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In october 2008, in Ruth Behar’s (2009) American Folklore Society Invited Plenary Address, 
“Folklore and the Search for Home,” she suggested that folklorists often struggle in their 
search for the “we”—meaning folklore’s disciplinary territory. Like folklore and many other 

disciplines in our postmodern world, art educators often are perplexed about how to define 
our field of study and who should be included as group members. And like Behar, I assert that 
our “we” also “could be wide, much wider than many of us dare imagine” (p. 264). 

This Special Issue of Studies in Art Education is about debating the field of 
art education and its disciplinary territory. As we engage in this continuing 
conversation, we attempt to understand and further define our identity. We 
look to establish the borders of our field, the content of what we teach, and 
the way in which we teach. each part of this search is connected, and multiple 
perspectives help define art education’s “we.” often, repositioning ourselves 
and examining a different creative space can help us better understand the 
complexity of our definitional questions.

In the winter of 2008, I was fortunate enough to visit Leonard Knight’s 
spectacular environment in Niland, California, called Salvation Mountain. Knight was born on a Vermont 
farm in 1931. When he went to visit his sister in Lemon Grove, California, in the mid-1960s, he had a reli-
gious experience that motivated him to want to spread God’s message of love. After a failed attempt to 
praise Him by building a 230-foot-high hot air balloon, he successfully constructed a mountain in Niland’s 
desert landscape that was painted with gallons of donated house paint. The environment spans well over 
100 feet and is three stories high. An extension of the mountain is a cave-like structure he calls a “museum” 
that incorporates tree-like forms, old tires, windows, car parts, bales of hay, and donated found objects. 
His entire environment is brightly painted and covered with his signature adobe flowers (Congdon, 2008; 
Knight, 1998; Ludwig, 1998; Manley and Sloan, 1997).

one might ask where Salvation Mountain’s boundaries begin and end. What is it about, who created it, 
and who owns the artwork? Is it ecologically sustainable, does it contain a message that should be pro-
moted and in what context? Also, who has the power, or who should have the power, to answer these 
questions? This mountain promotes a religious message, which is problematic because the artwork is on 

StudieS

“We actually debate the 

field of art education in 

every issue of Studies.”

Copyright 2010 by the National art Education association
Studies in Art Education: a Journal of issues and research
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Above: Salvation Mountain 
by Leonard Knight.  
Photo by Kristin G. Congdon.

Right: Interior “Museum” 
Space of Salvation Mountain 
by Leonard Knight.
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public land—real estate that Knight does not own. 
Questions have been raised about the ecological 
viability of the mountain since some of the paint 
has lead in it. If a visitor who climbs the mountain 
falls and gets hurt, who is responsible? Because 
people come from all over the world to work 
with Knight on the mountain—not necessarily to 
promote a Christian message, but to experience the 
artist’s creative spirit—is the artwork one person’s 
vision or a collaborative piece? 

The questions that define the work become 
even more complex when the residents of Niland 
are considered. Because this small town has a weak 
economic base, the business community reaps 
benefits from the many visitors who come to town 
to visit or work on Salvation Mountain. In 1994, 
when the county government wanted to destroy 
the structure, the town’s residents responded en 
masse. The government’s desire to bulldoze the 
environment was partly an effort to discourage 
people from squatting in nearby Slab City, an old 
World War II Marine base that lacks minimal services 
to support the many people who come to winter 
in recreational vehicles, trailers, and trucks. Fans of 
Salvation Mountain from all over the world joined 
Niland’s residents and Salvation Mountain was 
saved. Supporters continuously give the artist hay, 
paint, food, and money  to keep the site growing. 

Clearly, it is difficult to know who owns Salvation 
Mountain and where its boundaries lie. The work’s 
subject matter is problematic because the united 
States’ Constitution demands a separation of church 
and state, and the work resides on public land. There 
are multiple ways that this space/place can be ana-
lyzed and boundaries that surround the work can be 
viewed as narrow or broad. The definition of owner-
ship is questionable, as is the shaky ground of the 
content it promotes, given its context. 

The kinds of questions that are raised about 
Salvation Mountain can also be applied to the 
field of art education. This became very apparent 
as authors sent in a variety of manuscripts for this 
special issue. Their understandings of the field of 
art education presented similar complications, but 

on a far larger scale. As the many submissions were 
reviewed, reviewers began questioning what kinds 
of papers should go in this special issue. Should 
the focus be narrow or broad? Where, we began 
to wonder, were the definitional boundaries of the 
topic? 

In this issue four articles offer direction. 
Recognizing the way in which we are increasingly 
being taught through our interactions with popular 
culture, Marya Spont suggests that video art can 
provide art educators with a form of social critique 
that can be useful in our classrooms. Lara Lackey, 
Chun-Ming Chou, and Pei-Lan Hsu astutely ques-
tion our disciplinary boundaries as more students 
and teachers work outside the realm of certified 
art teachers and their classrooms, and Carolina 
Blatt-Gross explores current work by cognitive 
psychologists and neuroscientists and what they 
can offer art educators to help them achieve a more 
profound understanding of artmaking in context. 
All three of these articles have the potential to shift 
our thinking about the field of art education if we 
open our minds to new ways of thinking.

Many years ago, my friend and colleague, Laurie 
Hicks, gave me a copy of the book, Zen in the Martial 
Arts by Joe Hymans (1979). I have used this book 
with my students many times. The first chapter 
describes a lesson by a Japanese Zen monk. He is 
pouring a cup of tea for his student, a professor—
and he keeps on pouring after the cup has been 
filled. When the professor remarked that the cup 
was overfull and could hold no more liquid, the 
Zen master stopped pouring. He then explained to 
his student that his mind was like the cup, so full of 
his own opinions that nothing else could fit in. He 
instructed the professor to let go of past knowledge 
and old habits in order to open the mind enough to 
let new learning in. In a similar manner, referring to 
the work of Martin Heidegger, Gary Peters (2009) 
claims that the creative act of improvisation, the 
process that happens before an artwork or a new 
concept is created, will occur only in a space where 
forgetting takes place. otherwise the free play 
of new ideas cannot occur. It is in this spirit that 
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Stephen Carpenter and Kevin Tavin “forget” the 
traditional research article format by constructing 
their graphic novel about the reconceptualization 
of art education. 

As my colleagues and I reviewed and selected 
the four articles, two commentaries, and three 
media reviews in this issue, I realized that we actu-

ally debate the field of art education in every issue 
of Studies. As our field continues to evolve, and as 
we perpetually work to recognize its fluidly and the 
changing nature of our space, “we” must remain 
open to fresh ideas, new members, and expanding 
parameters, so that, in the end, we forget what it 
means to be full.
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“As splintered, 
repeated 

moments, the 
smooth voices of 
popular culture’s 

soundtrack can 
no longer sweep 
us away; instead, 

they stutter, 
disrupt, and make 

us aware of their 
disruption.” 

Analyzing Mass Media through 
Video Art Education: Popular 
Pedagogy and Social Critique in the Work 
of Candice Breitz

M a r y a  s p o n t

University of Texas, Austin

This article begins with the premise that art education should engage 
with forms of popular visual culture in the art classroom so that students 
can better understand, evaluate, and critique the world around them. 
The researcher argues that studying video art with students offers 
a valuable approach to critiquing film and television, among other 
mass media, because of shared methods of production and persuasion 
involving sound, language, movement, and time, in addition to visual 
imagery. Taking the work of South African artist, Candice Breitz, as a 
case study, this article investigates how video art that re-appropriates 
multi-sensory popular culture as a form of social critique can provide a 
model for critical, interdisciplinary conversations in art education. By 
engaging with Breitz’s videos, which utilize largely “found footage” in 
their production, art educators can enable students to better analyze 
the forms and effects of entertainment media and help them “find” their 
own footage for critical artmaking. This article situates this approach 
within recent conceptual and contextual literature about visual culture 
art education, re-appropriation in art and video art, and other topics.

Correspondence regarding this article may be sent to the author 
at marya.spont@gmail.com

Copyright 2010 by the National art Education association
Studies in Art Education: a Journal of issues and research
2010, 51(4), 295-314



296 Spont / Analyzing Mass Media through Video Art Education

Many art educators have expressed 
concern for the pedagogical 
effects of popular visual culture. 

McFee (1965) recognizes that much learn-
ing occurs outside the classroom, envi-
sioning art education about visual cultural 
forms as an act of resistance to potentially 
harmful mass media. Duncum (2002, 2008, 
2010) emphasizes the importance of evalu-
ating mainstream images in relation to 
their social contexts and implicit ideologies. 
Writings from the fields of media educa-
tion (Buckingham, 1993, 2003) and cultural 
studies (Giroux, 2002) evince a broader schol-
arly concern for how educators may analyze 
the forms, messages, and methods of mass 
media with students. Whether we consider 
Giroux’s (2002) admonition that films “both 
educate and entertain” (p. 3), or Freedman’s 
(2003a) concern for the fact that television is 
the “national curriculum” of the united States 
(p. 142), it seems that mass media teach and 
that, correspondingly, we often learn from 
our interactions with popular culture in the 
world around us. 

Film, television, and music videos are notable 
amidst conversations about visual culture taking 
place in the field of art education in that these 
media are not strictly visual.1 Their seductive 
power stems, in part, from the unfolding of sound, 
image, and language over time—and from the 
relationships developing between sound, image, 
language, time, and the individual encountering 
them. More importantly, the totality and ubiquity 
of these forms of visual-plus culture resemble and 
help construct our multi-sensory experience of 
other aspects of the world. It is imperative for our 

students to be aware of ways in which these mass 
media can operate, and for art educators to prepare 
students to be able to understand, evaluate, and 
artistically respond to these works through a 
medium with appropriate characteristics. one way 
to do this in art education settings is by engaging 
students in critical conversations about video art—
specifically, video art that re-frames popular visual 
culture like film, television, and music videos as a 
form of social critique. 

But first, what is video art and why should we 
engage with it in art education environments? 
Particularly when paused, much video art invites 
us to question the often taken-for-granted “authen-
ticity” or even “authority” of photographic images. 
As a time-based medium, video art is dynamic and 
cannot possibly be instantaneously experienced 
in its entirety. Whether operating in “real time” or 
misrepresenting the passing of time, it requires our 
presence and active participation in changing time 
and everything that changes with it. Video art com-
monly engages sound and has a spatial dimension, 
especially when in installation; as Morse (1990) 
notes, it can seemingly surround us. Perhaps more 
wholly than other art media, video art can approxi-
mate and draw attention to our multi-sensory 
experience of and bodily existence in the world. As 
such, video art may enable new ways of theorizing 
and understanding experience of multi-sensory 
artworks and—coincident with these—new ways 
of knowing, learning, and analyzing not accessible 
through solely image-based education.

It is clear that the medium of video art shares 
many properties with film, television, music videos, 
and video games, among other forms. Beyond the 
properties described above, these media share 
many methods and strategies of recording, editing, 
representing, and replaying, and—today—all are 
most frequently experienced in their digital form. 
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Through an examination of and engagement 
with these commonalities, studying video art can 
enable understandings of how mass media struc-
ture and convey audiovisual information and frame 
identity and experience. In this article, I argue that 
the analysis of “found footage” video art—that 
re-appropriates film and television, in particu-
lar—offers a valuable means by which art educa-
tors can broach critical conversations about the 
multiple sensory methods by which these media 
persuade; I also argue that the video art work itself 
can provide a model for critically re-creating mass 
media. While other fields, such as cinema studies 
and media education, have interrogated moving 
images and their accompanying sounds at length, 
the field of art education has historically been more 
focused on still images through the visual modal-
ity; yet, the visual content is only one aspect of 
these media and the interrelation of other aspects 
should be actively engaged by our curricula and 
pedagogies as well. To be fair, this focus on the 
visual—whether as a priority among or even to 
the exclusion of other senses—is not simply char-
acteristic of art education discourse and practice 
but also symptomatic of those of art history and 
criticism, architecture, and philosophy—indeed, 
of Western culture more broadly, as Classen (1998), 
Pallasmaa (2005), and Stewart (2005) have argued. 
After grounding my discussion in the work of edu-
cators, artists, and other scholars from various dis-
ciplines, I examine the work of South African video 
artist Candice Breitz to model one way of analyz-
ing video-based art that critiques popular culture 
by re-editing its raw materials—its forms, images, 
gestures, sounds, and language. By engaging with 
Breitz’s videos, which utilize largely u.S. American-
found footage in their production, art educators 
can open room for critical, interdisciplinary, multi-
sensory, and participatory re-creating and re-
experiencing in scholarly discourse and the studio 
classroom alike. 

Addressing Images that Move, Speak, 
and Persuade Over Time

Discussing properties, strategies, and works 
of found footage video art with students offers a 
viable approach to analyzing and critiquing arti-
facts of multi-sensory mass media culture in the art 
classroom. The logic here is simple: analyzing these 
moving, speaking video art images is an effective 
way to begin to critique the moving, speaking 
images of their popular culture sources. Though, as 
previously noted, the field of art education tends 
to focus on predominantly visual aspects of art 
and the world to the possible detriment of multi-
sensory understanding (Bolin & Blandy, 2003), we 
can work from existing, visually based scholarship 
from our field to broach new conversations about 
images, too—for instance, about the relationships 
between images, sound, and language, to which I 
return in a moment. 

A recommended method for engaging learners 
in analysis of so-called “visual culture” is through 
simultaneously verbal and visual critique, in 
efforts to make “what is hidden and invisible in a 
work visible” (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005, p. 53).2 
Indeed, Barrett (2003), Duncum (2002), Freedman 
(2003b), Gude (2004), Taylor (2007), and numer-
ous other art educators have advocated for critical 
conversation, in addition to image-making, about 
visual culture in the art classroom. An approach 
that many of these educators share is curricular col-
laboration with students’ investigation of their own 
popular culture in hopes that this involvement will 
both empower students and prepare them to be 
critical thinkers, see-ers, listeners, and makers for 
the rest of their lives. Though most of these texts 
do focus on still images, mine is not the only study 
to propose critically addressing moving images 
or their accompanying sounds. As an approach to 
analyzing music videos, Taylor (2007) suggests “lis-
tening closely to the music in the music video and 
analyzing the ways the images depict, contradict, 
and/or extend the lyrics and melody” (p. 234). In his 
advocacy of multimodal inquiry in art education, 
Duncum (2010) proposes investigating with stu-
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dents how the apparent meaning of still (e.g., mag-
azine) or moving (e.g., television) images changes 
when combined with different words, music, and 
sounds (p. 10).

other art educators (e.g., Anderson & Milbrandt, 
2005; Lovett, 2006; Polaniecki, 2006; Szekely & 
Szekley, 2005) have proposed ways to incorporate 
video in the art classroom for the purpose of popular 
culture critique. Polaniecki (2006) describes the 
process of deconstructing The Osbournes, a reality 
TV sitcom, with her eighth-grade class, analyzing 
still photographs and then moving images as a 
way of inviting questions about representations 
and manipulations of reality. Through the activity 
of recording and reflecting upon short segments 
from their own lives, students “gained a greater 
understanding of how reality TV is selective, arbi-
trary, and how it does not always tell the whole 
truth” (p. 43). Lovett (2006) presents a case study 
of her media arts production program, which aims 
to help students “share their way of looking at the 
world, ask questions, find their own answers, and 
make use of ideas inherent in images” (p. 178). As 
the name of her article, “The Subject is us,” implies, 
Lovett’s approach involves students using video to 
record themselves and the world around them as a 
way of understanding their own identity construc-
tion. Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) take a differ-
ent approach, proposing that we understand video 
art and popular culture through their disjunction; 
they ask teachers and students to establish the dif-
ferences between them. While nothing is individu-
ally problematic about these approaches, none 
suggests using re-appropriated mass media in the 
form of found footage video art to enact critical 
conversations or making.

Though not explored in the field of art educa-
tion’s literature on moving images specifically 
(e.g., Nadaner, 2008), art educators have sug-
gested methods of re-appropriating other forms of 
visual culture to socially critical ends. For instance, 
Gude (2004) argues for this as a vital approach to 
contemporary art education, identifying appro-
priation, as well as juxtaposition and recontextu-

alization, as essential “postmodern principles” that 
guide critical conversations and artmaking about 
contemporary life. elsewhere, Gude (2007) recom-
mends these and other forms of “deconstructionist 
artmaking,” in which students “‘talk back’ to domi-
nant discourses” as ways of reminding students 
that they are not “mere passive recipients of manu-
factured meaning” but rather “active interpreters 
who can generate alternative understandings and 
communications” (p. 13). I share Gude’s belief in 
the liberating potential of engagement with these 
critical processes of artmaking as well as conversa-
tion. In the next section, I draw from critical dia-
logues about appropriation that have taken place 
between art and popular culture over the course of 
the last century both to provide a historical context 
for understanding found footage video artworks 
that critique popular culture and to help establish 
a need and set of methods for their review in art 
education environments today.

Using “Found Footage” Toward Popular 
Culture Critique

Marcel Duchamp famously drew facial hair on a 
reproduction of the Mona Lisa to create L.H.O.O.Q. 
(1919), an early “readymade.” In the nearly hundred 
years that have passed since Duchamp’s creation of 
“found art,” artists have critically re-appropriated 
artworks present in collective cultural memory as 
well as artifacts from popular culture. Pop artists’ 
editing of magazine photographs and product 
packaging is generally acknowledged as a response 
to the consumerism and abundance of mid-Cen-
tury American life.3 Garoian and Gaudelius (2008) 
argue that the practice of re-using visual culture 
as a form of critique—e.g., by collage artists from 
the Dadaists to later installation artists—is “criti-
cal for the survival of subjectivity in contemporary 
times” as well (p. 33). For these artists are not simply 
recycling materials. They are border-crossing in a 
variety of ways: “Painters do performance art, per-
formers do rock videos, video artists recycle film 
clips, filmmakers use computer graphics which 
are then adapted for advertising, and advertisers 
appropriate paintings” (Freedman, 2003a, p. 16). 
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The recontextualization of the “found,” altered, 
and transgressed—and the conflict between these 
sources and media—constitutes a common form 
of commentary today, long after Duchamp’s begin-
nings with “found art,” in two- and three-dimen-
sional and also time-based art. 

Since video’s inception in the 1960s, artists have 
produced video art by re-appropriating “found 
footage” (i.e., pre-existing material from television, 
film, the Internet, and other sources) to comment 
on and creatively resist the persuasive powers of 
mass media and popular visual culture (Gever, 
1990; Martin, 2006; Tamblyn, 1990). one video 
art “classic” in this vein is Joan Braderman’s Joan 
Does Dynasty (1986), in which the artist—at once 
fan and “stand-up” critical theorist (Gever, 1990, p. 
238)—invites spectators’ engaged viewings of an 
episode of the blockbuster television show using 
various editing techniques to insert video footage 
of herself into the shots. From there, she speaks her 
own feminist and media semiotics readings of char-
acters’ gestures, speech, and interactions; the show 
as a whole; and the relationship of the show to its 
broader social context. More recently, for his piece 
Election Collectibles (2000), video artist Bryan Boyce 
re-edited footage from Fox News’ coverage of the 
Bush-Gore debates into a “Shoppe @ Home” tem-
plate of his own devising. The words Boyce literally 
puts in the candidates’ screaming mouths to sell a 
ridiculous campaign souvenir simultaneously con-
flate and juxtapose two forms of enthusiastic, bom-
bastic, televised lying: home shopping network 
products (as invented by Boyce) and political 
campaigning (as recorded to a VHS tape from Fox). 
Peggy Ahwesh’s She Puppet (2001) combines origi-
nal voiceover narration, in which different female 
narrators contemplate the nature of contemporary 
identity and existence, with visual footage and 
sound effects captured from TombRaider video 
games. Coupled with footage of the Lara Croft 
character traversing mostly-unpeopled digital 
landscapes wearing Daisy Dukes and with a variety 
of weapons, the content of the voiceovers invites 
spectators to consider the aesthetics and structure 

of video games and, more generally, how video 
games can construct ideas of gender, reality, and 
even mortality. In each of these works, likely famil-
iar audiovisual content from popular culture is re-
framed and adapted as a form of social critique. 

