
34

A Balancing Act: 
Intelligence, Equity, and the Arts in Education 

 

Abstract

This article expands on social justice in edu-
cation through the lens of equal access to 
the arts. Claims for an equitable and quality 
education stand in tension with whether such 
ideals can exist without access to a balanced 
education, including the arts. It sheds light 
on educational practices and policy decisions 
that, if transformed, hold power for cutting 
through pluralistic lines toward success for all 
students. The arts are essential partners in a 
quality and socially just education, for mor-
ally practical reasons involving learning ca-
pacity, equal access, and overall well-being. 
Although recognized as essential to a qual-
ity 21st century education, the arts remain 
on the margins of educational and academic 
policy, leading to the need for balanced think-
ing and learning approaches. In actuality, to 
not consider the implications of educational 
decisions affecting the rights of the future 
leaders of our society for a quality educa-
tion, including the arts, is a social injustice 
(Bumgarner, 2007; Gadsden, 2009). Narrow 
definitions of intelligence as well as inequi-
table subsets of valued skills serve as witness 
to how power plays a role in establishing cur-
ricular content in schools. Evidence is given 
for the cognitive, social, and dispositional 
capacity-building role of the arts in learning. 

Keywords: arts education, arts in learning, capac-
ity, successful intelligence, equity, social justice, 
creativity, critical thinking, brain research, neuro-
science, equal access, critical pedagogy, whole-
brained
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percent of black and 51 percent of Ameri-
can Indian students completed high school 
(College Board Advocacy, 2008). These 
issues point to forms of inequities which 
negatively affect students’ rights to a quality 
education.

Meanwhile, the arts in education 
have been cited in several national studies 
over the past decade as a major reason 
for students staying in school, improving 
truancy, and deterring delinquent behav-
ior while also increasing overall academic 
performance (Center for Arts Education, 
2009). A two-year study in New York City 
public schools released in 2009 reported 
that schools with the highest graduation 
rates correspondingly offered the most 
access to arts education, while those with 
lower graduation rates offered less access 
to arts classes and resources. Unequal 
access to the arts based on socioeconomic 
background, race, and ethnicity were 
also reported (Center for Arts Education, 
2009). 

In the discussion to follow, the arts 
are considered to be essential partners in 
a student’s inalienable right to a quality 
education, for morally practical reasons 
involving learning capacity, improve-
ment of general cognition, and overall 
well-being. Also purported is the need for 
more balanced pedagogical and curricular 
approaches in schools, without which an 

A recent visit to the Brown v. Board 
of Education national historic site 
in Topeka, Kansas served as a stark 

reminder of the 50 years that have passed 
since this U.S. Supreme Court landmark 
case. The halls of the old Monroe School 
portray the excruciatingly slow progress 
of eradicating faulty societal norms and 
discrimination in this country. Equal access 
has not led to equal achievement levels 
for all students, however, especially for 
students of color. Ongoing rhetoric such as 
that promulgated by national policy state-
ments (U.S. Department of Education, 
2009a), have not led to realizations that all 
can learn and that a college education will 
assure the American Dream. 

Cycles of poverty in the U.S. indiscrim-
inately affect the achievement and po-
tential of our young, with over 40 percent 
of minorities living in poverty in the U.S. 
compared to 14 percent of white children 
(Portes, 2007). Each day more than 7,000 
students drop out, totaling about 1.3 mil-
lion students each year (Ruppert, 2009). 
In 2007, only 58 percent of Hispanic, 55 

It is often easier to become outraged by 
injustice half a world away

than oppression and discrimination half a 
block from home. 

- Carl T. Rowan
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equitable and sufficient education still lies 
outside our grasp. 

Issues of Disparity in Curriculum
The U.S. Secretary of Education has 

promoted that a quality education for all 
is “a fight for social justice”, an “economic 
imperative and a moral imperative… the 
civil rights issue of our generation” (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2009b, p. 6). 
W.E.B. DuBois commented centuries be-
fore, that “Of all the civil rights… the right 
to learn is undoubtedly the most funda-
mental” (in U.S. Department of Education, 
2009a). Yet the inalienable and civil right 
for every child to learn—and to do so in 
a quality manner—stands in tension with 
whether these ideals can exist without 
access to a balanced education, including 
the arts. 

Intelligence has been narrowly 
defined by scores on tests that primar-
ily measure memory-based and analyti-
cal skills, leaving out the full balance of 
cognitive abilities that students possess. 
By focusing solely on closing achievement 
gaps within a few subjects, education has 
“run the risk of substituting one form of 
inequality for another, ultimately deny-
ing our most vulnerable students the full 
liberal arts curriculum our most privileged 
youth receive as a matter of course” (von 
Zastrow, 2004, p. 11). 

