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Skill/Media-Based Curriculum 

• Lessons focused on the elements and 

principles and media production skills 

• Curricular focus was teacher-directed 

art activities  

• Reproductions of master artists’ works 

and styles 

• Little personal meaning or interest for 

the students.   

• Lack of student engagement with art 

making created behavior issues. 



Sydney Walker 
Teaching Meaning in Art Making 

The primary responsibility of art teachers was to provide students with 

opportunities to encounter various kinds of media and techniques. 



Results of Skill-Based Learning 

Students duplicate and reproduce  



Results of Skill-Based Learning 

Art exhibitions : art work all 

looks identical. Cookie cutter art  



Results of Skill-Based Learning 

Minimal student engagement  

Classroom management issues 



Results of Skill-Based Learning 

No conceptual thinking 

No student choice making 



Results of Skill-Based Learning 

Teacher-directed activities 

No student choice 

Lesson plan mapped out from start to finish 



A New Approach 

Issue-Based Instruction (IBI) 

In art education, teaching and learning centered on significant human 

issues rather than traditional elements and principles of design or units 

of instruction based on media (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005). 



Sydney Walker: Big Ideas 

Big ideas are what can expand student art making 

concerns beyond technical skills, formal choices, 

and media manipulation to human issues and 

conceptual concerns.  



Big Ideas: Sydney Walker 

Big Ideas: 

 

• Identity 

 

• Power 

 

• Fantasy and reality 

 

• Meaning and objects 

 

• Alienation/loneliness 

 

• Questioning art 

 

• Human emotions 

 

• Nature and culture 

 

Artists: 

 

• Close, Wegman, Avedon, Hanson, Butterfield 

 

• Kruger, Haring, Karales, Sherman 

 

• Skoglund, Magritte, Dali 

 

• Lipski, Oldenburg, Rauschenberg 

 

• Segal, Hopper 

 

• Warhol, Christo, Lichtenstein, Butterfield 

 

• Scully, Motherwell, Rothko 

 

• Goldsworthy, Skoglund, Christo, R. Adams 

 

 

 



Sydney Walker: Teaching Meaning in Art Making 

Students should not produce artworks from 

formulas or create products that have little meaning 

beyond the exploration of media or the development 

of technical skills, but, instead, that students make 

artworks to investigate and express ideas. 



The Research Question 

Research subjects were fifth grade art students 



The Research Question:  

In a fifth-grade art class, in what ways does an 

issue-based curriculum unit on sustainability of the 

natural environment that uses co-operative learning 

strategies affect student engagement in art making? 



Issue-Based Instruction 

UNIT PLAN 

 

 



IBI Questionnaire 

1. What things do you consider to be unfair or unjust in our world today? 

2. What are your thoughts on commercial development of the land? 

3. How do you feel about new sub-divisions that bulldoze all the trees and place 

houses on empty lots? 

4. If you were a developer would you be concerned with the environment or the 

animals that live on the land you will develop? 

5. If you were an animal what would you thoughts on development be? 

6. How do you think our landscape will look in 100 years from now? 

7. Do you consider animal rights as important as human rights, in other words, is a 

gopher hole, rabbit burrow, or bird nest as important as a human’s home? 



IBI Artist Connection  

http://www.anseladams.com/index.asp?PageAction=VIEWPROD&ProdID=1032
http://www.matthewmarks.com/index.php?n=1&a=131&i=120






The Question  

How can you make an artistic response to the 

development of the land? 

 



IBI: Brainstorming Session 

Brainstorming: creates discussion & 

sharing of ideas and opinions 

Group activities and cooperative 

interaction are critical in strengthening 

socialization skills, which act as a natural 

motivation for learning (Anderson & 

Milbrandt, 2005, p. 28).  



IBI Instruction: Open-Ended Art  

Students take ownership of art activity and choose art media.  

Allow students to respond to the work as it progresses. 



Collaboration 



Objectives:  
• Learn awareness of environmental issues (development of the natural environment) 

• Learn how to make an artistic response to an issue-based prompt on sustainability 

• Learn how to work on a collaborative art activity 

• Learn how to make an authentic artwork that is student-driven. 

• Students take ownership of art activity  



Research Findings 

Sub-Question 1: In a fifth-grade art class, in what ways do students 

identify issues related to the sustainability of the natural environment? 

Students Identify With the Needs of Animals—Not With the Developers 

Animals are sweet and innocent, unlike humans who are destroying their 

habitat. 

Bleak Perspectives for our Planet 

The trees are disappearing all around the world. Nobody is taking action. 

Everyone just sits here waiting for the earth to fix itself. 



Research Findings 

Sub-Question 2: In a fifth-grade art class, in what ways do students represent 

issues of sustainability of the natural environment in their art work? 

Sculptural Narratives About Animal Endangerment 

Materials for the Artwork Are Selected to Symbolize 

Environmental Issues (Recycled/Organic Materials) 



Research Findings 

Sub-Question 3: In what ways does the use of issue-based instruction (IBI) 

affect the learning environment in a fifth-grade art class? 

Use of Issue-Based Instruction Motivated and Engaged Students:  

Collaborative art making engages students.  

-Students are very supportive of each other’s ideas and opinions. 

-Students produced art work with meaning. 

-Students were more ambitious in the execution of their ideas than when 

responding to traditional teacher-directed assignments. 

-Student discipline issues significantly reduced.  

-The art room was filled with active learning and engaged students. 



Complexities of IBI Instruction 

-Some groups struggled with decision making. 

-Alpha dogs emerge dominating decisions and introverted students.  

-Ownership of art work, who will take the art home? 

-Collaborative skills used effectively with most, ineffectively with some. 

-Some students easily swayed to abandon their group or concept when faced 

with challenges. 

 



Student-Centered Learning 

Significant results of this study 

 

• Issue-based instruction lowered 

classroom management issues by 

engaging students in art making. 

 

• Those students who were 

typically not interested in art 

were able to become enthusiastic 

about art. 



Social Awareness 



Recognition 