While much video art that critically re-edits 
found footage is available for viewing online 
through YouTube, Vimeo, or ubuWeb, or on indi-
vidual artists’ websites (e.g., that of Candice Breitz); 
can be rented at special rates for educational pur-
poses through Video Data Bank or electronic Arts 
Intermix; or acquired free of charge through local 
libraries’ InterLibrary Services, it is also often on 
view at many of our nation’s museums. In fact, in 
the last few years alone, several museums have 
organized entire exhibitions around video art 
that re-frames footage appropriated from popular 
culture. The Milwaukee Art Museum’s exhibi-
tion, Cut: Film as Found Object in Contemporary 
Video, which traveled from 2004 to 2006, featured 
the work of several artists who take “the mate-
rial of their daily lives—the movie and the news  
program—and, through manipulation, [reveal] its 
power to communicate and shape reality” (Basilico, 
2004, p. 29).4 The Whitney Museum of American 
Art’s exhibition, Television Delivers People, which 
was shown from 2007 to 2008, focused on histori-
cal and contemporary works alike that interrogate 
the role of television in structuring individual, 
social, and cultural life. The artists featured in these 
exhibitions use their work to ask questions about 
who determines what we watch—and how and 
why—and what these things might mean for 
everyday experience. Participating in this larger 
dialogue, the San Francisco Museum of Modern 
Art hosted a roundtable discussion called “More 
about Pictures, or Appropriation Now” in late 2009, 
concurrently with its exhibition of Candice Breitz’s 
found footage work (SFMoMA, n.d.). 

Though the practice of re-appropriation has 
historical precedent, it has great contemporary rel-
evance as well, which grows with each passing day. 
Bourriaud (2005) points out that we have seen, in 
the last decade, “more and more artists interpret, 
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reproduce, re-exhibit, or use works made by others 
or available cultural products” (p. 13). He argues 
that this art, which he terms the “art of postproduc-
tion,” is responding to “the proliferating chaos of 
global culture in the information age” (p. 13), iden-
tifying appropriation in the lineage of Duchamp’s 
readymades as “the first stage of postproduction” 
(p. 25). In this age, Breitz’s digital isolation, rep-
etition, and “cutting” of readymade footage can be 
compared to a deejay’s remixing practices (p. 39). 
Breitz (in Breitz & Neri, 2005) has also discussed her 
video work in relation to readymades, acknowledg-
ing that in appropriating and sampling as part of 
her creative process she “draw[s] on a long avant-
garde tradition” that has become part of the “ines-
capable condition” of our contemporary world (p. 
3). Gordon (2004) confirms this defining condition 
of our era, emphasizing not only the existence and 
abundance of found footage work as evidence but 
also the influence and experience of the technol-
ogy that inspired its production. He notes that 
the same developing, digital technologies that 
have made it increasingly easy to “sample” preex-
isting works of popular culture have also “made 
film and video an increasingly pervasive part of 
our culture and have arguably enhanced their 
effect on viewers” (p. 6); the same could be said of 
practitioners and listeners of contemporary remix 
music (Moorefield, 2005). In short, these works of 
media—and how they persuade through image, 
movement, sound, and other means—help define 
the character of our contemporary time, but also 
should raise our concern for it.  

Thus, the continual practice of artists re- and de-
constructing audiovisual source material from the 
broader culture has a direct relationship to the very 
mass media artifacts they respond to and to the 
world that produced them. This fact begs further 
investigation into the pervasive nature of contem-
porary technology as a form that both structures 
and perpetuates experience of visual culture. For, as 
Garoian and Gaudelius (2008) point out, “Although 
the production and dissemination of visual culture 
continues to grow exponentially and to dominate 

our sensibilities, visual and media literacy and criti-
cism is lacking in our schools” (p. 126). With this sit-
uation in mind—and with our contemporary need 
now defined—we must consider how we can adapt 
these conversations to art education contexts. 

Gude (2004) calls for art educators to “study the 
art of our times” (p. 8). I support this call and argue 
that engagement with art that critiques popular 
visual culture and the technology that produces it 
will only become more relevant for art education 
as time passes. There are many critical questions 
that could be raised with students. Where do these 
mass media come from—and in what forms—and 
how do we gain access to them? Who made them 
first, and who is remaking them now—and how? 
What influence do they have in our lives, and how 
can we shape the role they play in our lives? How 
might we learn from or respond to their images, 
sounds, and texts? 

In the next section, I propose asking these ques-
tions and others in relation to video artworks by 
Candice Breitz, whose treatment of “found” still and 
moving images, sound, and language, in space, can 
help enable critical conversations in art education.

Artist Focus: Candice Breitz
Based in Berlin, Candice Breitz is a South African 

video artist who re-edits found footage from 
popular culture as a means of social critique. In 
Mother (2005) and Father (2005), for instance, Breitz 
cuts Hollywood films to focus on specific gestures, 
phrases, and ideas that repeat across time, bodies 
of work, and groups of celebrities. Through these 
methods of “intervention, mediation, and critical 
re-presentation” (Smith, 2004, p. 74; my empha-
sis), Breitz asks the viewer to “reflect upon unno-
ticed yet significant details that exist at the margins 
of popular media” (Basilico, 2004, p. 54), as a means 
of questioning larger processes of identity forma-
tion in our world. Her installations work on levels 
both large and small, simultaneously exposing the 
“machinery” and values of mainstream media and 
reflecting on “the very real affect that pop culture is 
able to generate and sustain; projections and iden-
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tifications that are more complex than they may at 
first seem” (Zaya, 2007, p. 17).

In her found footage work, Breitz (in Breitz & 
Neri, 2005) is especially interested in the “mechani-
cal and repetitive potential of video, as [it] relates 
to certain psychological impulses,” such as learning 
who we are and how to speak through “mimicry and 
repetition” (p. 5), as conveyed particularly through 
the “drama” of the video loop (p. 6). We see this kind 
of learning through mimesis in Becoming (2003) 
(Allen, 2003, p. 35). Similarly, Breitz’s play with the 
repetition of representations (and their associ-
ated expectations) reveals something larger about 
shared cultural memory and collective experience 
(Allen, 2003; Lessig, 2008; Zaya, 2007). Though 
Breitz’s interest in “creative resistance” through 
video derives, in part, from her experiences growing 
up in repressive Apartheid-era South Africa, she 
“tends to play down personal experience, prefer-
ring instead to think of herself as a symptom of her 
times,” an era defined by the lingua franca of the 
mass media (Beccaria, 2005, p. 19). Notably, Breitz 
manages to both take popular culture seriously 
and retain its initial “entertainment” value—indeed, 
“entertaining” is a word many art critics have used to 
describe her work, sometimes in a more pejorative 
sense (e.g., Smith, 2005) and other times in celebra-
tion (e.g., Demos, 2007)—as her work reflects an 
awareness of the dangers of this lingua franca and 
also plays with it. 

A “recycler at heart” (Allen, 2003, p. 32), Breitz 
works extensively with found footage, producing 
her videos through minimal manipulation of the 
original image and sound—as illustration, her most 
extreme manipulation of either involves cutting 
figures out of their backgrounds—and rare use of 
a video camera. Instead, she achieves most effect 
through play with the sound that accompanies and 
the space that surrounds the images, juxtaposi-
tion and recontextualization through editing and 
installation, and the mere fact of re-appropriation. 
Referencing her early photomontages—such as 
the Rainbow Series, from 1996, in which Breitz col-
laged cut-outs of images of naked Black women 

from “ethnographic tourist postcards” with those 
of naked White women from pornographic maga-
zines (enwezor & okeke-Agulu, 2009, p. 48)—Breitz 
argues, “We can’t get rid of the glut of visual infor-
mation that surrounds us, but we can make images 
work for us, rather than only having them work on 
us” (in Breitz & Neri, 2005, p. 5). In her form of “aes-
thetic resistance,” Breitz is “shoplifting images from 
the entertainment industry instead of being robbed 
herself” (Allen, 2003, p. 34). She creates her video-
based appropriation work with a similar process 
and logic, wanting not only to use existing songs 
and images but to do so in a way that highlights 
“the relationship between mainstream culture…
and the audience who experiences it” (Lessig, 2008, 
p. 6). In this, too, her criticality is sportive: “I want to 
crack pop open,” she says (Beccaria, 2005, p. 24).

each of Breitz’s works that I discuss in this article 
is available for viewing, in whole or in large part, 
on the artist’s website (http://www.candicebre-
itz.net). Because of the accessible nature of the 
works from standpoints of content and availabil-
ity alike, Breitz’s video art offers a compelling and 
practical model for critical conversations in the 
art classroom.5 of course, much as Breitz’s work 
enables multiple possible relationships to popular 
culture, infinite dialogues could be broached in 
relation to any of Breitz’s videos. My words simply 
evidence how I pedagogically approach her work 
here, in the context of a larger conversation about  
re-appropriation and re-presentation; in another 
conversation, I might engage at greater length with 
ideas of feminist pedagogy or women-centered 
curriculum (e.g., Crabtree, Sapp, & Licona, 2009; 
Freedman, 1994; Garber, 1992; Maher & Tetreault, 
2001), and certainly welcome others to lead this 
conversation or others. Below, I explore what I feel 
to be particularly rich aspects of two older found 
footage works, to identify themes and to provide a 
context, and then offer a more extensive treatment 
of a more recent work, with attention to the kinds 
of critical questions that art educators could ask 
to engage students in inquiry and analysis of the 
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interrelation of audiovisual materials, their cultural 
sources, and Breitz’s re-presentations.

Babel Series (1999)
If you’ve seen one second, you’ve seen them 

all. The same could be said for hearing. Babel Series 
(1999) consists of seven individual videos, each of 
which repeats the sound and brief action of a single 
pop star—none longer than a second—seemingly 
without end. each video is a minuscule fragment 
of a music video, re-appropriated and re-edited 
by Breitz to loop ad nauseum. In installation, each 
video plays on a different monitor but in the same 
space, so the repetition of sound from each video—
already babble in and of itself—contributes to 
an environment of babble/Babel in the round. 
Madonna seems to sing “ba-ba-ba” but it might be 
“da-da-da”—whichever she is not singing comes 
from the mouth of Sting. or does it? Regardless 
of where the visitor to the installation looks, both 
sounds are heard, along with five others, and it 
is difficult to tell which comes from where. In the 
online “installation” of this work (http://www.can-
dicebreitz.net), it is even more difficult, as all sounds 
play simultaneously and without spatial differenti-
ation. As the name of the piece implies, language is 
incomprehensible by itself, does not communicate 
its meaning by other means, and obscures the exis-
tence and understanding of language produced 
by others. Moreover, as Allen (2003) points out, the 
work as a whole is so “deafeningly cacophonous” 
that it “silences whatever exists around it” (p. 37). 
We may make the semantic babble/Babel connec-
tion immediately, but then we must move beyond 
the apparent chaos to ask what all these interac-
tions might mean.

Though sound establishes the dominant expe-
rience of the videos and of the room, in a way its 
import is secondary to that of the image. In their 
brevity, no sound byte is recognizable as derivative 
of any song, but the images immediately identify 
the source of the sound: a pop star, if not a specific 
pop star. This relationship is undoubtedly signifi-
cant, and educators can tease out possible mean-
ings of this relationship with their students. What 

does it mean that the presence of the image is 
necessary to identify the sound that surrounds? 
especially when that sound comes from a singer?

one possible direction of conversation involves 
reflecting on how and where we get our informa-
tion. The subjects of the videos are pop music 
stars—as are the subjects of Breitz’s Double Karen 
(Close to You) (1970-2000), Legend (A Portrait of Bob 
Marley) (2005), Working Class Hero (A Portrait of 
John Lennon) (2006), and other works—but we do 
not know what they look like from the radio or our 
iPods. The music videos that have been fragmented 
and montaged here are immediately recognizable 
because they have been played, nearly without 
end, on television, YouTube, and elsewhere. In fact, 
some of these works had been playing and re-
playing for several years before Breitz created this 
piece—perhaps before our students, who are still 
likely to recognize these singers, were born—and 
most are still re-playing today. Repetition in this 
work does not only operate within each video but 
also between them, and together these say some-
thing about how these pieces of popular culture 
occupy a larger, lived context. Here, given the 
same moment again and again, we are afforded 
an opportunity to interrogate a tiny fragment of 
shared cultural experience as if under a multi-
sensory microscope, perhaps to better under-
stand how these music videos persist or seek to 
persuade. As splintered, repeated moments, the 
smooth voices of popular culture’s soundtrack can 
no longer sweep us away; instead, they stutter, 
disrupt, and make us aware of their disruption. 
each clip reveals that most singers are looking at 
us, making eye contact—perhaps as if to seduce 
or at least to directly address us, reminding us that 
these stars are simultaneously seducing or directly 
addressing all of us in the same depersonalized 
way. In their installation, with comparable framing 
and indistinguishable songs, the singers also seem 
interchangeable with one another, as produced 
and packaged entities who have now lost not only 
their individual identities but also their power to 
hold our attention or desire. We may wonder how 
they held our attention before. How does Breitz’s 
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re-framing of these pop stars affect our experi-
ence of these stars, in the moment and after? To 
what extent can the sounds we hear still even be 
considered songs? Ironically, the fragmentation of 
what is known enables us to evaluate the whole 
even better. 

Let us return to the matter of language. Babel 
Series is Breitz’s first work with sound (Beccaria, 
2005, p. 21), and her first with song or spoken lan-
guage. Smith (2004) suggests that Breitz moved 
from photo- to video-based work in order to incor-
porate not only audio, but, specifically, the issue 
of language as a “primary constructor of identity” 
into her work (p. 74). It seems that Breitz’s use of 
language also helps deconstruct identity. Morgan 
(2007) characterizes language in Breitz’s work as 
“hesitant, inadequate and potentially alienating, 
rather than proffering a state of liberated commu-
nication” (p. 43). Here the singers’ communication is 

Figure 1 (above). Candice Breitz, Babel Series, 
1999. DVD Installation: 7 Looping DVDs. 
Installation View: OK Center for Contemporary 
Art, Linz. Photograph: Jason Mandella. Ed. 4 + 2 
A.P. Courtesy of the artist.

Figure 2. Candice Breitz, Still from the Babel 
Series, 1999. DVD Installation: 7 Looping DVDs. 
Ed. 4 + 2 A.P. Courtesy of the artist.
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like their language—seemingly without meaning. 
This is both a statement about pop music and a 
critical opening for the viewer/listener/experiencer. 
By fragmenting the sound, language, and image 
that so often work together to persuade audiences, 
Breitz “decompos[es] the relationship between 
those media languages and the formation and 
construction of our identities” (Clemente Municio, 
2007, p. 11). This is the case for Babel Series, and also 
for Becoming (2003), which I discuss next.

Becoming (2003)
Two sets of videos make up Becoming (2003), 

which are installed such that only one set can 
be viewed at a time. When visitors walk into the 
gallery, a half-dozen color television monitors 
greet them, each featuring a Hollywood actress 
in a recognizable role, speaking to someone  
off-screen in our direction about relationships. In 

each re-appropriated and re-edited clip, a young 
woman bares her heart, confesses, flirts, or lashes 
out or begs during a break-up. However, if visitors 
continue walking to the back of the room, and 
then turn around, they see something different—
a black-and-white Candice Breitz silently playing 
each of the same roles, on monitors back-to-back 
with those of the actresses—but visitors still hear 
the Hollywood voices when they put on the pair of 
headphones that accompanies that monitor. As vis-
itors to Breitz’s website may note, the same is true 
of the online “installation” of this work. The videos 
of actresses and Breitzes only play when an image 
representing the other set of videos is scrolled 
over, so one can never see both at the same time, 
though the voices of Hollywood women speak 
continuously and, indeed, could plausibly come 
from Breitz’s mouth. It seems that, to the creator 
of the work and the viewer alike, the simultaneous 

Figure 3. Candice Breitz, Becoming, 2003. 14-Channel Installation: 14 Hard Drives. Consisting of 7 Dual-
Channel Installations. Front View: Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Castilla y León, Spain. Ed. 5 + 2 
A.P. Courtesy of the artist.
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disjunction and connection of subject and speech 
is central. But does it feel more disjointed or more 
connected? We only see one woman at a time, but 
always hear the same Hollywood soundtrack. We 
might ask our students: What might this choice 
suggest?

It is likely that anyone who has ever parented 
a child or taken a class in education—or hopefully 
anyone else—already questions how people are 
socialized: how we learn manners and gestures, 
how to speak and express ourselves. or, more gen-
erally, “how we become who we are” or “learn who 
we are” (Breitz in Beccaria, 2005, p. 25). Through 
her own behavioral imitations, Breitz’s work gets 
at the heart of these questions. on the most basic 
level, Becoming is about the process of growing 
and learning as the result of careful observations 
of the surrounding, primarily cultural, world. In 
her debut as an actress (Zaya, 2007, p. 27), Breitz’s 

imitations of the Hollywood actresses are flawless 
and already well-learned. She perfectly captures 
and reflects each one after the other: Cameron 
Diaz’s fidgeting, Drew Barrymore’s overarticulation, 
Jennifer Lopez’s swagger, Julia Roberts’ flippancy, 
Meg Ryan’s cutesy affect, Neve Campbell’s emotive 
shoulder and head throws, Reese Witherspoon’s 
ability to turn on a dime. Where they over-act or 
exaggerate, she does, too. Breitz does not just 
“perform;” she “re-performs” (Beccaria, 2005, p. 25). 
In her spotless replication of these gestures, Breitz 
learns to become an actress (a Hollywood actress?) 
herself and, as the installation of the videos sug-
gests, she simultaneously is all of them. This kind 
of imitation or identification by representation is 
also present in Breitz’s Monument (2007) photog-
raphy series; both “focus on the phenomenon of 
the mass subject in our advanced period of con-
sumer capitalism” (Demos, 2007, p. 12). Breitz, who 

Figure 4. Candice Breitz, Becoming, 2003. 14-Channel Installation: 14 Hard Drives. Consisting of 7 
Dual-Channel Installations. Back View: Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Castilla y León, Spain.  
Ed. 5 + 2 A.P. Courtesy of the artist.
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re-performs without using her own voice, cuts her 
video footage in the same way she cuts the found 
footage of the actresses with whom she identifies; 
she is subsumed by them, but she also appropri-
ates them.

on some level Becoming is about gesture, but 
it is also about learned gender, romantic relation-
ships, and social life. We are reminded in watching 
Becoming that—in the space of the cinema or in 
the comfort of our living rooms—we may feel that 
we are whichever star on the screen that we want 
to be, with whichever significant other, job, and life 
that we may wish to have or at least wonder about. 
When the lights come on at the end of the movie, 
the fantasy disappears but the dream remains. Is 
this not something we have all experienced? As 
lifelong spectators of Hollywood films, we continu-
ally learn to hope to become who we are told to 
become—maybe even multiple women at the same 
time—and Breitz’s videos work to make us aware of 

that and, in something of a literal way, to seemingly 
make fun of that very idea. After all, through her 
Becoming studies, Breitz has made a game of these 
characters’ struggles and of their actresses’ work, 
making them objects rather than subjects of some-
thing. unlike in Babel Series, these performers do 
not look at the camera, so the viewer’s spectator-
ship feels more voyeuristic than dialogic.

of course, this is not to say that Becoming or any 
of Breitz’s works yields such uncomplicated conver-
sation or conclusions, nor that mine proffered here 
is the only interpretation, nor that I see the artist’s 
engagement with popular culture as the sole peda-
gogical value of this work.6 And educators and stu-
dents bring their own experiences to this and other 
works. one raised on the record or CD may read 
“skipping” in the Babel Series where one raised in 
the digital age might read “sampling,” and a student 
who has never seen a romantic comedy brings a 
different contextual understanding to Becoming 

Figure 5. Candice Breitz, Stills from Becoming Jennifer, 2003. From the series Becoming, 2003. 
Dual-Channel Installation. Duration: 34 seconds, 12 frames. Ed. 3 + A.P. Courtesy of the artist.
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than someone who is an avid fan of the genre. 
Interestingly enough, much as Becoming critiques 
what and how we learn from popular culture, it 
also functions pedagogically in and of itself. We 
learn from it a model for understanding and analyz-
ing popular culture, indeed—but how do we know 
that what we learn from this is any less harmful or 
influential than the media it critiques? As ellsworth 
and Whatley (1990) point out, educational films 
always teach ideologies beyond the subject matter 
they purport to. Further, different ideologies can be 
equally dangerous. Breitz’s imitations offer a model 
for critique, yes; but might she—or we—also inter-
nalize this behavior and ideology?

