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Artistic Context and Historical Relevance 

 There has been very little debate in art education concerning the value of art history in the 

classroom. Additionally with the furtherance of postmodern ideals it has become more important 

for instructors to provide students with curriculum that addresses art within a broader historical 

and social context (Sandell, 2009).  It is necessary for students to understand that their creative 

practice is a part of a conversation that has been taking place for thousands of years. Through the 

learning process, students should discover that they have a voice that represents their unique 

understandings of the world and what it means to be an artist in our contemporary age (Fenner, 

2008). 

 In generations past, modern educators subscribing to the” idealist” perspective, have 

acknowledged the significance of learning from the “great thinkers”. Idealist educators espoused 

that the learner/artist must understand concepts and practices that have gone before them so that 

those ideas may continue to have bearing (Aguilar, Cole, & Helig, 2010). Likewise, our 

contemporary practitioners should be given the basic knowledge to understand contributions of 

previous theoretical movements, not for the sake of discovering a “universal truth”, as with 

idealist philosophy, but to understand the implications of history on contemporary practices. 

 Regardless of discipline, artists benefit from an understanding of how artistic practices 

have progressed in order to contribute to future progression. No one would debate, for example, 

that scientists must understand what theoretical and technological advancements have been made 

in order to build upon and challenge the methodology of established systems. Similarly artists 

must see who and what has come before so that they may participate in an intentional way 

(Freedman, 2010). If contemporary art-making is a part of a larger body of knowledge, it is the 



responsibility of the student artist to practice within or in response to that collection of data in 

order to find relevance in their personal work (Jorn, 1949).  

 As the instructor presents new concepts, it is their role to give students an understanding 

of how those ideas came to be. Teachers can do this very practically, incorporating information, 

ideas and imagery that exemplify the work of previous contributors and their impact. Students 

should be assessed, in part, based on how they understand the relevancy of historical information 

and how it applies to their work (Addisen & Burgess, 2007). For example, if a student is 

investigating minimalist imagery, it is the role of the instructor to introduce them to the theories 

and artists that have established minimalism since the 1960’s, with the intent that the student 

might find a place within that “visual conversation”. Historical knowledge gives the material 

relevancy as well as a context for conceptual application. 

 

Collaboration 

 In an age of digital communication, opportunities for meaningful social interaction are at 

a premium (Peppler, 2010). Many students communicate more through text messaging than 

through face-to-face conversation. These non-verbal forms of communication have played a 

major role in how students communicate in social settings (Molle & Smith-Stoner, 2010). 

Students often struggle with how to interact with peers in face-to-face communication, which 

could hinder success as they become adults and enter the workforce. The classroom must serve 

as a training ground to encourage proper communication. 

 Collaboration is a form of interactive communal learning that allows students to work 

within a group to perform a task or assignment. Collaboration is a profitable way of getting 

students to understand a concept as it is discussed with peers in the context of activity. Students 



tend to participate with a higher degree of focus when the group at large expects meaningful 

contribution. In order to prevent students from neglecting their responsibility to collaborate it is 

important to clearly communicate individual expectations. When students know that the group is 

relying on them they are more likely to take their participation more seriously (Stastny, 1990). 

Collaboration plays a huge role in equipping students with skills and responsibilities that might 

be expected of them as they enter the workforce. 

 Group activities, such as artistic critique, are an exciting and dynamic way of leading 

students into a conversation about classroom content. Collaboration also provides a unique 

approach to instruction that may benefit those students who learn better in non-traditional 

settings. 

 

The Critique 

 Art Criticism is crucial to an artist’s growth and ability to contribute to make pertinent 

work. Within art class, critique happens both through the daily formative assessment of the 

instructor but also in the conversation between classmates. Through analysis and response the 

individual artist should gain a more complete perspective concerning their own work. 

 During the creative process and at its completion it is important to conduct class critiques 

where students display their work in front of their peers. The class should write about or discuss 

each piece individually addressing both formal and conceptual aspects of work. Within these 

critiques students should be focusing on the successes of the work as well as the potential for 

improvement.  

 There are four major characteristics of art criticism as introduced by Edmund Feldman, 

author or Practical Art Criticism that should be considered: description, analysis, interpretations 



and evaluation.  

 Description: In this step the student will be asked to discuss formal aspects of the work 

that can be identified while viewing the work. This should not necessarily include personal 

opinion but describe the subject matter as well as artistic elements used within the composition. 

