relevant lessons consist of themes
that are relatable to students’ lives and the communities in which they live, projects that use both
diverse contemporary art practices and traditional arts that are relative, and practice of using art
to investigate, understand, and research their own and others’ work in order to gain insight
(Gude, 2004, p.9). In addition, Gude describes eight categories that address both the students’
artwork and contemporary art practices that relate to their work: appropriation, juxtaposition,
recontextualization, layering, interaction of text and image, hybridity, gazing, and representin’
(Gude, 2004, p. 6-10).
Terry Barrett is an American art critic, an art education professor, and the author of the
book Why is That Art? which addresses common issues and questions about contemporary art.
Barrett describes a somewhat similar list with familiar categories when it comes to artmaking in
the Postmodern era; approaches that are listed include escaping the confines of museums,
collapsing boundaries between “high” and “low,” rejecting “originality,” jouissance, working
collaboratively, appropriating, simulating, hybridizing, mixing media, layering, mixing codes,
confronting the gaze, facing the abject, constructing identities, using narratives, creating
metaphors, and using irony, parody, and dissonance.
All of Gude’s and Barrett’s approaches make art relatable, relevant, and accessible to
students who would otherwise dismiss contemporary art. Most students who come into my class
do not like contemporary art; it is easy to judge contemporary art as too boring, weird,
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complicated, or ugly, but if students can understand the meanings behind this type of art, they
can find meaning and personal connection, thus providing a more enriching experience with art.

Figure 3: Two contemporary works at the Worcester Art Museum, Worcester, MA.
Left: Yinka Shonibare, Deep Blue, 1997, Emulsion and acrylic on textiles.
Right: Beatriz Milhazes, O Paraiso (Paradise), 1999, Acrylic on canvas.

Figure 3 includes two pieces of contemporary art by Shonibare and Milhazes, located at
the Worcester Art Museum in Worcester, Massachusetts. At first glance, both of these images
are aesthetically appealing, with warmer blues, repetitive shapes, and interesting textures. But if
my students were to look at these images without any context, they would not find any
meaningful connection to the work.
These pieces could definitely be described with Gude’s and Barrett’s approaches to
contemporary and post-modern art. However, upon further research, I found that the number one
approach of both of these artists is from both Gude’s and Barrett’s lists: hybridity, or
hybridizing, where artists use the blended influences of multiple cultures in one piece, as well as
use multiple media. Milhazes uses modernist styles while using her Brazilian heritage and
abstracted local folk/visual traditions. She also uses the hybridity of different media in her work
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– mass-produced textiles, wallpaper, ceramic tile, etc. Shonibare uses his work to explore
colonialism, post-colonialism, and their relationship to the globalization of contemporary art, as
well as the construction of identity (Barrett, 2008, p.213; Shonibare, 2016), the economic and
political corresponding histories of Africa and Europe, the mixing Western art history and
literature, and the use of a range of media (painting, sculpture, photography, and film and
performance.)
Another big way to bring contemporary art styles into the classroom in a meaningful way
is through the incorporation of technological art, including graphic design, web design, video
game design, comic art (both traditional and web-based), and animation. From my own
experience, many students are interested in some form of technological art or graphic design,
whether or not they define themselves as artists. They play video games, read comics, watch
cartoons, browse the internet, and see commercials and advertisements on a daily basis. Art
forms that are directly relevant to students’ everyday lives, especially those that play a big role in
their leisurely and enjoyable activities, can effectively bring meaning and context into the art
classroom. As one student states in the 2016 Student Survey, “Art plays a critical role in
entertainment.”
This goes along with utilitarian and functional art, which arguably has an even greater
connection with the art classroom. It is important for students to realize that everything that they
use has been designed by someone in a purposeful way. The chairs that they sit on were designed
to balance form and function, comfort and practicality. A decision was made to color the outside
of our drawing pencils blue and iridescent with gold lettering. Someone has an original design
and blueprint of the classroom itself, from when they were figuring out how tall the ceiling
would be and where all the windows would go. With the realization and knowledge that art is
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everywhere, the idea of art becomes less unattainable and idealized; it becomes more relevant
than it had ever been before, and with real life context, students are able to access and relate to
art on a much more meaningful level.
By addressing multiple cultures, personal identity, technology, and function, students can
begin to find meaning and context within contemporary work, which helps them reflect on their
own work and process. If introduced in an enriching way, contemporary art and design can help
art become relatable and relevant to each and every student.
Part IV: Personal Work
The themes of identity, differences, and inclusion influence my own artwork
significantly. In my illustrations, I strive to convey the same message that all our differences
make us who we are as unique human beings and that they should be accepted and embraced
with confidence. (Figure 4) It is a common thing for children to feel alone, left out, or different
from their peers, and my goal is to reach out to them and reassure them that it’s normal to feel
this way. It’s important to acknowledge, accept, and celebrate our differences as human beings,
and if my stories and illustrations help even one child through difficult times, then my work will
have been successful.
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Figure 4: Dare to Be Different, Colored Pencil, 2011