In its self-consciousness and even irony, 
Becoming continually asks us to consider how we 
are learning from it as we do, and which forma-
tion of identity that we see and hear we believe. 
Is Jennifer Lopez (or her representation) produc-
ing Candice Breitz? or is Candice Breitz producing 
Jennifer Lopez? Who is appropriating or becoming 
whom? Zaya (2007) observes that “‘original’ and 
‘copy’ can never be seen at the same time” (p. 29), 
but I am not sure that the distinction is so clear, nor 
that we can define which is which, nor that either 
can ever exist without the other. While Breitz’s 
actions are mimetic, they also reinforce Lopez’s exis-
tence. Here, Breitz’s duplication of sound bytes from 
popular culture both constructs an argument and 
evidences the power of artistic production and par-
ticipation. How would the experience of the work 
be different if Breitz were speaking? If all speech 
was audible at the same time? If the piece was 
silent and all women simply mouthed unintelligible 
words? We must ask questions about audiovisual 
choice-making in and multi-sensory experience of 
Becoming and, indeed, of other works. 

Mother and Father (2005)
Two video artworks from 2005, Mother and 

Father, enable further discussion about how recur-
rent patterns of behavior represented in mass media 
shape our own understanding and even action, our 
own identities as well as our relationships with 

others. Though technically different works, Mother 
and Father are typically installed together, in adja-
cent rooms. While each takes the construction or 
deconstruction of a particular gender—and a par-
ticular, dominant position within that gender—as 
its subject matter, the two pieces exist in dialogue 
with one another. They both imitate and seemingly 
perpetuate archetypal representations of woman 
and man, the mother and the father, as an essential 
duality in which one operates to isolate or exclude 
the other. Besides being spatially isolated from 
one another (in different rooms in installation and 
on different pages online), these representations 
of mothers and fathers exclude other representa-
tions, characters, and contexts; each figure appears 
as a moving cut-out, digitally pasted onto a black 
background in Breitz’s postproduction. Taken sepa-
rately or together, both Mother and Father play 
with “global codes and canonised [sic] images that 
are an integral part of collective memory” (Martin, 
2006, p. 36). It is in her play with these conven-
tions and clichés of images and speech that Breitz 
couches her critique.

In Mother, six television screens display six stars 
(Diane Keaton, Meryl Streep, Shirley MacLaine, 
Faye Dunaway, Julia Roberts, and Susan Sarandon) 
playing six different mothers in six different 
Hollywood movies. Despite these differences, 
their language, gestures, and assumed roles are 
strikingly similar. For one moment, each woman 
is hysteric, breathing heavily and sobbing, some 
without explanation but all in like form. The inabil-
ity of the mother—to be brave, to satisfy the cor-
respondent father, to do her “job” as a mother—is 
emphasized through language. For a time, Roberts 
speaks off-screen to a more “perfect” mother. 
Keaton says she does not blame her husband for 
cheating on her. even if the individual actresses 
are unfamiliar to viewers, their portrayals are likely 
familiar. Cumulatively, the women’s accounts of 
motherhood are deeply apologetic and self-effac-
ing, marked by a professed lack of self-esteem and 
a prevalence of words like “guilt,” “fault,” and “blame.” 
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In Father, Breitz utilizes a similar set-up with six 
movie dads: Dustin Hoffman, Steve Martin, Harvey 
Keitel, Donald Sutherland, Tony Danza, and Jon 
Voight. Though the fathers admit aloud to being 
imperfect, they primarily present themselves in 
relation to their “devotion” to and love for their 
children and as “better” parents than the mothers 
of their children. Here, too, great “blame” is placed 
on the—both apparently and literally absent—
mother. In Father, the unnamed, unseen, and seem-
ingly generic daughters are the focal point of much 
conversation, with the majority of discourse sur-
rounding the necessity of “protecting” their “little 
girls” from “dangers” and “predators.” Throughout, 
the fathers cry out phrases like “total control” and 
“shame on you,” asking what is wrong with their 
daughters and purporting to act out of concern for 
their “own good.” Fathers are imbued with a sense 

of intolerance but also strength and authority (“you 
don’t know what you’re talking about”) and are, 
at base, defined by their fear of someone lurking 
outside the frame or something happening out of 
their view.

Where the mothers cry, the fathers yell; mothers 
laugh to themselves, fathers curse others out. The 
sounds of Father also seem mixed more loudly 
than those of Mother. In her simultaneous confla-
tion and juxtaposition of these characters—each 
fragmented further through frequent cuts and the 
figures’ occasional disappearances (i.e., cuts to total 
blackness)—Breitz makes a series of looping argu-
ments that highlight the dominant and perhaps 
damaging way in which Hollywood (and Breitz in 
like turn) defines women as mothers and men as 
fathers. These representations of motherhood 
and fatherhood are ridiculous but not unfamiliar. 

Figure 6. Candice Breitz, Mother, 2005. Six-Channel Installation. Duration - 13 minutes, 15 seconds. 
Installation View: Italian Pavilion, 51st Venice Biennale, 2005. Photograph: Alexander Fahl. Ed. 3 + A.P. 
Courtesy of the artist.
Figure 7. Candice Breitz, Stills from Mother, 2005. 6-Channel Installation. Duration: 13 minutes, 
15 seconds. Ed. 3 + A.P. Courtesy of the artist.
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By repeating and recontextualizing them, Breitz 
draws critical attention to them and, through 
editing, creates a rhythm or logic out of their 
gestures, breaths, words, and general likenesses. 
Mother (13:15) and Father (11:00) are individually 
much shorter than the films they adapt, and all 
sounds from each screen pervade each room but 
are smoothly rather than cacophonously mixed. In  
re-appropriating, Breitz cuts what we see and hear 
from something else; her audiovisual selections are 
by nature selective and, despite these characters’ 
and actors’ presence in the broader culture, they 
appear to us here on black, as if in a vacuum. The 
artist’s choice-making, or aesthetic resistance, is as 
apparent as the Hollywood constructions. Breitz 
makes something new of mass media and also of 
herself. She teaches something different with what 
she has been taught.

There are many possible avenues of interdisci-
plinary discussion that could take place between 
educators and students. one of these critical 
conversations might take place in the context 
of the piece itself—for instance, in relation to 
issues of representation and ideology in Breitz’s  
re-presentations. Duncum (2010) includes “rep-
resentation” as one of seven principles of visual 
culture education, noting that it is “closely aligned 
with ideology because it refers to how ideology is 
presented in visual form” (p. 7). In his view, repre-
sentation involves “what images represent, how 
they represent, and what they fail to represent; 
what is privileged and what is marginalized;” and 
what rhetorical devices are at work (p. 7), requir-
ing consideration of the fact that any representa-
tion evidences choices made (p. 8). What might 
it mean that the footage is “found” rather than 
“original,” for figures to be represented out-of-

Figure 8. Candice Breitz, Father, 2005. Six-Channel Installation. Duration - 11 minutes. Installation View: 
Italian Pavilion, 51st Venice Biennale, 2005. Photograph: Alexander Fahl. Ed. 3 + A.P. Courtesy of the artist.

Figure 9. Candice Breitz, Stills from Father, 2005. 6-Channel Installation. Duration: 11 minutes. Ed. 3 + 
A.P. Courtesy of the artist.
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context, in a different context? For likenesses to 
be recognizable either way? For people to be 
framed as if portraits? What are some other fea-
tures that define these mothers and fathers? How 
do you interpret the fact that many of their actions 
and expressions are so similar to one another? 
How do you interpret the fact that Breitz has, 
through exclusion of other footage, highlighted 
these similarities? What do these mothers and 
fathers seem to represent for her? even in Breitz’s 
re-editing, sound and image remain synched, 
but they do not necessarily tell the same story. In 
Mother and Father we see mothers and fathers—
but we see them separately, and we hardly see 
their children, though they talk about them and 
each other continuously—and in installation their 
identities are presented as related if not co-depen-
dent. In what ways might we understand Breitz’s 
piece as a comment on gender and the American 
family, either as it is represented by Hollywood or 
how we perceive it to exist in the realm of our own 
experience?

other questions might address the broader 
social conditions that the work expresses through 
Breitz’s selections of image and speech and/or their 
original source material contexts—for example, 
that mothers feel personal guilt, and are worthy 
of blame; that fathers know best, and have others’ 
best interests at heart. How familiar are these repre-
sentations to us, and what does it mean that these 
representations are familiar? Where else in popular 
culture, literature, history, religion, advertising, or 
the history of art do we see mothers and fathers 
represented in this way, or in different ways? Where 
do we think these representations might come 
from, and how are they perpetuated? How do 
you think Breitz is perpetuating or challenging or 
changing them? This kind of conversation can be 
more open-ended. What do you think about the 
fact that all of these parents are White? And seem-
ingly from a particular (middle to upper-middle) 
class? How have you seen mothers and fathers of 
other races, ethnicities, and classes represented in 

Hollywood films, and what could it imply that they 
have been excluded here? 

Zaya (2007) identifies categories that Breitz 
explores and migrates between: “original and 
reproduction, visible and invisible, exposed and 
erased, presence and absence, familiar and foreign, 
famous and anonymous” (p. 17). I add to this list 
of considerations Breitz’s navigation between 
moving images and sound, moving images and 
space, images and their own repetition, Hollywood 
footage and homemade footage, and potential 
meaning and meaninglessness. educators inter-
ested in integrating critical writing into the inter-
pretive process might ask students to consider one 
or more of these sets of conceptual dualities—par-
ticularly in relation to the more concrete duality 
that the videos set up between mothers and 
fathers. If desired, this composition can be more 
reflective than analytical. Most celebrities repre-
sented in both Mother and Father are likely close 
to the age of the parents of current high-schoolers, 
the others are closer to the age of their grandpar-
ents, and the films from which the footage is drawn 
span a period of several years. Why do these repre-
sentations—common across all characters—seem 
to have changed so little over time? 

Another question might require reflection on 
globalization, a subject that art educators (e.g., 
Delacruz, Arnold, Kuo, & Parsons, 2009) have advo-
cated as imperative to contemporary curriculum: 
What might it imply that Breitz, who is South 
African and lives in europe, engages almost entirely 
with Hollywood footage? There may be additional 
speculation as to how (in the cinema, on television, 
on the radio, online) and where (in South Africa, 
the united States, Germany) Breitz might have 
become familiar with these specific works that 
do not derive from “her own” culture. How do our 
readings of Becoming alter when we consider that 
Breitz is South African, playing u.S. Americans? 
Some may consider questions about origins and 
ownership irrelevant. Another conversation may 
pertain to the politics of representation and iden-
tity in present-day South Africa and elsewhere. As 
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a White South African, Breitz has been criticized for 
re-appropriating and re-presenting images of Black 
South African women (Breitz & Neri, 2005). others 
have been accused of the same, and of other rep-
resentational transgressions, in what has been 
characterized as the South African art world’s “poli-
tics of who may represent whom” (Frost, 1999, p. 
133)—indeed, a politics concerned with the racial, 
national, ethnic, religious, and gendered identities 
of artists, subjects, curators, and critics alike. Art 
educators may wish to engage with these political 
and contextual issues in relation to South Africa or 
their own local situations. 

Finally, educators may wish to ask questions 
about the properties and potentialities of the 
medium of video art itself. These can be technical 
or conceptual, and should involve questions about 
sounds as well as still and moving images. Some 
questions might address the idea of editing, espe-
cially cutting. How do you think Breitz chose what 
to keep in and what to leave out? In what ways and 
through what devices do her selections construct 
arguments about popular culture? To what extent 
is production of this kind of work enabled by the 
digital age? others might address aspects of the 
physical or online installation—for instance, the 
mothers in relation to other mothers in one view, 
and the mothers in relation to the fathers in two 
separate views. How does the installation of these 
works relate them? How do these pieces feel when 
viewed in succession, one or another playing first 
or last? How do you think that these works could 
have been edited or installed in a different way? 
To a similar or different effect? How does the pres-
ence of sound, and its relation to the images, affect 
our experience of the images? using video art to 
examine re-appropriated footage from popular 
culture enables us to ask a new set of questions 
that interrogate how the media’s shared proper-
ties have been constructed and how they work to 
persuade, reveal, or open space for critical inquiry.

Concluding Thoughts
In this article, I engaged with recent found 

footage works by video artist Candice Breitz to 
provide a model for critical investigation into mass 
media through video art in art education environ-
ments. I argued that students can learn to better 
critique the moving, speaking images of one by 
analyzing how the moving, speaking images of 
the other engage with and re-edit popular source 
materials.

In its broadest conception, this approach pro-
poses using re-appropriated popular culture as 
a starting point for both content and concept, 
moving from the familiar to the unfamiliar, and as 
a multi-sensory form with which to play and from 
which to begin critique. There are obviously as 
many methods, aesthetics, philosophies, and con-
tents of video art as there are of any other media 
which future studies of curriculum and pedagogy 
could address. My approach here aligns with my 
own interests as a practitioner of found footage 
video art; others may reflect upon other works that 
inspire them to seek ways to engage with video in 
the classroom as Szekely and Szekely (2005) have 
done.

As art educators, we are frequently asked to 
prove the relevance of our field and our work 
in it. Video art education can help this task in 
that it has the potential to be relevant, transfer-
able, and lasting. Though the specific technol-
ogy changes over time (from analog to digital to  
who-knows-what’s-next), video’s value as a site of 
critical art education will not flinch as long as mass 
media images that move, speak, and change over 
time surround us, seeking our participation and 
consent, and as long as we endeavor to creatively 
resist and re-create them.
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E N d N O T E S 
1 In that these are multi-sensory experiences (involving sound and image and also space and time), my discus-

sion recalls Bolin and Blandy’s (2003) advocacy for material culture studies—or the study of “all human-
mediated sights, sounds, tastes, objects, forms, and expressions” (p. 250)—as a potentially preferable model 
to visual culture studies in art education. For Bolin and Blandy, Pallasmaa (2005), and me—and presumably 
for others who emphasize the importance of considering multi-sensory experience—it is not that the sense of 
sight is unimportant nor that all ways of seeing proffer the same experience (e.g., focused vision versus periph-
eral vision). Rather, it is that sight should not be understood in isolation, any more than other senses should be 
understood in isolation, since the “isolation of the eye outside its natural interaction with other sense modali-
ties” has the potential to “increasingly reduce and restrict the experience of the world into a sphere of vision” 
(Pallasmaa, 2005, p. 39).

2 Note here the emphasis on vision through the use of words like “visible” and “invisible.” Though these words 
do fit the conversation that Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) conduct, they also reveal or make “visible” the 
dominant rhetoric and paradigm of the visual that our field has adopted. This tendency is common elsewhere; 
for example, Freedman’s (2003a) discussions about film relate primarily to its imagery (p. 135) and to thinking 
about film in a “visual manner” (p. 96).

3 Incidentally, Candice Breitz focused on the study of Andy Warhol’s work during her time as a doctoral student 
at Columbia university (Zaya, 2007, p. 27).

4 Though this exhibition closed in 2006, its exhibition catalog (Basilico, 2004) may still prove helpful to educators 
in its identification and demonstration of a range of possible approaches to creatively using found footage, 
complete with high-quality still images from selected video artworks. It also provides accessible historical and 
conceptual context through its accompanying essays.

5 educators interested in conducting studio production activities that involve the re-appropriation and re-
editing of students’ own “found footage” may wish to review what constitutes “fair use” in art and education 
(e.g., Lessig, 2004; ohler, 2008), particularly if they intend to publicly exhibit or publish images of students’ 
work.

6 For instance, in my master’s thesis paper (currently in progress), I engage with Candice Breitz’s Mother and 
Father (both 2005) as part of a very different discussion involving phenomenology and kinesthetic learning in 
video art education.
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Seeking Coalitions between 
Certified and Non-Certified Art 
educators
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This article explores the following question, posed in the call 
for submissions to this special issue, dealing with significant 
21st-century debates for art education: “How can art educators 
embrace non-certified individuals who teach art in various settings 
such as craft stores, after-school programs, and community 
centers?” While the question appears straightforward, it is actually 
extremely complex, reflecting deep power-related fissures in the 
field. We suggest that solutions must be considered in light of the 
complex ideological, political, and economic forces that permeate 
the current educational landscape in the United States and situate 
all educational practices. We argue the need to resist binary thinking 
and framing the problem as one of competing art educators. We 
suggest seeking coalitions around expanded notions of education 
and pedagogy as well as around values such as democratic 
participation in educational decision making, pedagogical training 
for all art educators, and fair workplace practices for all educational 
workers.

“As a field we have 
largely focused 

on school-based 
forms of education 

and tended to 
deemphasize 

innumerable sites 
of art education 

in non-formal 
and informal 

educational 
realms.” 
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The impetus for this article was a seem-
ingly benign question in the call for 
submissions to this special issue of 

Studies in Art Education: “How can art educa-
tors embrace non-certified individuals who 
teach art in various settings such as craft 
stores, after-school programs, and commu-
nity centers?” As art educators who study 
and teach in the formal context of a state uni-
versity but whose research interests include 
non-formal, informal, and museum art edu-
cation, we were delighted to see this topic 
clearly acknowledged as significant to con-
temporary debate in our field. 

At the same time, the question is more complex 
than it may at first appear. Does it suggest that 
non-certified teachers are not art educators, or 
merely that we should think more broadly about 
who should be counted as art educators? Whether 
intentionally or inadvertently, it implies an imbal-
ance around who has the power to welcome whom 
into the official domain of art education and reveals 
an underlying tension between insiders and out-
siders in the field. 

We are of the view that acknowledging the mul-
tiplicity of art education contexts and pedagogues 
is a very good idea. Nevertheless we stress that the 
circumstances surrounding the question above are 
riddled with complications and issues of power 
that must be taken into consideration if we are to 
understand the problem and seek solutions. our 
discussion proceeds by first describing something 
of the complex and rapidly shifting educational 
landscape in the united States today. We share 
some of the policy debates related to multiple pro-
viders of art education. We also explore the simulta-
neous attack on education as a profession and the 
increasing regimentation of schools alongside a 

movement to shift education from the public to the 
private, corporate, and non-profit domains. We next 
discuss the ways in which binary, hierarchal think-
ing about school and non-school realms, as well as 
the lack of an adequate theoretical language about 
non-formal and informal education, make imagin-
ing ways to merge these forms more difficult. In 
broaching solutions, we argue the need to avoid 
dichotomous thinking, and instead, to view all edu-
cational sites as situated in ideological, economic, 
and political forces. We suggest that it might also 
be helpful to view coalitions as occurring around 
values and principles rather than between kinds of 
educators. We share the work of Farrell (2008) who 
examines community schools in the third world as 
examples of new educational structures. Finally, we 
offer suggestions about how different groups and 
institutions might contribute to the changes that 
are needed while acknowledging that our discus-
sion offers more of a broad sweep of the issues than 
a set of procedures. In keeping with the intentions 
of this special issue, we hope to offer a jumping off 
point for further debate and research about what 
we believe to be an important topic.

The Political and Economic Landscape
As noted, we support a greater recognition and 

critical understanding of the nature of art edu-
cation and pedagogy across multiple sites. The 
reality is that as a field we have largely focused 
on school-based forms of education and tended 
to de-emphasize innumerable sites of art edu-
cation in non-formal and informal educational 
realms. examining these other settings and the 
nature of the teaching and learning within them 
can expand our grasp of the ways in which art 
education is continually reinvented by particular 
contextual frameworks. exploring out-of-school 
realms offers opportunities to question and re-
imagine that which is taken for granted in formal 
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schooling. Such work helps us expand our ideas 
about what education is as well as where and how 
it occurs. Recognizing the educators who teach in 
non-school settings and honoring the nature and 
complexity of their practices may certainly be a first 
step in building coalitions (Lackey, 2009/2003).

There are, however, real issues of contention 
between school-based and out-of-school art edu-
cators that must be acknowledged. The National 
endowment for the Arts (NeA), for example, offers 
the following statement about its purpose: “The 
National endowment for the Arts is a public agency 
dedicated to supporting excellence in the arts, 
both new and established; bringing the arts to all 
Americans; and providing leadership in arts edu-
cation” (National endowment for the Arts, n.d.). As 
such, part of the problem is that more than one 
group sees itself—or poses itself—as having art 
education as part of its mandate, and therefore, 
deserving of financial support for their work.