 Analysis: In this step students will discuss how the compositions formal elements have 

been organized and are interrelated. How do the components of the work interact? What are the 

similarities or contrasting elements? How are basic principles or techniques being used within a 

work. 

 Interpretation: The information described and analyzed is used to identify meaning or 

sub-text within the work. Through "interpretation" the viewer may seek to understand the ideas 

and expressive qualities of the work as experienced by the artist. The viewer/critics primary 

focus should be on how the work affects their personal thoughts. Personal interpretation should 

always be justified by evidence gathered from analysis. 

 Evaluation: Based on one’s description, analysis and interpretation, how does the viewer 

judge the quality or success of the work? The following criteria may affect one’s personal 

judgment: execution of technique, expressiveness, personal response, originality or position 

within cultural and historical contexts. 

 Regardless of how one responds to a work, constructive dialog must be the result. 

Through critical dialog artists’ grow and are stretched to consider their work less subjectively 

and with greater intention. 

 

 

 



Discovery 

 The primary function of the art classroom should be to provide an environment of 

discovery and exploration. Students should understand that when they enter the art space that 

they are going to have plenty of opportunity to express themselves regardless of the objectives of 

that day’s activity. Instructors should embrace the notion that the art project itself isn’t sacred, 

but the process of making is where artistic significance resides (Stuart, 2009). 

 Students should be exposed to a spectrum of ideas and media for investigation, in order to 

discover what makes the most sense for their aesthetic interests. Instructors should be available 

to help set goals for students throughout the art-making process and should encourage students to 

not restrict themselves. It is the instructor’s responsibility to guide students to choose a process 

that is unique to them, allowing them to create personally significant work (Gardener, 1971). 

 Throughout the semester, the growth of a student should be recognizable in several ways. 

One measurement of growth should be directly related to a student’s comfort with 

experimentation of media and their ability to navigate through dilemmas with material. 

Instructors should encourage students to investigate (Lidstone, 1971). As students exhaust 

different avenues they will begin to find a process or technique that resonates with them 

personally, this is a part of self-discovery (Wolk, 2010). 

 A student’s personal discovery shouldn't be restricted to form and material but should 

extend to ideas and concepts. The most valuable kind of discovery in the art classroom comes as 

discipline and technique meet concept and personal narrative. Genuine self-expression comes as 

the student addresses ideas that speak to them and their experiences (Wilford, 2005). As students 

navigate through the creative process it is the instructor’s role to prompt conversations about the 

ideas behind a given work (Wilson, 2010).  



The Cultural Worker 

 The creative student, through social necessity, should understand his or her role as a 

cultural work. Whether working in the commercial or fine art fields, a furniture maker or a 

muralist, today’s artist must come to understand that they are called to be contributors to a global 

society. As technology expands and exposure to diverse artistic and cultural practices increase, 

artists are beginning to see their work as it connects and impacts a broader community (Alloway, 

1958).   

 Society has begun the process of redefining the role of the artist. Students who graduate 

with degrees in the fine arts are often trained to think more critically than the average university 

graduate. Art criticism, as an integral part of the fine art practice, should prepare post-modern 

thinkers, trained to think objectively about social practices. This gives the artist an advantage in 

many realms of society, whether in business, science, humanitarian or political sectors the 

trained artist should be prepared for unique forms of creative problem solving (Shin, R., 2010). 

 The responsibility of the instructor must first be to encourage cultural connections and 

practices by practicing it themselves (Graham & Zwirn, 2010). In Teachers as Intellectuals, 

Henry Giroux (1988), explains that the cultural worker is one who is a scholar and a practitioner, 

one who presents knowledge with practice and application in mind (Diedrichsen, 1990). The 

teacher practitioner is a modeler, helping students to understand themselves in the context of a 

political society, one that embraces varying cultural and ethical views (Smith, 2010). 

 The cultural worker must find relevance in the work that they produce. Once again 

teachers should encourage students to objectively understand the impact of their work on global 

and local communities. A creative student who understands how to think critically about their 



work will almost certainly be much more socially conscious as well as holistic in their activity 

(Diedrichsen, 1990).  

 

Relational Teaching   

 The building of meaningful relationships is an integral aspect of teaching. It is necessary 

for every student to know that they have a teacher who is also an advocate. A healthy 

relationship between instructor and student fosters a positive environment for learning and 

mutual intellectual respect. 