Education policy has also looked to 
the wrong subjects to foster the kinds of 
intelligence that our students need most. 
Past efforts to highlight science and math 
education have not made our students sig-
nificantly better at thinking, caused higher 

test scores, or positioned our nation in a 
more competitive light. In 2006, U.S. stu-
dents scored lowest on problem-solving 
in the International PISA test (Program in 
International Student Assessment); out 
of 40 countries U.S. ranked 35th in math 
and 31st in science (Darling-Hammond, 
2008) indicating that a more-of-the-same, 
industrial-type education and increasing 
the number of STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Math) graduates has not 
prepared our students for the balance of 
synthetic, creative, and culturally compe-
tent thinking needed for the 21st century. 
Compared to other high-performing 
countries, the U.S. has failed to foster a 
nation of inquiring minds with the higher 
order thinking and performance skills 
necessary to deep understanding (Darling-
Hammond, 2008). These are capacities 
fostered through (but not exclusive to) the 
arts and humanities, yet school leaders 
and policy makers have failed to seriously 
consider their merits (Ferrero, 2007; Nel-
son, 2009; Ruppert, 2009). 

Quality, 21st century art programs 
have the potential for producing “tena-
cious, team-oriented problem-solvers who 
are confident and able to think creatively” 
(The U.S. Dept of Education, 2009a, p. 1). 
The arts in education hold an essential 
key for educating 21st century problem-
solvers and innovators (Ruppert, 2009; 
Shauck, 2009). Quality art programs teach 
students how to think and creatively 
solve complex problems, look at multiple 
viewpoints of an argument, and reflect on 
and revise their own views (Ferrero, 2007). 
If learning in the arts can deliver these 
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claims and prepare students with the kinds 
of expanded abilities and habits of mind 
needed for success in 21st century life, 
then education in and with the arts cannot 
be ignored.

Narrowing of Intelligence and Curriculum
Not only has a political and corporate 

agenda favored a narrow definition of 
what constitutes academic achievement 
and intelligence, equally the types of 
thinking that are valued fit into a small cat-
egory (Eisner, 2002). The skill sets which 
are tested, funded, and esteemed are pri-
marily analytical and memory-based skills, 
serving as a witness to how power plays 
a role in establishing curricular content in 
schools (Ferrero, 2007; Noddings, 1997, 
2007). Delpit (2006) blamed the imbalance 
in content knowledge, including access to 
subjects known for building creative and 
critical thinking for all students, on policy-
driven determinations for testing.

Increased emphasis on mandated 
testing has led to a growing bipartisan 
discontent with curriculum narrowing 
and desensitization toward a 21st century 
imperative for developing balanced intel-
ligence (Gardner, 2007, Sternberg, Torff 
& Grigorenko, 1998). Chapman’s research 
(2004) exposed that 82 percent of parents 
in public schools and 80 percent of the 
general public were concerned that an 
intense focus on more tested subjects had 
meant less time for art, music, history, 
and other subjects.  Sternberg (2006) also 
stated that the “increasingly massive and 
far-reaching use of standardized tests has 
been one of the most effective, if uninten-

tional, vehicles this country has created for 
suppressing creativity” (p. 47). 

Despite the inclusion of the arts as 
one of the core academic subjects in 
national education goals (U. S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2009c), the core has 
narrowed primarily to tested content 
areas; the arts being one of its inadvertent 
victims (Chapman, 2004).  In 2004, the 
Academic Atrophy survey revealed that 
the arts, foreign language, and elementary 
social studies suffered drastic cutbacks 
because of high-stakes testing mandates, 
with the greatest erosion occurring in 
schools with high minority populations; 36 
percent reported decreases in arts educa-
tion (Chapman, 2004; von Zastrow, 2004).  

School leaders often fail to recognize 
higher-level thinking in the arts and their 
impact on cognitive and affective growth, 
as well as the empowerment and success 
they provide to a broader diversity of stu-
dents—not just the privileged or talented 
(Nelson, 2009). Continued inequalities in 
access to the arts for our most marginal-
ized students also lead to more limited 
development of higher-order thinking 
skills as developed in those classes (Delpit, 
2006).  

Kozol (2005) claimed it is the shame 
of our nation that current high-stakes 
tests have narrowed the aims of education 
for the poor and minorities—those who 
may benefit most from a more balanced, 
liberal arts curriculum. The lack of equity 
in curriculum and content knowledge for 
minorities has led to “important questions 
of educational equity” (NASBE, 2003, p. 
9). Delpit (2006) believes that it provides 
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tragic evidence of the existence of a cul-
ture of power. 

Minority and low-income students 
have less access to arts instruction and 
are less likely to have highly qualified arts 
instructors (Ruppert, 2009). The arts are 
often cut back during school hours in class-
rooms with a high percentage of at-risk 
students to make room for more remedial 
classes, further perpetuating achievement 
gaps (Delpit, 2006; von Zastrow, 2004). 
These same students generally lack the 
resources to engage in the arts outside of 
school, creating a further opportunity gap 
(Ruppert, 2009). When denied the right 
to a well-rounded education including the 
arts, high-poverty students lose out on the 
important educational advantages realized 
by their more privileged counterparts (von 
Zastrow, 2004). 