Policy debates in art education literature 
express concern, however, about the siphoning off 
of funding for arts education from public schools 
and toward cultural organizations. Gee (2004) 
examines the arts education advocacy materials of 
groups such as “Americans for the Arts, the National 
endowment for the Arts, the National Assembly 
of State Arts organizations, the Kennedy Center, 
Alliance for Arts education, the Arts education 
Partnership, and the President’s Committee on the 
Arts and Humanities” (p. 116), and cautions that “as 
one ponders the political presence and interests of 
all the various players engaged in arts education 
advocacy, it is important to be mindful that the 
purpose [of that advocacy] is to influence [govern-
ment] policy, attain position, define programs, and 
redirect funding” (p. 120). Chapman (1992) also 
criticizes these kinds of agencies for their use of 
high profile lobbying strategies, spurious research, 
and romanticized notions of art education to justify 
access to federal education coffers. She charges 
them with pursuing the narrow interests of their 
own institutions and the artists they employ at the 
expense of the public school system, certified art 

teachers, and their students. Hope (2005) charac-
terizes the field of art education as being at cross 
purposes and distinguishes between policy based 
on activism and policy that is grounded in research 
about student learning. There is, further, a percep-
tion among practitioners that the presence of non-
certified instructors in schools, often in the form of 
practicing artists, undermines the job security of 
school-based art educators as well the integrity of 
the profession (Smilan & Miraglia, 2009).

Statements produced in fall 2009 by the newly 
elected President Barack obama, while unusual in 
their overt support for the arts, actually align rather 
well with the policies of previous administrations 
and continue the promotion of art education via 
cultural and artists’ organizations. Specifically, they 
assert the need for increased relations between 
private/public organizations and the develop-
ment of a “core of artists” to work in public schools 
(organizing for America, 2009). 

Significantly, policy is discourse as well as merely 
a plan for a way to proceed. It always promotes 
one view of the world while implicitly obscuring 
another (Ball, 1993). Policy that supports artists in 
the schools generally implies on some level that art 
educators require content knowledge and experi-
ence as artists but not necessarily pedagogical 
knowledge. Discourse that promotes content over 
pedagogy in teacher education has also been a 
core part of a recent policy debate in our own state 
of Indiana during fall 2009. The state’s Department 
of education proposed radical new rules for teacher 
certification. They called for caps on the number of 
pedagogy courses that could be required of teach-
ers-in-training, pressed for faster routes to certifica-
tion, and included the potential to add licenses in 
any subject area by passing an online test (Indiana 
Department of education, 2009).

 At the time of this writing, in the face of wide-
spread objections from diverse educators across 
Indiana, modifications have been made that 
undo the most extreme of the proposed changes. 
Nevertheless, many were shocked at the strength 
and swiftness of the initiative which offered only 
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Right: Girl working in Saturday 
morning art class.

Below: Objects in the storefront 
window of a strip-mall studio 
for glazing/decorating ceramic 
works from molds.
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cursory opportunities for discussion and consul-
tation with members of the education profession. 
While the proposed new policies implied that 
problems in education resulted from teachers 
with too little grasp of content knowledge, the dis-
solution of teacher tenure was on the agenda at 
the first meeting of the Indiana Higher education 
Commission immediately after public hearings 
around the new proposals finished, revealing 
another covert goal of the proposed changes. 

As Apple (2008) writes, there is an increased 
surveillance of certified teachers in formal school 
settings. An emphasis on high-stakes testing has 
reduced what counts as knowledge to that which 
can be easily measured, and all curricula are dimin-
ished as a result. The authority of the teaching 
profession is being undermined through regula-
tory policies, shaming tactics, and educational 
discourses that have the effect of “reconstituting 
common sense” (p. 31). In these circumstances, art 
education in schools is further marginalized, often 
replaced in the school day by test preparation for 
tested subjects or removed altogether under the 
guise of budgetary constraints (Chapman, 2004). 

The increased regimentation and surveillance 
of schooling and teachers exists alongside the 
growing tendency of state governments to divest 
themselves of their responsibilities for direct over-
sight of formal public education, instead diverting 
taxpayers’ monies to nonprofit and private organi-
zations. examples include what Chapman (2004) 
describes as “schools of choice” (p. 7), among them 
charter schools, for-profit ventures, and faith-based 
initiatives which save money primarily through 
cutting back on the expenses of teacher salaries, 
facilities, and teaching materials. As Chapman 
noted:

Charter schools typically have freedom 
to bypass teachers’ unions in matters of 
seniority, salary and benefits. They are 
eligible for per-pupil tax subsidy, but they do 
not have assured funds for the construction 
and maintenance of buildings or a reliable 

source of funds for instructional materials, 
salaries and so on. (p. 7)

Somewhat ironically, the combination of school 
regimentation and privatization has stimulated an 
increased interest in out-of-school learning and 
education. Pinar (2010) notes: 

For more than a century progressives have 
imagined education in the united States as 
a public enterprise, but now that schooling 
is increasingly privatized, public education 
appears to have departed from the school 
building. Deschooling is no longer a 
metaphor for de-institutionalization but a 
literal displacement from school to society…
that education now occurs everywhere but 
inside school acknowledges that school 
deform has expelled pedagogy from 
schools…. It is as if the world has somehow 
become a safe haven where, paroled from 
the ‘prison’ of the school-as-institution, we 
can (finally) teach. (p. xv)

The point to be made at the conclusion of this first 
section, argued previously in Lackey (2009/2003), is 
that the issue with which we are dealing is more 
than a conflict or competition between types of 
art educators, and we should avoid framing it in 
that way. Rather, it involves a movement to shift 
the control and oversight of public education from 
state to private, nonprofit, and corporate realms. 
Simultaneously, it seeks to undermine the power of 
teachers and the profession of education. These are 
accomplished through the interconnection of state 
and national political/economic policies and the 
pervasive discourses that support them. Given the 
long tradition in which the arts have been under-
valued in public schools, it would not be surprising 
if art education were among the first subject areas 
to undergo a transformation in which non-certified 
or under-qualified teachers take on school art edu-
cation. Certainly, as schools shift from public to 
private or nonprofit environments, the distinctions 
between certified and non-certified educators will 
blur. Jobs in art education may well begin to look 
more like the current part-time, insecure positions 
in non-formal settings than the more secure work 
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in schools. If this occurs, creating alliances among 
art educators working in a wide array of contexts 
will become a necessity rather than a mere gesture 
of goodwill. We will all be one. As such, it is the poli-
cies and discourses that must be attacked here, not 
the individuals who are caught up in them.

The Conceptual Landscape
While the previous section dealt with the 

landscape of politics and economics, this section 
explores the conceptual and ideological terrain of 
this issue. We argue that both everyday language, 
such as the use of the term “community,” and the 
theoretical language that educators use in refer-
encing school and non-school realms perpetu-
ate dichotomous thinking that makes imagining 
mergers between in- and out-of-school educa-
tional realms more difficult. 

Art educators, for example, tend to use the 
term “community-based” art education to refer to 
programs that take place “in the community,” and 
therefore, outside the school; that involve people 
from the school taking field trips to visit “the com-
munity”; doing “outreach” or “community service” 
by venturing out to work with people “in the com-
munity”; or by using “the community” as a resource 
for art education curriculum. Sometimes we bring 
people “from the community” to the school to sup-
plement the school curriculum. Art educators have 
argued that curricular content in our field relies too 
heavily on the high art of museums, overlooking 
the pervasiveness of artmaking and visual culture 
within people’s everyday lives and “throughout the 
community.” We have grappled with ways to better 
coordinate planning and instruction when people 
“from the community” participate in school activi-
ties. We have explored the stories and histories of 
art educators who teach in out-of-school environ-
ments (Bolin, Blandy, & Congdon, 2000; Congdon, 
2004; Congdon, Blandy, & Bolin, 2001; Irwin & 
Kindler, 1999; London, 1999; Smilan & Miraglia, 
2009; ulbricht, 2005).  

All of this work surrounding the notion of com-
munity has challenged us to rethink art educa-

tion content, purposes, practices, and locations 
as well as who can be construed as art educators. 
Nevertheless, we tend to maintain a way of talking 
and thinking in which the school is posed as a 
separate and distinct entity with firm boundaries 
that must be guarded rather than as intrinsic to, 
enmeshed within, and inseparable from a commu-
nity. This use of language tends to reinforce a hier-
archical view of the relationship between school 
and non-school educational arenas and to main-
tain the school in a dominant position. 

Clark’s (1999) work, which defines “community” 
as a commitment to the welfare of the group as 
whole while working to maintain individual voices 
of group members, is useful here. Also, Farrell’s 
(2008) work describes schools that are grounded in 
such a notion of community. Farrell examines suc-
cessful community schools in third world countries 
and argues that they might serve as inspiration 
for re-imagining schools in the united States. A 
common thread, he suggests, is the sense in which 
the schools are of their communities, but the com-
munities are also committed to and take responsi-
bility for the schools. The schools he describes are 
surprisingly diverse in the ways in which they are 
organized and funded, drawing on various combi-
nations of public, non-profit, and private support. 
They make extensive use of community resources 
and have a mix of certified and non-certified teach-
ers working within them. Significantly, however, all 
of the schools and school systems that he describes 
are characterized by a commitment to genuine 
democratic participation from a wide range of 
stakeholders, including parents and support agen-
cies, in the educational decisions of the school. 
They are also highly democratic and egalitarian as 
workplaces for teachers.

Beyond reference to school and community, 
however, is the absence of a theoretical language 
that would allow us to avoid talking and thinking 
about school and non-school forms in binaries. our 
tendency has been to define one as that which the 
other is not, and to privilege schooling, which in 
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turn prevents us from seeing commonalities and 
overlap across teaching settings. 

For example, the most commonly used terms 
to describe distinctions among types of educa-
tional forms are “formal,” “non-formal,” and “infor-
mal.” Within these frameworks, formal education 
and learning are generally viewed as occurring in 
academic environments in which the instructor is 
formally sanctioned or certified; the curriculum’s 
parameters are pre-established and hierarchical 
in nature; and, the students are officially evaluated 
on their achievement. In this definition, formal 
educational contexts are those in which one who 
‘holds information’ passes it along with the goal of 
helping others achieve mastery of that information 
(Bekerman, Burbules, & Silberman-Keller, 2006). 
Frequently, student achievement is rewarded with 
some official credential or entry into the next level 
of education.

Livingstone (2006) suggests that formal educa-
tion does not, however, occur only in schools:

When a teacher has the authority to 
determine that people designated as 
requiring knowledge effectively learn a 
curriculum taken from a pre-established body 
of knowledge, the form of learning is formal 
education whether in the form of age-graded 
and bureaucratic modern school systems 
or elders inducting youths into traditional 
bodies of knowledge. (p. 204)

Non-formal education tends to be organized 
and deliberate but does not generally require the 
official certification of teachers. It is viewed as 
depending more on learner interests than on pre-
established curricula. “When learners opt to acquire 
further knowledge or skill by studying voluntarily 
with a teacher who assists the self-determined 
interests by using an organized curriculum…the 
form of learning is non-formal” (Livingstone, 2006, 
p. 204). Informal learning, on the other hand, occurs 
“when teachers or mentors take responsibility for 
instructing others without sustained reference to 
an intentionally organized body of knowledge in 
more incidental spontaneous learning situations” 

(Livingstone, 2006, p. 204). Informal learning is also 
that which is experienced pervasively, absorbed as 
a matter of communication and in the course of 
daily living, family enculturation, workplace learn-
ing, or peer-to-peer tutoring.  

What is significant about these definitions is 
that they deal less with the location of the learning 
than with the extent to which both the curriculum 
and the teacher are viewed as socially sanctioned 
and authoritative. Indeed Livingstone’s definition 
of a teacher in a formal setting refers to one who 
has authority. The authority to teach—who has 
it, to what extent, and how it is performed—is a 
fundamental issue in the question of merging cer-
tified and non-certified groups of teachers. In part, 
the battle that is currently underway is about who 
defines and bestows the authority to teach—gov-
ernment, private/corporate interests, or the profes-
sion of education.

In addition, as Farrell (2008) notes, while the 
terms formal, non-formal, and informal have cer-
tainly been useful in helping us recognize edu-
cation and learning beyond schooling, they are 
limited in helping us re-conceptualize education 
in today’s changing terrain. New theoretical work 
is emerging under terms such as “public pedagogy” 
(Sandlin, Schultz, & Burdick, 2010) which seeks not 
only to describe alternative educational contexts 
but to create sites for social action and resistance. 
Such work,

Asks teachers, researchers, scholars, 
activists, artists and theorists to decenter 
taken-for-granted notions of education, 
teaching, and learning and raise important 
questions regarding how, where, and when 
we know education and learning; about the 
relationship between dominant, oppressive, 
public pedagogies, and a reconsidered 
perspective that integrates public sites 
of resistance, and about the species of 
pedagogy occurring in public spaces that 
might still elude our vision. (Sandlin, Schultz, 
& Burdick, p. xxi)

This is exciting new work that holds great 
promise for expanding our notions of education 
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and pedagogy. There remains a great deal to do in 
this vein. A caution is that there are no educational 
spaces that are fully free of ideological, economic, 
and political influence. As such, a focus on analyz-
ing the situated nature and complexity of learn-
ing and teaching in all educational contexts may 
help us move forward. Hager and Halliday (2007) 
write that “In its simplest formulation [educational] 
context refers to the surrounding in which learn-
ing occurs and the possible influences that these 
surroundings have on what is learnt” (p. 159). They 
note a tendency to overlook the significance of 
the context in learning, but argue that it is deeply 
influential: “Both learning processes and learning 
content are decisively shaped by details of the par-
ticular learning context” (p. 160). 

educational contexts can be analyzed in terms 
of both micro and macro conditions. Learning 
environments are framed, for example, within the 
ideologies, purposes, and practices of particular 
instructors and specific sites. Both school and non-
school environments will also be characterized by 
more overtly stated goals as well as by the tacit 
meanings communicated via the ‘null’ curriculum 
(Flinders, Noddings, & Thornton, 1986), or that 
which is not selected for instruction. Teachers and 
curricula/content in each setting can be viewed 
on a continuum of authority and sanction. In addi-
tion, each educational setting will be affected by 
the wider political economy—the intermingling 
political and economic forces—that surround and 
influence educational venues. Not insignificantly, 
education both in- and out-of-school is caught up 
and used for maintaining social privilege or perpet-
uating disadvantage (Bourdieu, 1984).

The key point here is that learning and peda-
gogy within every educational setting, formal or 
non-formal, can be viewed as situated within and 
framed by complex conditions and influences. 
Moving away from polarized ways of thinking about 
education and the relations among those who 
teach in different contexts requires recognition of 
this complexity. In the next sections, therefore, we 
describe two kinds of non-formal art educational 

environments in some depth in order to emphasize 
ways that ideological and political-economic con-
ditions and tacit/overt ideologies flow through and 
complicate them. 

Community Recreation Centers as  
Situated Sites of Art Education

Community recreation centers offer an example 
of a type of situated art education. Summaries 
are drawn from Lackey’s (1997; 1999; 2009/2003) 
research. Historically, community recreation centers 
grow out of a tradition of fostering productive 
leisure to avert social unrest. early organized rec-
reation emphasized ‘appropriate’ healthful physi-
cal activity for working class men for the purposes 
of keeping them out of bars and off the streets 
as well as to provide training for the military. The 
scholarship related to community recreation draws 
primarily on the fields of leisure studies, recreation 
management, and physical education. Those who 
administer these centers have often trained in 
recreation management or physical education. As 
such, physical activity is often emphasized in the 
programming. Nevertheless, most contemporary 
community recreation programs have expanded 
to embrace more forms of leisure including the 
arts and cultural development. Recreation litera-
ture can tend to overlook the nature of learning in 
leisure, emphasizing instead the need to be edu-
cated about recreational opportunities. 

Those teaching art in the particular community 
center sites studied had a range of educational 
backgrounds. Some were relatively new to teach-
ing, but many had years and years of experience 
working with all ages in community contexts. one 
person was also certified to teach in schools. Their 
pedagogies negotiated the short-term rigid time 
frames of managed recreation and the low status 
of the arts relative to overtly physical forms of 
leisure in the centers in which they were employed. 
Instructors worked in environments in which, for 
example, administrators viewed programs nega-
tively if they were ‘too educational’ and regularly 
referred to arts experiences in inadvertently pejo-
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rative ways: as ‘passive’ relative to the ‘active’ leisure 
of sport and fitness. 

The particular institutions studied were securely 
funded by the city government. The working lives 
of the instructors, however, were insecure, depen-
dent on gaining a minimum number of students in 
order for the course to run, and therefore, in order 
for the instructor to get paid. This need to attract 
and build a following of students profoundly influ-
enced the ways in which art education played out 
in these settings, requiring special attention to the 
interests and preferences of students, both chil-
dren and adults. Simultaneously it often allowed 
instructors to build more long-term relationships 
with students and to see growth over time. 

Home Decorating Magazines as  
Situated Sites of Art Education

A second example of art education in a non-
school context comes from home decorating 
magazines in which instruction focuses on interior 
design and home decorating crafts (Lackey, 2003; 
2005). Here, the economic context is market capi-
talism which employs the tools of enticement and 
longing to attract readers/learners. Ideologically, 
these magazines also draw on the traditions of 
domestic advice, offering instruction in proper 
home management for an assumed female audi-
ence. The pedagogical context is one in which the 
teacher is literally invisible, evident only in text. 
In one sense, the learner has great control in this 
setting. Certainly, this arena offers art education 
that is widely accessible and focuses on art forms 
that are non-elite. Students may opt to open the 
magazine at any place and close it at will if it does 
not maintain interest. The authority of the teacher 
is, therefore, built into the written voice, through 
the use of commands and questions that raise 
moderate anxiety: ‘Don’t be left with bland walls!’ 

At the same time, the teacher/voice of the mag-
azine always maintains itself as expert and students 
as dependent on that expertise; as such, students 
will never be posed as fully independent from the 
teacher. Projects may well provide clear accessible 
information and help build technical skills. Part of 

what students will ‘learn’ will include what to pur-
chase for their home decorating endeavors, but 
they will also be urged by advertisements to buy 
drugs, cars, appliances, toys, and other parapherna-
lia for the care of their homes and families, and proj-
ects will usually tap into gendered and class-based 
longings of home decorating magazines in general. 
In this educational environment, students will 
rarely, if ever, learn to make art that is fundamen-
tally critical of the economic or political status quo. 

Seeking Coalitions Among  
Art Educators

The examples cited illustrate the situated nature 
of art education in particular contexts. They con-
tribute to a more complicated understanding of 
education in out-of-school realms. Just as educa-
tion in schools, non-formal educational sites are 
always framed by ideological, political, and eco-
nomic conditions that fundamentally affect both 
learning and pedagogy. These examples may 
discourage us from romanticizing out-of-school 
environments as unquestioned sites of free choice 
and free expression. Among their most negative 
aspects is the fact that many are fee-based or pur-
chased, meaning that many more privileged than 
under-privileged families can have access to them. 

on the other hand, non-formal sites of art 
education do have one important attribute that 
Farrell (2008) argues is persistently lacking in many 
schools: Learners who can participate in them do 
so, for the most part, because they want to and 
because they address ideas and activities that 
learners find compelling. Indeed, many people 
prefer non-formal art education because it does 
not require them to be continually subjected to 
surveillance, judgment, and ranking. Many teach-
ers choose to teach in these settings because 
they do not wish to participate in schools that are 
increasingly characterized by an atmosphere in 
which both teachers and learners are monitored, 
in which teachers must take on the role of guard 
and examiner. It is the compelling, learner-cen-
tered nature of non-school education that Farrell 
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suggests is missing in schools. He argues that, in 
spite of decades of reform attempts, we have not 
succeeded in creating schools that address what 
we know about how and why people learn. This 
is not to imply that good schools and wonderful 
teachers do not exist. overall, however, he sug-
gests that schools in the united States are char-
acterized by ingrained conceptions of schooling 
that we seem unable to shake. Large groups of 
same-age students and one adult squeeze into 
rooms that deter movement. There is an obsessive 
attention to time marked by intrusive bells. The 
study of subjects is fragmented and based on pre-
established curricula. In elementary schools, the 
arts are referred to and thought of as “specials”, and 
therefore, are always out of the ordinary or core of 
everyday school life. With the encroachment of a 
culture of surveillance and testing, there has been 
less emphasis on learning and more on teaching, 
evaluating, and sorting. It is for these reasons that 
Farrell suggests that we need to turn our attention 
elsewhere for new models of schools. Similarly, art 
educators may well be asking the uncomfortable 
question of whether schools, in their current condi-
tions, offer appropriate contexts for art education. 