 Good teacher/student relationships begin by teachers expressing interest in the success of 

a student (Bain, Newton, Kuster, & Milbrandt, 2010). The more a student recognizes that their 

instructor is interested in their personal well-being the more they are willing to trust them. Trust 

is crucial for a students creative comfort (Hamre, Pianta & Stuhlman, 2002). As a student’s trust 

increases the more they will be willing to invest in the class. 

 Intentional questioning is also a practical way to promote openness. Phrasing questions 

properly can point students in the right direction without affording them obvious answers. 

Questioning is a great way for teachers to encourage students to look at an idea from a different 

perspective causing them to consider concepts in new ways. 

 Modeling is a tool used regularly in the context of the art classroom. Similar to a 

master/apprentice relationship, instructors must always be prepared to demonstrate their 

knowledge of the information they are teaching. Modeling shows the students that the instructor 

is well-practiced in their discipline (Docksai, 2010). When students see that a teacher believes in 

and can demonstrate what they are teaching they legitimize themselves, once again, promoting a 

greater sense of trust within the teacher/student relationship. 



 An instructor should be available. Students often have questions or concerns about their 

work that might require connecting outside of the context of the classroom. A teacher should be 

easy to communicate with via internet/e-mail or by phone. It is the responsibility of an instructor 

to provide open and constant feedback, not to discourage student independence but to encourage 

the development and commitment of the pupil to the process. 

 Teachers who are well-liked by their students generally have the best academic and 

behavioral results. For an instructor to hold the student’s attention relationships must be 

established and passionate teaching must be demonstrated (Smilan & Miraclia, 2009). Most 

students are looking for instructors who are serious and fervent about the content they teach.  

 

Diversity of Instruction 

 Howard Gardener presented educators with a revolutionary way of thinking about human 

cognitive ability when he wrote the Theory of Multiple Intelligences in 1983. Gardener’s basic 

proposition was that people learn in many different ways and are inclined to respond well to 

different types of learning scenarios. Though this theory has been met with some controversy, it 

has proven to serve educators well, providing practical approaches to instruction (Wiford, 2005). 

 The art classroom is a unique setting because it natural provides a spectrum of 

instructional approaches. While some students are receptive to lecture-based learning others 

learn better visually and through the stimulation of other senses (Schwartz, 1996). Students 

should be afforded opportunities to learn from literary works, internet research and preliminary 

studies to supplement project-based learning. The art instructor should provide multiple means to 

learning in order to synthesize classroom content (Lauria, 2010) 



 Diversity in the types of art projects and assignments is also very important. Some art 

projects require strict attention to technique or formal approaches while other projects allow for 

more organic creativity. Providing projects that undertake art-making differently will stimulate 

learners in different ways which is necessary for higher level learning and long term retention of 

information (Zimmerman, 2009). 

 

Assessment 

 Assessment should be affected by an instructors understanding of multiple intelligences. 

While some students perform well in the context of a summative assessment other students excel 

in a more formative approach. Both types of assessment should be employed for every student 

but a balanced approach provides students with equal opportunities to show that they have 

mastered a concept. 

 While art has a tendency to be seen as a subjective discipline, students should understand 

that that their academic results are directly related to their effort as well as the execution of their 

idea. The art student should always be aware of how they will be assessed and how the teachers 

will approach grading. Students should know that they will be graded based on performance, 

progress and final product (Clark, 2002). Rubrics are an effective way of clearly defining what a 

student is being graded on. It is the instructor’s responsibility to respond to student work with 

constructive and timely feedback related to the submitted and observed work of a student.  

 Assessing each student's independent critical thinking process is necessary for 

understanding the depth of knowledge that a student has. The instructor should recognize their 

role as an investigator in their classroom, studying and recording the actions of their students. 

Teachers must be aware the role of observation has within the studio process as a way of 



understanding whether a student has gained a true understanding of the material or has 

discovered a successful method for creative expression. The visual arts classroom naturally relies 

on observed information because the curriculum is generally built upon project-based activity.  

 One successful method of assessing a student’s process and progress is through the use of 

the portfolio. This allows instructors to compare a student’s work to previous work and consider 

how they have evolved. Portfolios also provide a context for the student. Instructors may use a 

student’s portfolio to provide examples of progress or regression in specific areas such as 

craftsmanship or execution of ideas (Condon & Hamp-Lyons, 2001).  The portfolio becomes a 

centerpiece for a meaningful dialog and a tangible platform for students to build upon. 
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