Animals and nature play major roles in my illustrations. Not only are these things an
important part of my life and childhood, but animals are very relatable to children, and they
provide a sense of neutrality so that they can be relatable to children of various genders, races,
geographical locations, and cultures. My interest in animals and nature flourished at the nature
camp that I went to for several years. The counselors taught us things about nature that we didn't
learn in school - for example, how to differentiate between a hawk and a vulture flying in the
sky, or how to spot poison ivy, or how to catch tadpoles and other creatures in the lake.
Similarly, I am fascinated by the scientific and mathematical components of a work of art as well
as the psychological effects behind the visual and emotional responses. The importance of
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interdisciplinary connections within my own work has influenced my own interdisciplinary
teaching methods, and vice versa.
As soon as I tried them, colored pencils immediately became my favorite medium to
work with. I could achieve accurate colors and smoothness while keeping my drawings precise.
The precision and variety of colors to choose from gave me a sense of control and stability,
which made me feel comfortable and secure when I used them. When I returned to Montserrat
and took a Natural Science Illustration course, everything fell into place. My love of nature
flourished, and the colored pencils allowed me to create the detailed and colorful drawings that I
had always wanted (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Rings, 2011, Colored Pencil

This is one of the main reasons why I have my own students experiment with wide
variety of media and techniques. Every student has a preference of media, and I know how
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discouraging it feels when that medium hasn’t been found yet. Before I used colored pencils, I
lacked the confidence I needed to make art; I felt discouraged, and I doubted my abilities as an
artist. When I found colored pencils, my confidence in my artwork was renewed, and I was
inspired to make new art again. In the classroom, as soon as students find a medium that clicks, it
is noticeable right away. Their eyes light up, and they immediately become enthusiastic about the
art that they are creating. They gain much more confidence in themselves, and open up to new
possibilities, just like I did.
Until I entered the MAAE program, I didn’t realize that my colored pencil drawings
appeared to lack movement and energy, causing them to feel stiff and tight. I was challenged
with the task of exploring different media once again, and I began to work in a completely
different way than I'm used to. I overcame the obstacle of anxiety when revisiting and altering
past works, including cutting a piece up and reassembling the smaller parts. I would have never
changed something I made in the past because I felt like I would regret it, and because it would
make me anxious or sad, but it turned out better than I expected. I explored past the comfort zone
of colored pencils and created some very different pieces with watercolor and ink. As I worried
less about precision and detail, the characters in these images became looser, giving them a sense
of energy and fluidity. (Figure 6)
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Figure 6: Sweet Tooth in Watercolor, 2015, Watercolor

I found that while working looser was an interesting and necessary experiment, I began to
feel less of a connection with my previous work. While the new illustrations had more energy
and life, I deeply missed the colored pencils, especially because they were the cause of a major
turning point for me as an artist. I missed their details and sense of control. So, I decided to try
and find a balance between the two. I paint a looser illustration with watercolor, and then I go
back into the piece with colored pencil and sharpen the major focal points within the piece
(Figure 7). I am still finding the best way to balance the two mediums.
After conducting the 2016 Student Survey, what I have noticed is that my reaction to my
new artwork is actually very similar to students’ opinions on their own levels of confidence and
improvement. In the survey, students reported little to no change in their level of confidence;
however, most students felt that they improved significantly in their technical and conceptual
abilities. I’ve realized that I feel the same way about my new artwork. Although I don’t feel
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confident with this new style yet, I still think I have grown and improved a great amount since I
began the MAAE program.