Returning to the original question of how it 
might be possible to bring non-certified and cer-
tified art educators together, there are a number 
of points to be restated and deduced. This is a 
complex question that must be addressed on mul-
tiple fronts. Researchers can contribute through 
ongoing efforts to make non-formal and informal 
art education present in our literature, by con-
tinuing to analyze the complexity of non-school 
contexts, and by working to theorize the nature 
and range of education and pedagogies in out-of-
school realms. Looking carefully at the strengths 
and weaknesses of both non-formal and formal 
educational environments may help us find and 
imagine new or hybrid models of education that 
merge the best of both worlds and resist binary 

divisions and thinking. Making more kinds of art 
educators visible in the ways we represent our field 
can help all feel more like members and less like 
outsiders.

universities can contribute by opening peda-
gogy classes to more kinds of art educators and 
by introducing more kinds of pedagogies within 
all methods classes. university courses in which all 
kinds of art educators are peers might go a long 
way toward encouraging these same individuals to 
be colleagues in the future.

The profession of art education as a whole can 
work toward building a community that commits 
to the welfare and good of the larger group.  First, 
we need to resist pitting art educators working 
in different educational environments against 
one another and acknowledge instead that the 
dilemmas we face stem from wide political and 
economic policies that affect us all. one of the pur-
poses of these policies is to undermine all teach-
ers as well as the profession of education. What is 
especially significant in this particular moment of 
time is that neither school nor non-school forms of 
education offer real opportunities for teachers or 
the general public to contribute to a conversation 
about education in the united States. Both systems 
exclude meaningful democratic participation. This 
implies that professional organizations might take 
on a stronger role in communicating the problem-
atic policies of school surveillance and the transfer 
of schooling from public to private and nonprofit 
domains, becoming simultaneously a voice for 
greater democratic participation in education of 
all kinds. In the realm of schools, this may mean 
that school-based educators will actually need to 
give up some control in order to better welcome 
the perspectives of the communities that use and 
support them. At the same time, professional orga-
nizations can insist that all educators, no matter the 
location of their work, have access to pedagogical 
training and experience fair workplace conditions. 
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Casting the Conceptual Net: 
Cognitive Possibilities for embracing 
the Social and emotional Richness  
of Art education

C a r o L i n a  B L a t t - G r o s s

University of Georgia

Although the argument for art as cognition has gained significant 
momentum since the cognitive revolution, recent scientific 
investigations of cognition have revealed the import of social 
and emotional thinking for meaningful, contextualized learning, 
thereby highlighting the inherent social and emotional properties 
of artmaking as inevitably cognitive attributes with educational 
value. Synthesizing the perspectives of an array of disciplines, 
this theoretical investigation seeks to balance the empirical 
strengths and the theoretical richness of both the sciences and 
the humanities to achieve a more profound understanding of the 
role of artmaking in human experience and learning. Exploring 
the links that bind culture and cognition, the distinctly social 
nature of the human brain and the role art plays in satisfying this 
nature, this article aims to explicate the viability of arts education 
as a social and emotional form of cognition, if only we cast the 
conceptual net wide enough. 

“The arts can 
help to establish 

a classroom 
environment 

with similarities 
to the societies of 
intimates that our 
ancestors found so 

beneficial.”  
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Because many people have dismissed 
artmaking as a social and emotional 
rather than a cognitive endeavor 

throughout much of its history, art has 
often struggled to maintain its place in edu-
cation. Although proponents from within 
the field of art education have tradition-
ally been most vocal about the pedagogi-
cal need for artmaking (efland, 2002; eisner, 
2002; Hetland, Winner, Veenema & Sheridan, 
2007; Parsons, 1998; Perkins, 1994; Wilson, 
1998), one of the most potent arguments for 
embracing art in the classroom can now be 
derived from the work of cognitive psycholo-
gists and neuroscientists, who claim that 
social and emotional thinking contextualizes 
learning and makes information meaningful 
(Damasio, 2003; Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 
2007; Storebeck & Clore, 2007). Such a per-
spective converts the supposed frivolous 
social and emotional characteristics of art-
making into valuable cognitive attributes. 
Fortunately, the cross pollination of rich theo-
retical and empirical yields from both the sci-
ences and the humanities can provide a more 
dynamic and complete understanding of 
human experience than research in any one 
field alone. These conclusions can extend not 
just to our understanding of human behav-
iors, such as artmaking, but also to educa-
tional theory and pedagogical methods.

This article aims to explore the value of cross-
disciplinary study in addressing the role of social 
and emotional context in cognition, specifically as 
it pertains to art education. This inquiry begins by 
explicating the need to embrace research from the 

biological sciences, humanities, and social sciences 
to inform our understanding of the relationship 
between culture and cognition. Second, this article 
will address the distinctly social human brain and 
the import of emotion in the social brain, particu-
larly as it relates to educational theory. Lastly, this 
article concludes with a discussion of the role art 
plays in developing social cognition and some 
potential applications within education. ultimately, 
I hope to demonstrate the rich thinking available 
to inform our understanding of the role of artmak-
ing in education if only we cast the conceptual net 
wide enough.

Beyond the Brain
Many educators have taken great interest in 

recent neurological explorations that have yielded 
new insights into human cognition (Varma, 
McCandliss & Schwartz, 2008). With new tech-
nologies, such as functional Magnetic Resonance 
Imaging (fMRI), neuroscientific studies are begin-
ning to explain some of our most confounding 
traits, namely empathy, altruism, and the resulting 
behaviors that have bewildered the competitive 
perspective of evolutionary theorists for years. 
Recently discovered in high concentrations in 
humans, so-called mirror neurons are the cells in 
the brain that neurologically mimic the emotions 
and actions we observe in others by firing as if we 
are having a similar experience (Iacoboni, 2005, 
2007, 2008; Ramachandran, 2000, 2004). These 
specialized cells offer a biological explanation for 
empathetic and altruistic behaviors that require 
individual sacrifice for group or third-party benefit 
(Iacoboni, 2005, 2007, 2008). So dramatic are the 
implications of this discovery that neurologist 
V.S. Ramachandran (2000) predicted that, “mirror 
neurons will do for psychology what DNA did for 
biology: they will provide a unifying framework 
and help explain a host of mental abilities that 
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have hitherto remained mysterious and inacces-
sible to experiments” (p. 1). Cognitive scientists 
Lindsay M. oberman and Jaime A. Pineda (2007) 
join Ramachandran in concluding that the mirror 
neuron system is “specialized not only for process-
ing animate stimuli, but specifically stimuli with 
social relevance” (p. 62). This data suggests that 
humans are particularly and biologically adapted 
to be social creatures. 

Scientific studies such as these are invaluable 
for understanding how the brain processes and 
receives information. Neuroscience, however, 
is capable of telling us only part of the story. 
Although a rudimentary description of mirror 
neurons (as I have offered above) might imply 
that we can directly internalize the emotions and 
actions of another, the transfer of such understand-
ing through neurological firing is, in reality, neither 
so pure nor so direct. Cognitive neuroscientist and 
educational psychologist Mary Helen Immordino-
Yang (2008) warns against reductionist application 
that ignores the social and emotional context of 
our biological wiring. Immordino-Yang cautions: 
“Although this internalization of another’s situation 
can be automatic, the representation of another’s 
situation is constructed and experienced on one’s 
own self in accordance with cognitive and emo-
tional preferences, memory, cultural knowledge, 
and neuropsychological predispositions—the 
‘smoke’ around the mirrors” (p. 70). In other words, 
regardless of the biological makeup that predis-
poses us toward empathy, experiencing what 
another experiences is not so simple. our own 
experiences and emotions are bound to intervene. 

Instead of a direct injection of emotions and 
experience into our minds, Immordino-Yang (2008) 
proposes an integrative model of cognition which 
results from the constant interaction of sensory 
and motor input with one’s own emotional and 
social history and setting. “With development 
and experience, this cyclic process of moving 
between perception and action, in dynamic feed-
back loops with the world, becomes the substrate 
for increasingly complex behavior and thought” 

(p. 68). It is this endless palimpsest of perception, 
neural processing, emotional and social circum-
stances that enables us to respond to the complex 
world around us in suitably sophisticated ways. To 
extend the metaphor, our social and emotional 
contexts can be understood as the haziness that 
obscures or complicates any simple biological 
interpretation of human behavior or explanation 
of human experience. While fMRI and neurosci-
ence are extremely valuable informants concern-
ing how we process information, we need—as  
Immordino-Yang (2008) suggests—much more 
than the light of a brain scan to fully illuminate cog-
nition as it is embedded in human experience.

Cognitive scientist Merlin Donald (2006) also 
recognizes the significance of culture in under-
standing cognition. Regardless of our biological 
predispositions, once we are born, those predispo-
sitions are subject to the influence of our surround-
ing culture. Hence, no understanding of mind can 
be complete without accounting for the cultural 
influences—both positive and negative—that 
sculpt human nature. Donald claims that efforts to 
understand the relationship between human cog-
nition and art cannot study the brain alone. “In the 
case of human beings there is an additional factor 
that must be taken into account in explaining art: 
the distributed cognitive processes of culture” (p. 
14). Donald describes the cognitive and collec-
tive quality of culture, stating that unlike other 
primates, we are “tethered” to a network of shared 
mental representations. He writes, “the cultural 
network introduces an entirely new element to 
human life: immersion in a cognitive collectivity, or 
community of mind” (p. 14). 

The roots of the most recent explosion of inter-
est in mind, rather than simply brain, can be traced 
to the cognitive revolution that sought to reinter-
pret the Cartesian separation of mind and body 
during the late 1950s (efland, 2002). Situating the 
mind as intrinsically related to the body reignited 
the study of cognition and took a major stride 
toward understanding artmaking as a cognitive 
activity (Arnheim, 1969). The reunion of mind and 
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body further paved the way for interdisciplinary 
exploration. Cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner 
(1990) suggests that the cognitive revolution had 
profound implications for understanding human 
experience in terms of meaning making. According 
to Bruner, the cognitive revolution aimed to:

Discover and to describe formally the 
meanings that human beings created out 
of their encounters with the world, and 
then to propose hypotheses about what 
meaning-making processes were implicated. 
It focused on the symbolic activities that 
human beings employed in constructing 
and in making sense not only of the world, 
but of themselves. Its aim was to prompt 
psychology to join forces with its sister 
interpretive disciplines in the humanities and 
in the social sciences. (p. 2)

Despite proponents’ intentions to create a 
more meaningful understanding of mind, Bruner 
(1990) argued that the movement soon became 
distracted by the mechanics of information pro-
cessing rather than the formation of meaning. The 
emphasis, he states, shifted “from the construction 
of meaning to the processing of information” (p. 4 
[emphasis original]). Although the computational 
model of mind can make general claims about 
education, Bruner (1996) states, “The process of 
knowing is often messier, more fraught with ambi-
guity than such view allows” (p. 2). As an approach 
to the nature of mind, culturalism, on the other 
hand, “takes its inspiration from the evolutionary 
fact that mind could not exist save for culture” (p. 
3). Whereas a computational model of the mind is 
concerned with the rules of information process-
ing, cultural psychology is aimed at understanding 
the making of meaning that is uniquely human, 
an essential component of meaningful education 
(Bruner, 1996).

Although neuroscience can provide insightful 
data about how the mind works, Bruner’s observa-
tion serves as an important reminder that consider-
ing the mind from a decontextualized mechanical 
perspective alone is almost meaningless for under-
standing human experience. Hence, both scientific 

research and theoretical scholarship are essential 
to understand cognition as experienced by human 
beings. As octavio Paz (1995) so poetically con-
cludes, it will take an army of scholars to under-
stand the nature of human experience.

The Evolution of the Social Brain
With the caveat that any comprehensive study 

of cognition needs to synthesize work from various 
disciplines, we can examine some of the evidence 
that informs our understanding of social cognition. 
Because the architecture of our brains has changed 
so little since they increased in size and density 
during the Pleistocene era,1 a culturally-consider-
ate approach to education argues that understand-
ing our brains as they exist today requires looking 
at our brains as they evolved during prehistoric 
times and the conditions which prompted such 
adaptations.2 

evolutionary-minded scholars suggest that the 
brain’s mechanisms evolved to support survival 
within—and as—a group, since survival as an 
individual was improbable at best. According to 
Immordino-Yang and her colleague, neuroscien-
tist Antonio Damasio (2007), the realization that 
our evolutionary past still influences our present 
conditions, 

underscores our fundamentally social nature, 
making clear that the very neurobiological 
systems that support our social interactions 
and relationships are recruited for the often 
covert and private decision making that 
underlies much of our thought. In brief, 
learning in the complex sense in which it 
happens in schools or the real world, is not a 
rational or disembodied process; neither is it 
a lonely one. (p. 4)

Hence, our social past is relevant not just to the 
somewhat abstract world of cognitive processes, 
but also to the very real world of classroom edu-
cation, further emphasizing the social necessity of 
learning that exists today. 

evolutionary anthropologist Robin Dunbar 
(1993, 1996, 2003, 2004) suggests that there is a 
direct connection between social group and brain 
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size that has important implications for cognitive 
capacity and the advent of elaborate communica-
tion skills among humans. Dunbar (1993) found 
that within primate species the average size of the 
neocortex enlarges as the number of members 
in the average group increases, suggesting that 
bigger social groups required bigger and more 
complex brains to keep track of more relationships. 
Based on the size of the human brain, Dunbar cal-
culates that the average group size would include 
approximately 150 members.3 Building on Dunbar’s 
findings, linguist T. Givón and anthropologist Phil 
Young (2002) consider the social conditions that 
existed during the bulk of our evolutionary tra-
jectory. For 99% of human existence, the social 
needs of humans were met through “societies of 
intimates,” that were characterized by patterns of 
trust and cooperation. These “societies of intimates” 
contrast significantly with the “societies of strang-
ers” that began to develop around 10,000 to 8,000 
BCe upon the dawn of the Neolithic Revolution, 
the shift to an agrarian lifestyle prompted by the 
domestication of plants and animals and result-
ing in the division of labor that remains today (see 
Figure 1). Isolated pockets of intimacy continue 
to exist within our modern societies of strangers 
in the form of families, friends, musical groups, 
sports teams, church congregations, and the like, 
but such isolation of emotional closeness, trust, 
and cooperation may be the source of feelings 
of alienation and loneliness in the modern world 
(Givón & Young, 2002) with further implications 
for education. As described by Immordino-Yang 
and Damasio (2007) above, our brains evolved in 
adaptation to this social lifestyle and the collabo-
ration it required, which remains a pertinent influ-
ence on cognition today. A balance of self-serving 
and group-serving motives developed because the 
survival of the group and the survival of the indi-
vidual were intimately linked. According to Givón & 
Young (2002), salient characteristics of societies of 
intimates included:

• a small group size (comprising 50 to 150 
members)

• a foraging economy (hunting and gathering)

• a nomadic but restricted territorial distribution 
(with a 10- to 20-mile radius)

• cultural uniformity (with little differentiation in 
status and role)

• informational homogeneity and stability (i.e. a 
shared world view)

• a consensual leadership structure (ad hoc and 
temporary) 

• kinship-based social cooperation (all 
collaboration is modeled after consanguineous 
or ritualized affiliations)

In these groups, everything needed for survival 
was obtained or fabricated by the members’ own 
hands and bodies, making collaboration inevitable. 
Because humans lived and learned under these 
conditions for millions of years, they likely remain 
an important influence on the didactic predispo-
sitions, psychological and cognitive needs that 
are embedded in our biology (Dissanayake, 2007; 
Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007). 

The Social Brain and Emotional Thought
Long linked to artmaking (Langer, 1953, 1966; 

Plato, 360 BCe/1994; Tolstoy, 1896/1930), emotion 
is a central feature that affiliates our minds with our 
social and cultural networks. emotional and social 
contexts are generating increased attention from 
neuroscientists as studies begin to reveal the con-
textualizing role of emotion in cognition. Pioneers 
of this growing body of research (Damasio, 1994, 
1999, 2003; Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007; 
Pessoa, 2008; Storebeck & Clore, 2007) laid the 
groundwork for the importance of art education by 
connecting the argument for evolved social needs 
with the cognitive aims of education. Immordino-
Yang and Damasio (2007) provide the neurological 
stepping stones that link social context to learning; 

Although the notion of surviving and 
flourishing is interpreted in a cultural 
and social framework at this late stage in 
evolution, our brains still bear evidence of 
their original purpose: to manage our bodies 
and minds in the service of living, living 
happily, in the world with other people. (p. 4)
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Figure 1. Timeline of human development and cultural history. The majority of human brain development 
occurred during the Pleistocene era, in adaptation to survival as “societies of intimates” (Givón & Young, 2002). 
“Societies of strangers” dominated during the Bronze and Iron ages, the Medieval era, the Renaissance, the 
Industrial Revolution, Modernism, and the Information Age, which all occurred in the last fraction of human 
history (Dissanayake, 1988; Givón & Young, 2002).
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The authors suggest that living socially is 
bound up with our ability to experience emotions. 
embodied most clearly by the term emotional 
thought, Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007) 
describe the importance of emotion in learning 
and decision making in both social and nonsocial 
scenarios: “It is within the domain of emotional 
thought that creativity plays out, through increas-
ingly nuanced recognition of complex dilemmas 
and situations through the invention of corre-
spondingly flexible and innovative responses” (p. 8).

Based on a study of patients with brain 
damage that compromised their social behavior, 
Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007) concluded 
that emotions play a large role in helping children 
understand how and when to apply information 
they have learned in school. Therefore, emotions 
become essential to our ability to transfer knowl-
edge to real-world situations and grapple with the 
complexities of the social world: “Specifically, it 
may be via an emotional route that the social influ-
ences of culture come to shape learning, thought, 
and behavior” (p. 5).

Because emotions help to make our rational 
thoughts relevant to the contexts in which they 
occur, Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007) sum-
marize that “emotions are not just messy toddlers 
in a china shop, running around breaking and 
obscuring delicate cognitive glassware. Instead, 
they are more like the shelves underlying the glass-
ware; without them, cognition has less support” (p. 
5). Applying these ideas to education, Immordino-
Yang and Damasio state, “one could argue that the 
chief purpose of education is to cultivate children’s 
building of repertoires of cognitive and behavioral 
strategies and options, helping them recognize the 
complexity of situations and to respond to them 
in increasingly flexible, sophisticated, and creative 
ways” (p. 7). 

Educating the Social Brain
Among the first to situate learning in a 

socio-historical context, Soviet psychologist Lev 
Vygotsky (1962, 1971, 1978, 1997) states that part 
of the child’s mind is primarily social and all human 

culture results as an adaptation to human needs 
and social conditions. Learning, it follows, is also 
social and cultural. Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proxi-
mal development presents a valuable application 
of our social needs to educational theory. Because 
optimal learning occurs with the guidance or tute-
lage of another person, Vygotsky’s educational 
theory is inherently social. He writes, “Human learn-
ing presupposes a specific social nature and a process 
by which children grow into the intellectual life of 
those around them” (p. 88, emphasis original). The 
evidence presented by Immordino-Yang (2008), 
Damasio (1994, 1999, 2003), Ramachandran (2000, 
2004), Iacoboni (2005, 2007, 2008), Dunbar (1996, 
2003, 2004), and others seems to support this 
social notion of learning from a biological perspec-
tive. Although impossible to claim with certainty, 
it seems plausible to conclude that learning most 
often occurred socially in those ancestral societies 
of intimates.

educational researchers John Brown, Allan 
Collins, and Paul Duguid (1989) argue along similar 
lines for what they call situated cognition. using a 
model of “cognitive apprenticeship” that domi-
nated learning prior to industrialization, Brown, 
Collins, and Duguid (1989) aim to “embed learning 
in activity and make deliberate use of the social 
and physical context” (p. 32). They explain, “cogni-
tive apprenticeship methods try to enculturate stu-
dents into authentic practices through activity and 
social interaction in a way similar to that evident—
and evidently successful—in craft apprenticeship” 
(p. 37). As supporting evidence, we are reminded 
how quickly we learn language in social contexts, as 
in conversation, compared to how slowly we learn 
language in abstract contexts, such as reading the 
dictionary (Miller & Gildea, 1987). 

As described earlier, Bruner (1996) has also 
called for a cultural approach to education in which 
we consider “education and school learning in their 
situated, cultural context” (p. x). Bruner’s later writ-
ings on education value culture enormously. He 
wrote, “for you cannot understand mental activity 
unless you take into account the cultural setting 
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and its resources, the very things that give mind its 
shape and scope. Learning, remembering, talking, 
imagining: all of them are made possible by par-
ticipation in culture.” (1996, p. x- xi). Culture, Bruner 
argues, is “superorganic” in that it not only shapes 
minds, but conversely, individual minds shape 
culture. Although culture is varied, “learning and 
thinking are always situated in a cultural setting 
and always dependent upon the utilization of cul-
tural resources” (p. 4).

Bruner (1996) lays out nine specific tenets for a 
psycho-cultural approach to education. They are, in 
brief: 

• The perspectival tenet (meaning making is 
relative to one’s perspective)

• The constraints tenet (meaning making in any 
culture is constrained by the nature of human 
mental functioning and the symbol systems 
accessible to human minds)

• The constructivism tenet (reality is constructed, 
not found)

• The interactional tenet (“passing on knowledge 
and skill, like any other human exchange, 
involves a subcommunity in interaction” (p. 20)

• The externalization tenet (the cultural need to 
produce works both grand, as in the arts and 
sciences, and modest, as in the local school 
soccer championship) 

• The instrumentalism tenet (education has long 
term consequences)

• The institutional tenet (education in the 
industrialized world is an institution and 
subject to institutional problems)

• The tenet of identity and self-esteem (education 
is crucial to the formation of self )

• The narrative tenet (narrative and story making 
enables children to “create a version of the 
world in which, psychologically, they can 
envision a place for themselves—a personal 
world” (p. 39)

Bruner’s aim was to produce understanding, 
not merely performance. While Bruner recognizes 
the risky nature of such a proposition, he sees 

the failure to embrace a culturally conscious form 
of education as a much graver risk. Bruner (1996) 
warns,

A failure to equip minds with the skills for 
understanding and feeling and acting in 
the cultural world is not simply scoring a 
pedagogical zero. It risks creating alienation, 
defiance, and practical incompetence. And 
all of these undermine the viability of culture. 
(pp. 42-43)

According to Bruner’s (1996) tenets, educators 
must remain sensitive to the personal and cultural 
relativity of meaning making as well as the nature 
and constraints of the human mind. This requires 
us not only to recognize the immense diversity 
of experience, but also to consider some of the 
similarities we generally share, namely our basic 
cognitive makeup and the import of its social and 
emotional context. In defense of such universals, 
John Dewey (1934) wrote, 

In spite of the immense disparity of these 
unique [art works], there is a constitution 
common to all normal individuals. They 
have the same hands, organs, dimensions, 
senses, affections, passions; they are fed with 
the same foods, hurt by the same weapons, 
subject to the same diseases, healed by the 
same remedies, warmed and cooled by the 
same variations in climate. (p. 256)

educators, psychologists, and scientists often 
draw conclusions about how the brain generally 
works as a result of these similarities. Nonetheless, 
any argument with objectivist undercurrents runs 
the risk of over-generalization and is especially 
precarious in this era of pluralism—with countless 
perspectives and histories to consider—and educa-
tional standardization—which may be interpreted 
as an attempt to homogenize those perspectives 
(Graham, 2007; Gruenewald & Smith, 2008). Hence, 
this discussion must proceed, as Bruner (1996), 
Donald (2006), eisner (2002), Immordino-Yang 
(2008), Damasio (2003), and Parsons (1998) all 
suggest, with sensitivity to both the essential quali-
ties of the mind and the specificity of personal and 
cultural experience.
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Because culture is sustained and created in 
part through the arts, it may come as no surprise 
that many of Bruner’s psycho-cultural educational 
tenets are naturally taken up by arts education. 
expressive artmaking in the classroom allows the 
possibility to embrace the perspectival, construc-
tivism, interactional, externalization, narrative, 
identity, and self-esteem tenets. The constraints 
tenet, though, mandates that we recognize the 
limits of cognition and the predispositions of the 
human mind. As such, a discussion is in order 
of how the arts are specifically related to social 
cognition. 

Art as Social Cognition
In order to understand the connection between 

art and social cognition, we need to resume our 
investigation of the origins of our social nature 
and the effect on our capacity for communica-
tion. Dunbar (1993, 1996, 2003, 2004) asserts that 
our primary means of maintaining our social rela-
tionships is through discursive language, largely 
because of its efficacy in sharing personal informa-
tion about ourselves and others. The arts, however, 
are also viable means for conveying, establishing, 
and maintaining social bonds. That art enables us to 
communicate the human experience is well docu-
mented. Suzanne Langer (1966) defined art as “the 
practice of creating perceptible forms expressive 
of human feeling” (p. 6). unlike language, to which 
certain parts of reality remain inaccessible, art can 
convey the ineffable or “the realm of so-called 
inner experience, the life of feeling and emotion” 
(Langer, 1966, p. 8). Borrowing from Proustian phe-
nomenology, psychologist Russell epstein (2004) 
wrote, “Art allows us to communicate our con-
sciousness in a way that cannot be communicated 
by direct language” (p. 226). Cognitive psychologist 
Robert Solso (1994, 2003) explains that expressive 
language encouraged our capacity for conscious-
ness, but he argues that artmaking more effectively 
communicates such thoughts and feelings. Solso 
observes that around 40,000 years ago, the capac-
ity for abstract thought arrived with a cognitive 
boom, and with it, an explosion of creative activ-

ity. “Along with symbolic, abstract, complicated 
thoughts, a coevolving associate of semantic lan-
guage—art—began to materialize with increasing 
frequency. Abstract linguist symbols were about 
to gain substance in the form of art. Art became 
visualized thought” (Solso, 2003, p. 54). Could art, 
therefore, have developed as an alternative means 
of effectively and convincingly conveying human 
experience? As a lasting image—particularly in the 
case of visual art—a work has the potential to com-
municate with others for the duration of its exis-
tence. It can also travel separately from the artist 
or even be reproduced, potentially multiplying the 
artist’s expressive voice. Philosopher of art Dennis 
Dutton (2009) writes,

Nothing can substitute for a sense of 
emotional expression derived from the 
experience of a complex aesthetic structure 
created by another human being. To speak in 
metaphors, the work of art is another human 
mind incarnate: not in flesh and blood but in 
sounds, words, or colors. (p. 235)

According to Dutton (2009), our interest in the 
arts derives from our interest in other people’s 
minds and lives. Dutton writes, “extending Darwin’s 
original suggestion, I believe that this intense 
interest in art as emotional expression derives 
from wanting to see through art into another per-
sonality: it springs from a desire for knowledge of 
another person” (p. 235). This urge springs from a 
uniquely human capacity to speculate about or 
anticipate the thoughts and experiences of others 
called Theory of Mind (Dunbar, 2003, 2004; Walter, 
2006). Thinking of art as a manifestation of the inner 
life of the artist could facilitate Theory of Mind, a 
human inclination that is present from infancy and 
essential to group solidarity and our ability to func-
tion in social contexts (Dunbar, 2003; Tomasello, 
Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, 2005). Speculating 
about or anticipating the thoughts and ideas of 
others is a common practice in art appreciation in 
that “talking about art is an indirect way of talking 
about the inner lives of other people: that is, oddly, 
of artists” (Dutton, 2009, p. 235). Dutton also states 
that art often acts as a surrogate experience, which, 
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one could argue, is key to developing the mutual 
motives that result in collaboration.4

While art may facilitate the exchange of 
emotion from one individual to another, the larger 
group dynamics of sociability are also part of art, 
especially among ceremonial rituals common to 
our prehistoric ancestors and extant hunter-gather 
societies.5 Scholars such as John Dewey (1934), 
ellen Dissanayake (2000, 2003, 2007), and Noel 
Carroll (2004) have argued that art has the capac-
ity to coordinate emotions and intentions. Dewey 
(1934) recognized pre-industrial rites and celebra-
tions as bodies of art that manifest social signifi-
cance.6 He wrote, 

every intense experience of friendship 
completes itself artistically…. the union 
of men with one another is the source of 
the rites that from the time of archaic man 
to the present have commemorated the 
crises of birth, death, and marriage. Art 
is the extension of the power of rites and 
ceremonies to unite men, through a shared 
celebration, to all incidents and scenes of life. 
(p. 282)

In addition to the more celebratory aspect of 
art, Dissanayake (2007) contends that ceremonial 
artification can also unify groups and appease col-
lective anxiety in times of distress. This introduces 
another thread to the social tapestry of art and cog-
nition—one in which we cannot only know more 
about another individual but also cohere as a social 
group. Dissanayake, who describes ceremonies as 
“collections of art” (2007, p. 790), explains, “express-
ing and regularizing movements and sounds with 
other people in vividly-presented performances 
stimulates neurobiological chemicals and pro-
cesses that both arouse and alleviate anxiety, give 
pleasure, and generally lead to individual and col-
lective emotional fulfillment” (Dissanayake, 2003, p. 
251).7 Philosopher Noel Carroll (2004) furthers this 
argument by noting that artwork has the capac-
ity to coordinate feelings among viewers, just as 
we laugh and cry at the same parts of movies for 
roughly the same reasons. Carroll argues that even 
when the subject of artwork is of lesser significance, 

the social cohesion that it might create among 
audience members functions as “social cement” 
(p. 100). Dewey (1934) drew similar conclusions, 
noting the significance for both maker and viewer:

every art communicates because it 
expresses…. Communication is the process 
of creating participation, of making common 
what had been isolated and singular; and 
part of the miracle it achieves is that, in 
being communicated, the conveyance of 
meaning gives body and definiteness to the 
experience of the one who utters as well as 
to that of those who listen. (p. 253)

unlike discursive language, art often acts not 
just as a social conduit, but also as a transformative 
medium (Vygotsky, 1971). Similar to the transfor-
mation imposed on the material, art also invokes 
a metamorphosis of feeling. Vygotsky (1971) wrote, 

Indeed, art’s true nature is that of 
transubstantiation, something that 
transcends ordinary feelings; for the fear, 
pain or excitement caused by art induces 
something above and beyond its normal, 
conventional content. This ‘something’ 
overcomes feelings of fear and pain, changes 
water into wine, and thus fulfills the most 
important purpose of art. (p. 243)

According to archaeologist Brian Hayden 
(1987), among hunter-gatherer societies, positive 
relationships with other groups were initiated and 
maintained through exciting religious rituals that 
transformed painful experiences into meaning-
ful ones. Dramatic effects would have made such 
rituals unforgettable. “Masked monsters or spirits, 
flames and darkness, bullroarers, drumming, and 
an entire panoply of sensory effects insured total 
involvement and the forging of some of the stron-
gest emotional bonds that the human race has ever 
known” (Hayden, 1987, p. 86). Notably, it was the 
arts that made these customs momentous, and it 
was during the era when such rituals were rampant 
when our brains evolved into their current form.8 

Donald (2006) brings this exploration back to 
cognition, stating that the roots of artistic activity 
are “in culture, which encompasses, but supersedes, 
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the individual nervous system” (p. 14). Like Vygotsky 
(1971), Donald (2006) claims that although artists 
often seem isolated from society, they are actu-
ally more deeply enculturated, and that “it follows 
that the sources of their creativity, although partly 
personal, are also public” (p. 14). Coe (2003) and 
Dissanayake (2000) have made similar arguments 
that the arts emphasize the ideas, objects, events, 
and people that are most important to the artist 
and his or her culture. Donald (2006) argues that art 
is the ultimate refinement of the mimetic mode, “a 
primordial, and truly human, cognitive adaptation 
that occurred very early in hominid prehistory and 
became a signature feature of the human mind” (p. 
14). Mimesis includes “typically human cognitive 
patterns as ritual, skill, gesture, tribal identifica-
tion, personal style and public spectacle” (Donald, 
2006, p. 15). Because humans are not only social 
but also self-conscious and reflective creatures, it 
follows that mimesis, and hence art, is “the direct 
result of consciously examining our own embodi-
ment, of the brain using its body as a reduplicative 
device” (Donald, 2006, p. 16). Although not all art 
is mimetic in nature, Donald (2006) concludes that 
“mimesis is the original source of human culture—
that is, communities of mind linked together in 
a public expressive display” (p. 17). “In short,” he 
writes, “art is the expressive culmination of the 
most ancient domain of the human mind, as mani-
fested in rituals, public actions, and gestures that 
characterize any human society” (p. 19).

Vygotsky (1971) might provide a link between 
art and emotional thought. He wrote, “apparently 
the possibility of releasing into art powerful pas-
sions which cannot find expression in normal, 
everyday life is the biological basis of art. The 
purpose of our behavior is to keep our organism 
in balance with its surroundings” (p. 246). Simple 
environments call for simple behavior while the 
more complex and elaborate the context, the 
more intricate and challenging the balancing act 
becomes. Art, therefore, potentially becomes one 
of the sophisticated tools in our repertoire for 
meeting the challenges and complexities of the 

world. Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007) start 
to sound more and more like a neurological echo 
of Vygotsky (1971) who wrote, “we can show that 
art is a central emotion, one that releases itself in 
the cerebral cortex. The emotions caused by art are 
intelligent emotions” (p. 212).

Implications for Education
According to eisner (2002) “art education should 

give pride of place to what is distinctive about 
the arts” (p. 42). Based on the above scholarship, I 
suggest that it is the inherent emotional and social 
richness the arts offer that might be considered 
essential to education. If we return to Immordino-
Yang and Damasio’s (2007) concept of emotional 
thought, where social and emotional content give 
context to learning and enable application, then 
art’s power to both convey and convert emotional 
and social experience could be utilized toward 
making learning memorable and meaningful.9 Art 
could further “help our students develop sensibili-
ties to attend and respond to it in intense, person-
ally meaningful ways,” (Kindler, 2000, p. 42) and 
become one of the refined tools that enable us to 
deal with life’s complex situations through suit-
ably nuanced means, not unlike Dewey’s flexible 
purposing (1938). Art educators have long known 
that the socio-emotional components of artmak-
ing should not be ignored.10 Like Vygotsky (1971) 
and Dewey (1934), eisner (2002) proposes socially-
contextualized education, what he calls “situated 
learning” (p. 93). According to eisner (2002), if we 
consider children’s artwork in not just individual, 
but social terms, they are clearly learning more 
than how to manage a specific material, “it is also 
a function of what they learn from others as they 
become part of a community” (p. 93). Dewey (1934) 
also emphasized communities of learners devel-
oped through participation in the arts, described as 
“the most intimate and energetic means of aiding 
individuals to share in the arts of living” (p. 350). 
Such an approach to education would minimize 
insular and decontextualized activities in favor of 
collaborative and meaningful work (eisner, 2002). 
eisner notes that a serious application of collabora-
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tive learning would have significant implication for 
the classroom. “There would be a sense of com-
munity and cooperation, a shared enthusiasm in 
which the language of the field—in this case the 
language used to discuss the arts—would become 
the educational coin of the realm” (p. 95). As men-
tioned, arts education has the potential to satisfy 
many of the psycho-cultural tenets advocated by 
Bruner (1996) through the use of narrative, the 
construction of personally relevant and meaning-
ful realities, the sharing of knowledge and skill in 
“subcommunities of interaction” (p. 20), and the 
physical manifestation of cognitive achievements. 
employed in such settings, the arts can help to 
establish a classroom environment with similari-
ties to the societies of intimates that our ancestors 
found so beneficial. Further, through art’s poten-
tial to bond students socially and the “teleology 
of enjoyment and delight” (Kindler, 2000) the arts 
afford, we might avoid the “alienation, defiance, 
and practical incompetence” that Bruner (1996,  
p. 42) warned against.

Conclusion
With a specific focus on the social and emo-

tional components of cognition, this article has 
aimed to illuminate art as an essential part of the 
“community of mind” we know as culture (Donald, 
2006, p. 17). understanding the value of social 
intelligence in our past and the potential for art to 
communicate and bond the experience of fellow 
beings can aid in clarifying the significance of art-
making in culture and cognition. In turn, if applied 
to pedagogical theory, this research can inform 
our understanding of how artmaking might satisfy 
cognitive, social, and emotional needs in educa-
tional settings today.

encompassing research from neuroscience, 
evolutionary and cognitive psychology, educa-
tion, philosophy, linguistics, and the arts, this 
article serves as evidence of the need for a broadly 
conceptualized framework in understanding the 
nature of cognition. Like our early ancestors, there 
is no need for us to draw lines between disciplines 
and restrict our research to one terrain. ultimately, 
whether neurologist, psychologist, educator, or 
artist, we are attempting the same enormously 
challenging feat—to comprehend human experi-
ence to better serve our respective fields. 
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E N d N O T E S
 1 The Pleistocene era, which encompasses the bulk of human history and evolution, can be defined as “the 

geological period from 1.6 million to 10,000 years ago, coinciding approximately with the appearance and 
development of the genus Homo” (Dissanayake, 2007, p. 795).

2 Most evolutionary-minded scholars concur that the majority of evolutionary change and hence cognitive 
development occurred before the Neolithic Revolution that introduced the domestication of crops and 
livestock, permanent settlements, and the separation of labor (Solso, 2003). For example, the size and neural 
structures of our brains have likely changed very little in the past 250,000 years, and most of the character-
istics we consider distinctly human—such as the use of tools, language, fire, art, and music–appeared some 
40,000 years ago (Ramachandran, 2000).

3 To corroborate his conclusions, Dunbar found that about 150 people was the average number of members 
in military units from a variety of countries since World War I, academic circles, church congregations, and an 
isolated rural community in Appalachia. 

4 Interestingly, Dutton refutes the claim that the arts are inherently social, offering as evidence the fact that 
people can engage in the arts together and still find other members of their group entirely disagreeable. His 
argument appears somewhat at odds, however, with his ensuing hypothesis that our interest in art derives 
from our interest in other’s inner content, which seems to be at the core of social engagement.

5 Despite the societies of strangers that dominate the industrialized world, ceremonies surrounding important 
life events remain common. Weddings, funerals, concerts, sporting events, and church gatherings still usually 
include aesthetically based rituals. 

6 Dewey’s concept of art, and the definition that I find most useful for educational contexts, is distinct from the 
Kantian notion of disinterested and non-utilitarian contemplation that has dominated the Western perspec-
tive of art for the past two centuries. Dewey advocates a more universally endorsed notion of art as contextu-
alized, expressive, decorative, meaningful, and often utilitarian (Carroll, 2004).

7 Dissanayake (2003, 2007) further states that aesthetic interactions create social bonds from birth, as evinced 
by parent-infant interactions in which babies respond positively to proto-aesthetic behaviors.

8 Although art production in the modern era might be considered elitist, individualistic, disconnected, and 
decontextualized (see Gablik, 1984, 1991), many contemporary artists embrace art’s potential to be socially 
and ecologically engaging (Gablik, 1991, 1995), which is more similar to the artmaking that has dominated 
the majority of our history as societies of intimates. We should also be aware that art-world sanctioned work 
is more often than not different in form, content, and purpose from artwork that is produced by children and 
other art-world “outsiders.”

9 one might even wonder if the arts’ transformative powers as argued by Hayden (1987) and Vygotsky (1971) 
enable them to act as a sort of superpower of emotional thought.

10 Anna Kindler (2000) offers a valuable distinction between issue-based art education that is made to be socially 
significant and the meaningful social components that naturally occur through art. “We need to remain 
vigilant that in our attempts to frame art as relevant to a society, to make it address and respond to profound 
human concerns we do not lose sight of what art can mean and bring to individuals at the level of personal, 
immediate, intimate encounters” (p. 41).
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Artist Ad Reinhardt’s 1991 prediction of the Future of Art can be inter-
preted as the condition of art education in 2010. He writes, “The next rev-
olution will see the emancipation of the university academy of art from its 

market-place fantasies and its emergence as a center of consciousness and con-
science” (p. 62). The focus in the fields of art and art education has increasingly 
turned toward the social as well as aesthetic aspects of experience. Creating and 
responding to art in the context of people’s everyday lives has become a dominant 
center of art practices. Art educators should recognize these shifts and work collec-
tively to realize our strengths and responsibilities as we grapple with the complexi-
ties of art in society. Collectivity involves a process of coming to relative agreement 
on shared goals of the field and an understanding of the necessary components of 
a cohesive art education. establishing a broad yet defined framework for the field 
provides a unifying structure that promotes opposing discourse and investigation 
without fragmentation (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. This drawing by Jerome Hausman (Untitled, 2010) visualizes a broad disciplinary dialogue 
unified by cultural communities and global interactions. The multifarious nature of the image symbolizes 
the overlapping projects within art education, from the columns of history that unite to the culminating 
efforts that bind. As foundational root and branch systems tower vertically through interrelated yet 
distinct territories, tube-like patterns emerge. Information in constant exchange connects historic and 
present exploration as the field evolves. This is art education in all of its organized confusion.
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In an effort to move beyond previously defined 
disciplinary boundaries, (i.e., seeking broader, yet 
related, transdisciplinary discourse), this docu-
ment strives to confront art education’s moment of 
crisis; a crisis that stems from instability in public 
education, economic uncertainty, the impact of 
No Child Left Behind, standardized testing, and 
technocratic forms of education. The Critical Visual 
Art education (CVAe) Club argues for a collective, 
transdisciplinary process moving forward into a 
new era of art education.1 In this document, CVAe 
identifies declarative statements that approach the 
field with inclusive examination of its past, present, 
and future. 