Figure 7: Sweet Tooth, 2016, Watercolor & Colored Pencil

One of my biggest influences for my children's book illustrations is Beatrix Potter
because of her use of soft colors, inviting natural environments, and charming animal characters.
I also found that I have been unknowingly inspired by the styles, themes, and ideas of illustrators
from children’s books I grew up with. For example, Eric Carle’s Animals, Animals has separate
poem for a different animal, where each animal has its own unique story and characteristics; Leo
Lionni’s Swimmy embraces the theme of uniqueness with colorful watercolor and printed
designs; and Paul Simon and Valerie Michaut’s At the Zoo had the idea of having animal
characters follow the protagonists throughout the book until finally they are all together at the
end, where the last character is very lonely before being cheered up by all of the other characters.
To my recent realization, all of these themes, plots, and styles of storytelling that I grew up with
have inspired my own stories, especially apparent in my most recent project. (Figures 8-11)
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Figure 8: Beatrix Potter, The Tale of Peter Rabbit, 1902

Figure 9: Eric Carle, Animals, Animals, 1999, Paper collage.
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Figure 10: Leo Lionni, Swimmy, 1973

Figure 11: Paul Simon / Valerie Michaut, At the Zoo, 1991

I have recently been looking at the work of several other artists and illustrators who focus
on wildlife and natural environments, including J.S. Weis (bright colors and ink splashes), David
Morrison (hyper-realistic illustration), Graeme Base (detail and incorporation of text), Wendell
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Minor, Jerry Pinkney, John Schoenherr, Richard Jesse Watson, David Weisner, and Jim
Lamarche. These artists have directly influenced some of the work I've done in one way or
another, and looking at all of these artists has helped me continue to develop my own style. They
have helped me figure out more about what kind of looseness I want and how much of it I want
to achieve, while still maintaining the detail, texture, and control that makes up a large part of
who I am as an artist.
I am completing a children’s book that showcases twenty-six unique characters, one for
each letter of the alphabet, all of whom have a specific difference about them. These differences
include physical appearance, personality, preference, and location of residence. The illustrations
of these characters are accompanied with rhyming text, but the text does not always address the
difference of the character. I am not trying to draw attention away from the character’s
difference, but instead, I attempt to make the difference appear normal, since it is not the main
focus. The focus rests on the characters themselves, and while some differences are more
noticeable than others, they don’t always have to define that character. Ideally, I would like my
illustrations to captivate members of a young audience comprised of a broad range of
backgrounds and individual differences.
Through the MAAE program, I've gained a better understanding of the psychology and
physiology of creativity, and this understanding has given me new perspectives on my own
artwork and how I use information and connections to reach creative solutions. The research and
information I've gathered over the past year helped me change and develop my own artwork,
which is something that I didn't think would happen as much as it did.
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Conclusion
If I could go back to seventh grade and give myself any piece of advice, it would be to
ignore that eighth grader and all of my peers who made me feel that being different was wrong.
When I think back to moments like these (and there were several of them), I do wonder if I
would have turned out differently if I had simply dismissed other kids’ critical opinions and
continued to stay true to who I really was. However, even though I should have done this, I
would not change anything from my past. If things had turned out another way, and if my peers
had accepted me for my differences, I wouldn’t have made the long journey to where I am now,
and I wouldn’t have the same message to share. I wouldn’t be the same teacher, the same artist,
or the same person that I am today.
Instead, my goal as an artist is to reach out to members of a young audience through my
illustrations and stories where I can encourage them to acknowledge and embrace their
differences and uniqueness. And as an educator, my goal is to ensure that art is accessible,
relevant, and relatable to every single student regardless of background, level of confidence,
perceived ability, or initial interest in art. Art, creativity, and expression are part of who we are
as human beings, and these things are important for children’s cognitive growth and behavioral
development as well as establishing differentiated learning techniques and interdisciplinary
connections. As we move through the 21st century, creativity and visual literacy are vital for the
success of our students.
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