In order to determine what has been successful 
and what has failed, what we wish to keep and to 
discard, our argument extends from specific move-
ments and categories derived from literature that 
have served to define, promote, explain, and clarify 
new and renewed movements in the field. These 
include: Creative Self-expression, Child-Centered 
Approach, Discipline-Based Art education, Social 
Reconstructionism, Multiculturalism, environmental/ 
eco-Based Art education, Community-Based Art 
education, Narratives/Literacy, Issues-Based Art 
education, Arts-Based Research, and Visual and 
Material Culture (Carpenter & Tavin, 2010; Gaudelius 
& Speirs, 2002). 

From these movements, CVAe derives its own 
statements that symbolize holistic art educa-
tion. We envision an art education that promotes 
an understanding of visual and material culture 
and its influence in shaping everyday life through 
transdisciplinarity, critical dialogue, cultural pro-
duction, global discourse, and artistic reasoning 
and practice. These themes are useful in framing 
the following declarative statements that describe 
the needs of the field based on our individual per-
spectives as contemporary art educators.2 We wish 
to promote transdisciplinarity and collective pro-
cesses that may engage a broader range of citizens, 
artists, teachers, theoreticians, and scholars. These 
statements reflect the growing effort of many 
like-minded art educators who call for broader 

dialogue informed by localized cultural commu-
nities and global interactions (Delacruz, Arnold, 
Kuo, & Parsons, 2009; Grierson, 2008). our intent 
is to explore a concept of art education informed 
by theories and practices relative to the field of art 
education. These statements attempt to form an 
inclusive and permeable network for art education 
that we hope others will contribute to, perforate, 
and disrupt. 

Statements
Transdisciplinarity

The present situation in art education is one of 
‘crisis’, e.g., instability in public education, economic 
uncertainty, the impact of No Child Left Behind, 
standardized testing, and technocratic forms of 
education driven by the politics of accountability 
(Sabol, 2010; Taubman, 2009). Radical new technol-
ogies are shaping how we live and interact (Roland, 
2010), as well as extraordinary political and eco-
nomic shifts in culture.

New approaches to art education are required. 
Art education needs to move beyond previously 
defined disciplinary and theoretical boundar-
ies toward broader, culturally relevant discourse 
(Congdon, 2009; Gude, 2004). 

Broader cultural communities need to be 
brought into the thinking and actions of art instruc-
tion. only if what we do is understood and valued 
can we expect support (Bergland, 2007).

Art education should be linked to a total learn-
ing process. The teaching of art is informed by 
learning in other disciplines. In turn, the teaching of 
art should enhance learning in these areas (Deasy, 
2002; efland, 2002; Taylor, Carpenter, Ballengee-
Morris, & Sessions, 2006).

Critical Dialogue
An understanding of the communicative 

image and “particular image culture” is essential 
to a humanistic education (Duncum, 2002, p. 2). 
Creating, perceiving, and responding to images in 
our lives should be given balanced attention with 
verbal and cognitive learning (elkins, 2003; Tavin, 
2003).
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Collective, democratic educational practices 
work to bridge social barriers, spark discourse 
between popular and sub-cultures, promote the 
goals of social justice, and empower youth with 
meaningful knowledge and methods of unre-
stricted exploration (Delacruz, Arnold, Kuo, & 
Parsons, 2009; Fehr, Fehr, & Keifer-Boyd, 2000; 
Freire, 1970).

The art process can be thought of as a dialogue 
that brings into existence new understanding. 
Conflict and contradiction can occur on the way to 
achieving understanding or realization. 

Producing or responding to art extends the 
qualities of the immediate present to another 
level of awareness (Feldman, 1982). Art educators/
students need to cultivate this awareness through 
critical investigations of the role of the artist in 
society. educators should affirm the artist’s role in a 
democratic society (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2008).

Cultural Production
We are all artists now! Art educators need to 

make the case for broader meaning of art processes 
and the transformation of human consciousness. 
Curricula that embody critical thinking about the 
dynamics of power in culture and society are key 
factors for transformative education. Art produc-
tion based upon critical thinking and qualitative 
inquiry can ignite a proactive explorative process 
within students that should be encouraged via art 
education (Walker, 2009). 

experiencing art at key moments in life can 
provide significant opportunities for youth to value 
themselves as cultural producers. educators play 
an instrumental role in defining what it means 
for youth to be producers in a continually shift-
ing culture within the context of social structures 
less sensitive to change (Angelides & Michaelidou, 
2009; Keifer-Boyd & Maitland-Gholson, 2007). 

Art is conceived of as public domain in contem-
porary popular culture and society (Ritchin, 2008). 
emphasis should be placed on bridging the art 
experience between private and public domains 
(Dewey, 1934; Kester, 2004; Lacy, 1995). 

Global Discourse 
New models of art education should examine 

both present and future terrains, relevant past 
practices used in the production of art, and other 
forms of visual and material culture (Bolin & Blandy, 
2003; Carpenter & Tavin, 2010). Contemporary art 
education should look to global perspectives on 
teaching practice, process, and production via tra-
ditional and emergent media and topics.

New media and technologies are transforming 
our global interactions (Buffington, 2008; Roland, 
2010). Real and virtual realities need to be under-
stood as part of our knowledge of now. The virtual 
has become the new reality: an intertextual, rhi-
zomatic space of infinite cultural and educational 
possibilities (erickson, 2005; Taylor, 2004; Wilson, 
2003).

Curriculum should be rooted in the life experi-
ences of students and explore how personal per-
spectives are intertwined with broader society 
(Grierson, 2008; Lowenfeld, 1957). Qualitative 
approaches that reference personal and social 
memory, imagination, and spirituality are admis-
sible to the realm of art education (Campbell, 2005; 
London, 2007). The content of instruction should 
draw upon a diverse array of transdisciplinary theo-
ries and practices (Tavin, 2003).

Artistic Reasoning and Practice
The distinctive forms of art education are its 

emphasis upon experiences of creative thought 
and visualization processes (ecker, 1966; eisner, 
1966; Sullivan, 2010; Thomas, 2009). Creative visu-
alization involves the expansion of consciousness 
and is crucial in the art process of perceiving, 
making, and judging (Walker, 2009).

Traditional/technical skills used in the pro-
cesses of artmaking need to be taught alongside  
socio-cultural pedagogical issues (Kamhi & Torres, 
2009). Technique is instrumental to the expression 
and realization of an idea or feeling. Art educa-
tion should keep traditional media and create the 
new, evolving list of subjects to consider (Drawing, 
Painting, Sculpture, Print Media, Performance, 
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Digital/Photography, Ceramics, Fiber and Material 
Studies, Mixed Media, Collage, Assemblage, 
Visual Communication, Film, Video, New Media 
Technologies, Design, Collaboration/Participatory 
Processes, Social Mapping and Diagramming 
Processes, Public Practices, and Arts-Based 
Research).

Artists are often drawn to the positive intrin-
sic rewards of creating and perceiving aesthetic 
forms. Involvement with aesthetic forms leads to a 
transformation of consciousness and added aware-
ness of a larger global society (Holmes, 2007). Art 
communicates and links cultures together in col-
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E N d N O T E S
1 Critical Visual Art education Club (or CVAe Club) convened in the summer of 2009 out of a need to enhance 

dialogue with area art educators. We are a small community of like-minded art scholars, writers, practitioners, 
activists, and artists living and working in Chicago. CVAe Club seeks to transform present conceptions of art 
education via active collaboration, dialogue, collective writing, and camaraderie.

2 As five White middle-class males, CVAe Club is continually reminded of our race, class, and gender. More 
voices and viewpoints need to be considered.
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Although educators believe in the importance of dialogue and dia-
logic encounters, and often propose to engage their students in “discus-
sion,” dialogic communication is rarely used in the classroom (Alexander, 

2005). Rather than through relational and substantive conversation, most educa-
tional dialogue in public schools is limited to telling, asking one-way questions, 
and seeking “correct” answers (Pinar, 2004).

educational contexts and methods that restrict and regulate dialogue in the class-
room—such as federal education legislation that rewards and penalizes schools based on 
standardized test scores as sole indicators of student learning—have seriously curtailed the 
possibilities for a dialogic education. In fact, the mandates that The No Child Left Behind Act 
of 2001 (NCLB) has imposed have had a devastating impact on teachers, students, and educa-
tion as a whole (Apple, 2007; Chapman, 2007; Giroux, 2009; Fehr, 2008; Hursh, 2008; McLaren 
& Farahmandpur, 2006). Areas of specific concern have been the decrease of instructional 
time and resources in arts education due to schools’ emphasis on improving students’ skills 
to meet NCLB’s requirements (Sabol, 2009). The enforcement of NCLB has prevented pedago-
gies of democratization that foster dialogic encounters. 

Henry Giroux (2009), David W. Hursh (2008), and Laura Chapman (2007), propose that 
educational mandates that rely on rigid standards, assessments, and accountability devalue 
and de-skill the teacher’s role as educator. The function of the teacher is reduced to the posi-
tion of technician, whose purpose becomes to manage and administrate curricular programs. 
This diminishes opportunity for critical examination and reflection upon the conditions that 
organize and construct the ideological and material practices of education (Giroux, 2009). 

Robin Alexander (2005), Jonathan Kozol (2005), Peter McLaren and Ramin Farahmandpur 
(2006) demonstrate the same concern when they argue that teaching that is closely focused 
on standards is counterproductive in that it limits the scope and breadth of education. David 
Hursh (2008), Jonathan Kozol (2005), and bell hooks (2004) explain that ready-made curricula 
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and standardized education have mostly served to 
amplify inequality between advantaged and dis-
advantaged students by promoting uniformity 
(single-voiced discourses) in the what, why, and 
how of learning. 

In short, institutional mandates that put 
forward measures that regulate and restrict dia-
logue contribute to power imbalances, which lead 
to intolerant social and educational practices, such 
as heteronormative mores and androcentrism. In 
most educational settings, this asymmetry of power 
limits or only superficially recognizes social differ-
ence (gender, race, ability) and fails to acknowl-
edge curriculum that does not privilege the voices 
of the dominant (Apple, 2007; Giroux, 2009; hooks, 
2004). Ignoring the socio-cultural specificity of lin-
guistic diversity (voice) of students, as well as that 
of teachers, is tantamount to complicity in creating, 
and sustaining hegemonic ideologies.

I propose that art educators consider a 
theory of dialogism, a theory developed by 
Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin (1895-1975); and 
Pablo Helguera’s1 public artwork, The School of 
Panamerican Unrest (SPu), an artwork grounded 
on dialogic encounters. Bakhtin’s (1986) and 
Helguera’s (2006) work is important because their 
theories make significant inroads, through coun-
ter-discourses and dialogic praxis, to (re)envision 
dialogue as a communicative action from rela-
tional, dynamic, participatory, and probing/criti-
cal (responsible) viewpoints. A relational dialogue 
“always includes a question, an address, and the 
anticipation of a response, it always includes two (as 
a dialogic minimum)” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 170). From 
a Bakhtinian perspective, an answer must generate 
a new question from itself. otherwise, communi-
cation falls out of true dialogic exchange (Bakhtin, 
1986). Foreshadowing the basic tenets of cultural 
studies and reader-response theories, Bakhtin 
rejects the idea of passive transference, recep-
tion, and consumption of language and culture. 
In fact, an instructional practice that excludes reci-
procity—or an educational encounter defined by 
authoritative relationship—is antidialogical.

Contiguous with Bakhtin’s theory of dialo-
gism, Helguera advances the notion that voice is 
accomplished only when participants in dialogue 
can produce, rather than repeat (recapitulate) 
discourses. For Bakhtin, our utterances can be 
repeated or inserted onto new contexts which may, 
in turn, produce new meaning. encounters with 
SPu in new contexts generated new meanings. 
The repeatability (unfinalizability) of the utterance, 
therefore, does not necessarily produce straightfor-
ward repetition (duplication). Rather, repeatability 
entails (re)contextualization, (re)accentuation, and 
(re)signification. Helguera’s SPu created opportu-
nities for interlocutors to actively participate, to 
answer, talk back, and (re)signify the discourses 
of the artwork. The School of Panamerican Unrest 
was an extensive public art project that involved 
an intercontinental road trip along the length of 
the Pan-American Highway. At each stop, which 
included traditional and non-traditional art venues, 
Helguera conducted artist workshops, round-table 
discussions, and performances. The topics and 
ideas for each site unfolded in relationship to the 
specificity of each location (including such factors 
as socio-political history and culture) and in col-
laboration with the interests and visions of local 
organizers, artists, and participants. At each loca-
tion, Helguera collaborated with artists, curators, 
and audience members who created art manifes-
tos and performed civic proclamations. 

Helguera’s SPu harnesses the unfinalizabil-
ity (repeatability) of language that is necessary 
for dialogic encounters. His work is dialogic, not 
because of the multiplicity of voices, in the form of 
collaborators that participated in the project, but 
because the voices of the participants intersect 
dialogically, i.e., contrapuntally. Helguera did not 
place the author’s voice (i.e., his own power and 
knowledge) at the center of the artwork nor were 
the participants the objects of the author’s “expert” 
knowledge or intent. Rather than repeat (duplicate 
or recuperate) the artist’s intent, SPu interlocutors 
had a voice and talked back. 

Dialogic Encounters as Art 
education
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Pablo Helguera 
answering questions 
from an onlooker 
regarding the nature 
and purpose of the 
portable schoolhouse 
and the artists’ vision 
and intent with SPU 
project.

Pablo Helguera assembling 
the portable schoolhouse that 

traveled with the project, an 
architectonic structure that was 

installed at each of the locations 
where SPU was presented.

SPU public art project 
presented at the 
Plaza de la Merced in 
Tegucigalpa, Honduras, 
2006.
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SPu participants had semantic authority to 
re-map, re-contextualize, and change the meaning 
of the utterance (the sign). For instance, in Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, a panelist, who identified herself 
as a visual artist, asserted that although SPu pre-
sented itself as a public art project, it was clearly not 
public art. Public art in the Buenos Aires context, the 
participant argued, was top-down, bureaucratic, 
and typically state-supported and -promoted. In 
contrast, she observed that SPu involved audi-
ence members in ways that were non-hierarchical. 
In other words, knowledge was being constructed 
interdependently rather than given from above. 
At the same event, an independent curator, who 
was an audience member, stressed that in Buenos 
Aires, Helguera’s project had not been presented 
in the public sphere. She declared, therefore, that 
The School of Panamerican Unrest “failed,” precisely, 
because the project did not establish or generate 
venues with non-art publics, a necessary character-
istic of a “new current” of public art. 

The purpose of SPu is taken into the partici-
pants’ own conceptual frame of reference, and 
contextualized with past and present discourses 
about public art. each re-maps it, evaluates it, and 
disrupts it, to re-signify or generate different or 
new meaning about public art and its surround-
ing discourses. Central to the concerns of SPu was 
the construction of dialogic encounters, whereby 
the meaning of the artwork unfolded through 
a participatory and reciprocal relationship with 
the viewer/participant, as the aforementioned 
example demonstrates. Thus, an encounter with 
Helguera’s project called for a dialogic relation-
ship of exchange. Dialogism does not mean a 
conciliatory (equal, democratic, or utopian) model 

of exchange that ignores the uneven structure of 
power in language. Instead it refers to a provoca-
tion that both invites and resists (participates, 
talks-back, re-signifies) various points of view, argu-
ments, and counter-arguments. 

I now return to the debates discussed at the 
onset of this commentary. The research regarding 
the impact of educational “reform” on teaching 
and learning makes clear that power is mediated 
through language and dialogue (Alexander, 2005; 
Giroux, 2009; McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2006). 
Similarly, Bakhtin’s constructs of dialogism and 
SPu dialogic encounters are bound with issues of 
power and voice. Reflecting upon dialogism and 
dialogic encounters in relation to dialogue and 
voice as these pertain to pedagogy, I propose that 
an education based on prepackaged curriculum 
and instruction is answerable only to itself, spe-
cifically, because one-way conversation does not 
respond to a multiplicity of voices and subjectivi-
ties, which are vital to dialogic relationships. 

I have argued that the intersection of Bakhtin’s 
theory of dialogism and the dialogic encounters of 
SPu can be used as a lens to problematize practices 
and methods that regulate and restrict dialogue 
in art classrooms. For example, asking: Who gets 
heard or silenced in the discourses of teaching 
and learning and making and viewing art? How 
do people actively respond, how are they ethically 
answerable to one another? How do people jointly 
construct meaning? In turn, ensuing insights can 
be used to create dialogue within pedagogical 
spaces that is relational, participatory, and respon-
sible communicative action central to democratic 
society.
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The Quality of Qualities

The Wallace Foundation (2009) with support from the Arts Education 
Partnership (2009) commissioned Harvard’s Project Zero (2009) to 
conduct a study of what constitutes quality arts education in the united 

States. The collaboration among these three groups has resulted in The Qualities 
of Quality: Understanding Excellence in Arts Education (Seidel, Tishman, Winner, & 
Hetland, 2009). Foundations may fund whatever interests their boards and offi-
cers. Advocacy groups promote causes. Researchers, we like to think, use theory 
to guide dispassionate inquiry into phenomena and events. The collaboration of 
these three organizations makes it appropriate to ask whether the report is inquiry 
or advocacy? Quality arts education according to whom? Quality in what contexts? 
Quality to what end? These are the questions that underlie this review.

When I taught in england at the Birmingham College of Art and Design in 1971, I carried 
the one book that I thought represented the cutting edge of arts inquiry in the united States: 
Nelson Goodman’s Languages of Art (1968). Goodman suggested that a knowledge of symbol 
systems may provide guidance in dealing with problems of education in novel ways. 

once the arts and sciences are seen to involve working with—inventing, applying 
reading, transforming, manipulating—symbol systems that agree and differ in certain 
specific ways, we can perhaps undertake pointed psychological investigation of how 
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the pertinent skills inhabit or enhance one 
another; and the outcomes might well call 
for changes in educational technology. 
(Goodman, p. 265)

Goodman examined and compared phenom-
ena such as pictures, musical scores, and dance 
notation, thus, calling attention to seldom investi-
gated symbol systems used in the arts. He founded 
Harvard’s Project Zero to conduct that investiga-
tion. The name came from the assumption that 
since no inquiry base existed upon which to build, 
the starting point was zero. Project Zero’s first co-
directors, Howard Gardner and David Perkins, pro-
duced an impressive body of inquiry pertaining to 
the arts and cognition. Just one example, Gardner’s 
multiple intelligence inquiry, seems precisely to 
fulfill Goodman’s dream (Gardner, 1983). educators 
the world over, sometimes to Gardner’s chagrin at 
the distortion of his ideas, have implemented edu-
cational programs based on attention to a variety 
of symbol systems. So where does Qualities of 
Quality fit within the Project Zero enterprise?

In their executive Summary, Project Zero’s 
researchers state that, “Many children in the united 
States have little or no opportunity for formal arts 
instruction and access to arts learning experiences 
remain a critical national challenge. In addition, the 
quality of arts learning opportunities that are avail-
able to young people is a serious challenge” (Seidel 
et al., 2009, p.1). The evidence for these claims is not 
presented—which may be a tip-off that what is to 
follow is at least as much advocacy as it is empirical 
inquiry. Nevertheless, the research questions are 
empirical:

• How do arts educators in the united States—
including leading practitioners, theorists, and 
administrators—conceive of and define high 
quality arts learning and teaching?

• What markers of excellence do educators and 
administrators look for in actual activities of 
arts learning and teaching as they unfold in the 
classroom?

• How do a program’s foundational decisions, as 
well as its ongoing day-to-day decisions, affect 
the pursuit and achievement of quality? (p. 1)

Seidel et al. sought answers to these questions 
through interviews with “leading arts practitioners, 
theorists, and administrators [nominated by their 
peers]; site visits to exemplary arts programs [also 
selected from nominations]”; and “a review of pub-
lished literature” (p. 1).

Representing art education, Doug Boughton, 
Laura Chapman, Kristin Congdon, and elliot eisner 
were among the 16 nominated experts. other 
practitioners included music professor emeritus 
Bennett Reimer, consultant Jane Remer, Art: 21 
television producer Susan Sollins, Manchester 
Craftsman Guild Ceo Bill Strickland, and artist 
Cynthia Weiss. Seven of the 16 experts quoted in 
the report have connections to the visual arts. 
These “leading theorists” have made distinguished 
contributions to art and arts education—in several 
cases for more than a half century. This is both a 
strength and a weakness. Several informants repre-
sent where arts education has been, not where it is 
going, and perhaps, not even where it is currently. 
The Project Zero researchers acknowledge the 
sampling bias (p. 94) in their discussion of meth-
odology but not in their interpretations and assess-
ments of the ideas put forth by the interviewees. 

With nominations elicited from 403 individu-
als and organizations, asking which arts projects 
across the nation represented quality arts teach-
ing and learning, only one public school made 
the cut—Illinois’ New Trier High School’s Visual 
Arts Department. The other 18 arts organiza-
tions included museums, performing arts centers, 
and community arts groups, some of whom have 
formed partnerships with schools. eight of the proj-
ects were in New York City: The Museum of Modern 
Art, Lincoln Center Institute, the Studio Museum of 
Harlem, City Lore–New York, and the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art were in the sample. The New York 
City projects hardly exemplify arts education in the 
united States. With these major sampling problems, 
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what did the researchers find and what were their 
conclusions?

The report states that quality arts education 
programs include: “an involvement with authentic 
artistic process and materials;” “an exploration of 
‘big ideas’ about art and human experience;” and 
“direct experiences with works of art made or in 
the making” (p.16). The researchers concluded that 
there are “multiple legitimate purposes of arts edu-
cation” and that “high quality arts programs tend 
to serve several purposes simultaneously” (p. 17). 
Those multiple purposes include: 

Foster broad dispositions and skills, especially 
the capacity to think creatively and the 
capacity to make connections. Teach artistic 
skills and techniques without making them 
primary. Develop aesthetic awareness. Provide 
ways of pursuing understanding of the world. 
Help students engage with community, civic, 
and social issues. Provide a venue for students 
to express themselves. Help students to 
develop as individuals. (p. 16)

I read this list with dismay. Do our fellow arts 
educators believe that these objectives provide 
a justification for arts education? Most of the 
purposes sound like means that might lead to 
some larger unstated end. Why did the research-
ers accept these “goals” without questioning their 
adequacy? And what big goal might underlie these 
objectives? This, it seems to me, would be the place 
to begin a search for quality. 

What is the primary purpose of arts educa-
tion—a purpose that would surely extend beyond 
the classroom and studio? Wouldn’t we want every 
student at the end of 12th grade to be prepared to 
live an active and productive life in one or more of 
the arts worlds Nelson Goodman envisioned in his 
Ways of Worldmaking (1978)? A life lived in one or 
more of the arts would include making, perform-
ing, and interpreting artworks, and then, connect-
ing these artworks to other texts and experiences 
for the purpose of deriving a life’s worth of knowl-
edge, value, and pleasure from artworks. Could a 
goal relating to expansive artistic well-being be 
achieved within the programs described in the 

report? unfortunately, the researchers did not 
address the connection between arts-schooling 
and arts-beyond-schooling. 

This omission is my major criticism of the report. 
The varieties of arts education presented in the 
report take place either in arts classrooms or in 
spaces provided by arts institutions and organi-
zations. Let me begin with venues. The report’s 
implicit assumption is that the high arts are found 
in special places: in museums, galleries, perfor-
mance halls, and many less formal community and 
neighborhood settings. The ubiquitous popular 
arts are nowhere to be found in the report. Perhaps 
they do not represent the quality sought by the 
researchers. 

Today the arts—popular, high, and low—
congregate on the Internet, on cable, on iPods 
and iPhones, in movie theatres, everywhere. The 
arts worlds in which most students now live are 
digital! The Internet is not mentioned in the report! 
Computers are mentioned once; Sollins tells about 
how the artists featured on Art: 21 use comput-
ers—and then she notes that “I don’t think that 
what artists really do is recognized or transmitted 
by our teachers” (p. 35). Teachers may not value, 
or more troublingly, may not even be aware of the 
digital arts worlds in which their students currently 
live. 

of course, there are many other arts worlds, 
and some of our visual arts colleagues pointed 
to them. If the researchers had attended to the 
implications of statements made by visual arts 
educators Boughton (p. 21), Chapman (p. 22), and 
Congdon (p. 23), they could have seen the chal-
lenges and opportunities implicit within visual 
cultural education, community arts education, and 
vernacular visual education. The ideas presented 
by our colleagues challenge many of the notions 
of arts excellence and quality presented within the 
report, but the researchers did not pursue them. 
If Goodman’s world-making were taken seriously, 
the challenge for arts educators would be how to 
negotiate the space between the traditional sites 
in which arts education has been offered and the 
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many other arts worlds, including the emerging 
digital arts communities, in which today’s students 
could live for their entire lives as active participants.

The Project Zero researchers view quality 
through the lenses of student learning, peda-
gogy, community dynamics, and the environ-
ment. unfortunately, “community dynamics and 
environment” pertained only to conditions inside 
arts education venues. Is arts education’s purpose 
to provide students with quality arts-making and 
interpreting experiences only while they are in 
arts pedagogical sites? How these experiences 
might relate to students’ lives beyond schooling 
is not addressed. Perhaps some of the programs 
do change students sufficiently that they begin 
to live their lives in arts worlds. It is also possible 
that the programs merely provide most students 
with immediate experiences that have little con-
sequence once they leave the pedagogical site. 
The paradox is that quality arts education is not 
just what we observe in classrooms; quality must 
be judged by what the students do in the arts after 
they leave schools and schooling. 

This major concern notwithstanding, the report 
contains sections that are highly useful. Part II of the 
report, Achieving and Sustaining Quality, presents 
a set of foundational questions. Questions posed 
regarding who should teach the arts and where—
and the relationships among arts teachers, teach-
ing artists, and teachers of other school subjects 
combined with a consideration of the merits of the 
various venues in which they work—is one of the 
most insightful sections of the report. 

Chapter 5, Decision Makers, Decisions, and 
Decision Making, provides three concentric circles 
of influential groups who make decisions about arts 
education: an inner circle consisting of students 
and teachers; those just outside the room—school 
administrators; and those farthest from instruc-
tional sites—policy makers and funding agencies. 
Part III: Quality in Practice offers the means these 
groups might use to assess their programs with 
“Tools for Achieving and Sustaining Quality in Arts 
education.” These tools raise and contextualize 

many of the important issues pertaining to visions/
goals and actions that the concentric circles of 
decision makers must address. In the implications 
section, the researchers conclude that “until these 
specific contexts and approaches are studied 
separately and comparatively, these questions [is 
quality the same across art forms and in different 
age groups; should the arts be integrated or taught 
on their own, taught in or outside of school, etc.] 
cannot be answered systematically” (p. 85). These 
are questions of utmost importance, pointing to 
the inquiry we arts educators should undertake.

one of the report’s primary conclusions is:
We believe it is time to expand beyond the 
legislative perspective on quality, in which the 
primary focus is on policies that create the 
conditions for high quality arts programs, and 
instead embrace an experience perspective, 
in which the primary focus is on the nature 
of the learning experiences for students. This 
shift of focus prioritizes students’ learning 
as the heart of the matter—the compass 
and measure of every arts experience. (p. 85, 
italics in the original)

Well stated! But surely, a primary research focus 
on students’ arts learning experiences should lead 
inquirers to attend to the totality of students lives 
and to the many arts worlds both in and beyond 
classrooms.

To return to my initial question—is this report 
research or advocacy? My answer is “yes, it’s both.” It 
is inquiry into present-day arts education, and it is 
advocacy. It helps us to see where arts education is 
currently, where it might go, and where some advo-
cates wish it to go. The report’s tools for practice 
encourage decision makers from students to policy 
makers to reflect upon the best practices found in a 
few carefully selected sites and arts initiatives, even 
though such practices may be difficult to replicate 
beyond places such as MoMA or Lincoln Center. 
Thus, quality, as presented in the report, gives voice 
to forms of arts education that serve the interests 
of a limited selection of museums, performing arts 
institutions, and community arts groups. 
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However, my original questions remain: Quality 
according to whom, in what contexts, and to what 
end? The researchers’ vision of quality is narrow 
and conventional; it represents the status quo, not 
the interests of the vast majority of students who 
attend schools that do not receive the services of 
arts organizations and teaching artists. The great 
challenge of arts education in the united States is 
to teach students how to connect the content of 

school-based arts education to the vast array of 
arts worlds beyond schooling. Just looking at a few 
special arts education organizations and venues, 
talking to a few art educators, and reviewing some 
of the current literature did not reveal the enor-
mous gap in need of bridging between arts class-
rooms and the emerging arts worlds that perhaps 
not even Nelson Goodman could have imagined in 
1978 when he wrote Ways of Worldmaking.
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Through The Prism: Looking in the Spectrum of Writings by Enid Zimmerman 
traces the development of enid Zimmerman’s thought and research from 
her early years to the present. each section is made up of chapters by former 

students and colleagues, revealing her influence. As 
the subtitle suggests, Zimmerman’s work spans a 
wide-ranging spectrum of thought and possibil-
ity: community-based art education, gender issues, 
gifted and talented, multicultural education, cur-
riculum and instruction, assessment, and teacher 
education. Through The Prism shows how her curios-
ity and intellect have resonated among her associ-
ates in their own research. each section explores an 
important educational topic enough to understand 
its central ideas while demonstrating how it plays out 
in varied and imaginative ways in the hands of other 
educators. Rarely do we find such a wide variety of 
research directions in one volume, let alone stem-
ming from the influence of a single person. In this 
respect, this book is a “must read” for those who 
aspire to research, yet also wish to be inspired. 
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In this volume, Sabol and Manifold have pulled 
together a coherent overview of Zimmerman’s 
career, intellectual development, and values. 
Specifically, in their introduction and biographi-
cal chapters—Zimmerman emerges as a person. 
Through The Prism represents an excellent intro-
duction to research because it puts a humane and 
empathetic face on a subject that is often perceived 
as dry and erudite. one feels the curiosity and joie 
de recherché present in each of these studies!

each section includes essays by people, often 
former students, who have been deeply influenced 
by Zimmerman’s warmth and wisdom. As M. R. 
Stroermer relates in her chapter, “In each of these 
(three research cases described by Zimmerman 
during a graduate class), she showed her students 
through her own experience, how research worked 
and how the daily experience of the ordinary art 
classroom could be searched for meaning” (p. 
111). Through The Prism reflects how Zimmerman’s 
passion for research is equal to her command of its 
rigor, and it is clear she engrains this vital quality in 
each of her students.

In her chapter, “The Bearded Mother Rides 
Shotgun: on Being Intellectual offspring of Dr. enid 
Zimmerman,” Kimberly Cosier paraphrases a famil-
iar query as “What would enid do?,” and suggests, 
“I’m sure we all have enid’s voice in our minds from 
time to time and for various situations. Perhaps the 
greatest impact enid has had on me, so far, is the 
view of women in art and art education that she 
fostered in all her courses and in her advising.… Her 
irrepressible self-confidence is still a model to me” 

(p. 166). Through The Prism celebrates the possibili-
ties of research with its remarkable range of inquiry 
with an equally interesting array of responses to it.

A retrospective should be both enlighten-
ing and useful, and this one is. It is enlightening 
because it allows us to examine Zimmerman’s spe-
cific areas of interest in some depth and variation, 
while at the same time, drawing them together in 
a cohesive whole. of course Zimmerman’s research 
evolved over many years as opportunities and 
interests presented themselves. However, a retro-
spective portends a sense of coherence that does 
spring from particular values, predispositions, 
and intellect. It reminds us to take stock of these 
attributes in ourselves. our research direction may 
change over the years; our character does not. In 
this respect, Through The Prism was very useful for 
me as I am sure it would be for most researchers 
(and certainly to every graduate student). 

The interview with Zimmerman and the epi-
logue at the end of the book summarizes her intel-
lectual accomplishments. The epilogue is especially 
interesting to me as an art educator because it reaf-
firms what I am already doing while reminding me 
of so many other things I should be doing.

Through The Prism is very readable and easy to 
understand. It is well edited and well designed. 
The format—arranged around Zimmerman’s eight 
core research topics and authored by many familiar 
names—is direct and makes the book very acces-
sible. It is a useful addition to the research literature 
and a rich retrospection of a remarkable woman. 
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In Spectacle Pedagogy: Art, Politics, and Visual Culture (2008), Charles 
Garoian and Yvonne Gaudelius explore and expose, but do not entirely explicate, 
the complex and nuanced relationships among art, politics, and visual culture 

through a concept they describe as “spectacle pedagogy” (p. 1). organized as a 
non-linear collection of essays, the book reflects the artistic strategies of collage, 
montage, assemblage, and installation as “spaces” through which “students can 
learn to create immanent critiques of the spectacle of visual culture through art-
making” (p. 1). I have chosen three essays that articulate what I believe to be foun-
dational concepts for this book: essay one, “The embodied Pedagogy of War;” essay 
two, “The Spectacle of Visual Culture;” and essay six, “Curriculum and Pedagogy as 
Collage Narrative.” 

Reading the book requires that readers actively contribute to the collaborative text 
begun by Garoian and Gaudelius—a process approximating one of the text’s central themes 
regarding our experience of a visually pervasive mediated culture, here, termed spectacle. 
ubiquitous imagery alone does not suggest the importance of visual culture study. Living 
and teaching in a visually saturated environment requires pedagogical approaches that cor-
respond to the effects of the spectacle. Accordingly, “spectacle pedagogy” must be “theo-
rized and practiced as collage, a disjunctive, stuttering process where art teachers’ personal 
and academic understandings” (Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008, p. 118) are considered always in 
relation to the experiences and cultural histories of their students.

Providing us with a working concept of spectacle, Guy Debord’s (1994) text, The Society 
of the Spectacle, claimed that the spectacle represented a substitute for experience and 
alienated individuals from lived reality by turning them into consumers of both images 
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and experiences as commodities. The Society of 
the Spectacle (originally written in 1967) came to 
prominence in the wake of the student uprisings in 
Paris universities during May of 1968 while Garoian 
and Gaudelius (2008) remark that their book was 
written in the “shadow of 9/11” (p. 1). In both cases, 
the commodification and distribution of informa-
tion and visual media raised skepticism regard-
ing the origins, purposes, and uses of images. It is 
this condition of the spectacle that Garoian and 
Gaudelius explore in the first essay, “The embodied 
Pedagogy of War.” 

Presented as a transcription of a performance, 
the first essay is constructed as a series of frag-
mented texts alternately spoken by each author. 
Passages in this essay range from the mundane— 
“The Sunbeam toaster requires your body to push 
down a lever after it places the slices in its slots” 
(Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008, p. 12)—to the pro-
vocative: “an electrode embedded in a nerve in the 
neck activates a generator every few seconds, pre-
venting epileptic seizures and alleviating depres-
sion (Harper, 2002, p. 54 quoted in Garoian and 
Gaudelius, p. 15). The juxtaposition and integration 
of these passages, both literally on the page and in 
the mind of the reader, replicate one’s experience 
of the spectacle. Through the interchange among 
ordinary bodily actions, snippets of news reports 
about the war in Iraq, and biomedical informa-
tion, this text performs the effect of the spectacle’s 
inscription on the body. The reader experiences 
information not only as data transmission received 
through the eyes and ears, but also as a bodily 
experience conceived by and through the medi-
ated distribution of images and sounds 

This essay illustrates two opposing notions of 
spectacle pedagogy. on the one hand, the specta-
cle represents an “ever-present form of propaganda 
in the service of cultural imperialism” (Garoian & 
Gaudelius, 2008, p. 24) and, on the other, it “rep-
resents a form of critical citizenship which aspires 
toward cultural democracy” (p. 24). In order to miti-
gate the power of the spectacle, which presumes a 
passive consumer, Garoian and Gaudelius empha-

size the “transformative and transgressive power of 
artmaking” (p. 28) as an active and essential com-
ponent of the second form of spectacle pedagogy 
described above. 

In the second essay, “The Spectacle of Visual 
Culture,” Garoian and Gaudelius engage elizabeth 
ellsworth’s (1997) description of visual culture as 
a “mode of address” suggesting that “the objec-
tives of the mass media are to construct audience 
members’ subject positions as consumers of visual 
culture” (Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008, p. 37). The 
spectacle produces inequitable power relationship 
between producers, who construct and dissemi-
nate visual images, and consumers, whose subjec-
tivity is produced by these images. Yet, how images 
are consumed is not predictable. The unique and 
idiosyncratic response to these images disrupts a 
unidirectional mode of address particular to the 
spectacle and holds the possibility of transfor-
mation through the active production of critical 
response: “[t]he undecidable conditions that are 
created by the imperfect mode of address of visual 
culture and students’ performances of subjectivity 
enable them to learn about and challenge the…
spectacle of visual culture” (p. 38). In short, it is the 
elusive rather than concrete nature of images and 
the unpredictable rather than anticipated recep-
tion of these images that allows the student to cri-
tique the spectacle in a manner consistent with his 
or her subjective response.

In essay six, “Curriculum and Pedagogy as 
Collage Narrative,” the authors ask, “What is the 
epistemology of collage and how does it function 
pedagogically?” (Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008, p. 91). 
Contemporary visual culture contradicts compre-
hensive understandings by denying the possibil-
ity of a linear narrative of dissimilar imagery and 
by employing what the authors refer to as “collage 
pedagogy” (p. 91). Knowledge produced through 
collage pedagogy is mutable and indeterminate 
and exists in the gaps among and between frag-
mented images. These gaps present opportunities 
for “creative and political intervention and produc-
tion” (p. 92). Thus, while the spectacle is conceived 
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as a collage of images that demand “the same 
passive acceptance that it has already secured 
by… its monopolization of the realm of appear-
ances” (Debord, 1994, p. 15), it also produces the 
conditions for its own critique with gaps and in-
between spaces providing openings for interrup-
tion.  Collage pedagogy positions the student and 
teacher not as consumers, external to the imagery 
under examination, but as producers within and 
among the spaces between the visual information, 
effectively shifting the focus away from the inter-
pretation of imagery to the production of meaning. 
From this vantage, students learn not simply to 
decipher the spectacle, but “to participate in the 
democratic process as critical citizens” (p. 97). 

Conclusion: Collage and Critical 
Response within the Spectacle

The book is illustrated with images of both 
student and professional sculptures, installations, 
and performance pieces each representing a form 
of counter spectacle. While effective as illustra-
tions for the concepts presented, the inclusion of 
artworks raises a basic question: can any form of 
cultural production function sufficiently beyond 
the spectacle in order to successfully critique its all-
encompassing effects? Indeed, Debord (1994) sug-
gested that art can become spectacle as it engages 
a dominant discourse to which it conforms. This 
slippage can alienate both viewer and artist from 
the potentially counter-oppressive effects of art. 
Though the images in the book alone do not rep-
resent effective challenges to the spectacle, when 
understood in concert with the use of varied font 

styles in the text and the non-linear nature of the 
book’s construction, they become merely one com-
ponent of the textual collage of the book. 

Viewed in this manner, the book does not expli-
cate ideas and offer models for teaching, but rather 
exposes more spaces for critical investigation and 
participation. As such, this book will most likely 
appeal to scholars, students, and teachers seeking 
to further investigate the tangled and fluid aspects 
of visual culture and its pedagogical possibili-
ties. The authors present theories and images not 
simply as content for study, but as conceptual foun-
dations for articulating pedagogical approaches 
that effectively engage the unpredictable, impre-
cise, and complex nature of the spectacle of visual 
culture. 

Spectacle Pedagogy: Art, Politics, and Visual 
Culture is a significant addition to the growing 
number of books that have addressed the 
subject of visual culture and related art practices 
(such as Crouch & Lübbren, 2003; Dikovitskaya, 
2005; Freedman, 2003; Mirzoeff, 1999; Rogoff, 
2000; Sturken & Cartwright, 2001). Garoian and 
Gaudelius enhance the discussion of the content 
and context of images by theorizing the effects of 
cultural, political, and personal interactions with 
images. Rather than arguing for the inclusion of 
visual culture alongside other artistic practices 
and forms, the authors accept the spectacle as a 
precondition of both visual experience and artistic 
production and offer a foundation for rethinking 
pedagogical approaches that might provide the 
basis for a critical response. 
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