As a matter of social justice, we must 
be concerned when students are denied 
access to learning in and through the 
arts as a part of a balanced curriculum 
simply because of their socioeconomic 
status or their testing ability. Freedom and 
choice should not only be for those who 
can afford them (Apple, 1993). Empirical 
research surrounding these issues and the 
return investment of an education in and 
through the arts must be considered. 

The Role of the Arts in 
Equitable Education

The arts have been found to influ-
ence the cognitive and affective growth of 
a broad diversity of students (Sternberg 
2008). Howard Gardner (2007) asserted 
that the arts develop particular cognitive 

abilities that enable students to think in 
synthetic and symbolic ways, and to omit 
the arts from the curriculum would be 
shortchanging the mind. While some art 
education researchers report that arts-rich 
environments have little causal effect on 
academic achievement (Winner & Hetland, 
2000), other cognitive scientists are find-
ing new evidence linking the two (Posner, 
Rothbart, Sheese & Kieras, 2008). 

Recent research findings in cognitive 
neuroscience support longstanding cor-
relations between the arts and cognitive 
development and subsequent improved 
academic achievement, due in large part 
to connections between sustained and 
focused attention in the arts and improved 
overall thinking (Perkins, 2001; Posner 
et al. 2008). A three-year study by seven 
leading U.S. universities regarding “Learn-
ing, Arts, and the Brain” investigated 
whether the arts attracted smart people 
or whether arts training makes people 
smarter (Dana, 2008). Neuroimaging 
studies of students’ anterior cingulated 
cortex (ACC) revealed that sustained at-
tention in arts activities strengthens the 
brain’s attention networks and leads to 
improved general cognitive capacity and 
transference (Gazzaniga, 2008; Posner et 
al. 2008). Another team in the study—Win-
ner, Schlaug, and colleagues (in Posner et 
al. 2009)—found evidence of near transfer 
through improved motor and auditory 
skills of students who received music train-
ing. Previous research had found evidence 
of significant far transfer to improved 
overall IQ after a one-year music program.

Posner and his colleagues’ work 
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(2008, 2009) in this area focused on execu-
tive attention networks: neural pathways 
in the brain dedicated to attention and 
control of one’s emotions and thoughts. 
Training in the arts appears to improve 
cognition by strengthening these networks 
through the intense focus required during 
arts activities, driven also by motivation 
and related to self-regulation of cognition 
and emotion.

Arts training influences cognition, in 
part because learning an art form involves 
resolving a conflict or solving a problem 
(Posner, 2009). In his study arts students 
were engaged in conflict-related tasks 
that required choice among competing 
possible responses. Examples of conflict-
related tasks in the arts are numerous, 
such as choosing the correct note to play 
in music or the most appropriate colors, 
media, or themes for the communication 
of a particular emotion or thought in the 
visual arts. This implies that the incor-
poration of choice, a level of autonomy, 
and self-direction are important in arts 
environments.

Brain research in the arts adds to for-
mer studies that investigated the impact 
of the arts on learning, which indicated 
that the arts reach marginalized students, 
enhance learning environments, and 
provide greater academic and personal 
success regardless of students’ color or so-
cioeconomic status (Fiske, 1999). Students 
who studied the arts, particularly those 
from low income situations, were found 
to score higher on standardized tests (i.e. 
SAT), and have better attendance rates in 
schools than their peers who did not have 

access to the arts (Fiske, 1999). Students 
involved in arts programs also show stron-
ger self-efficacy and self-agency, disposi-
tions which will equip them for success 
in life and work (Education Week, 2007; 
Gude, 2009; Shauck, 2009).

Despite these findings, the status of 
the arts status remains on the fringes at 
the policy level in budget and curricular 
priorities (Gadsden, 2008). A pervasive 
attitude persists—as evidenced in public 
opinion, education policy, distribution 
of funds, and subsequent cuts in arts 
programs in schools—that the arts do 
not constitute serious, academic study. 
In general, visual arts programs are not 
considered for their ability to increase 
students’ capacities to learn, improve 
overall cognition, or better equip students 
for academic success.

Questioning these inequities brings 
us face to face with controversial issues of 
justice in the uniformity versus diversity 
debate. Is equality of instruction synony-
mous with equity of educational oppor-
tunity for all? Is the purpose of public 
schooling to create a melting pot or a 
salad bowl (Guild, 2001, p. 3)? 

The Inequality of Equal Treatment
It is a moral imperative for educa-

tion to recognize a multiplicity of human 
capacities and interests (Gardner, 1961; 
Noddings, 1997). In order to develop each 
person’s highest learning capacity, con-
siderations must be made for individual 
learning styles, cultural backgrounds, 
and personal interests, while not failing 
at necessary high standards regarding 



40

what all students can learn and do (Delpit, 
2006; Guild, 2001; Resnick, 1999). Equal 
consideration must be given for challenge 
to high-performing students as well as 
advancement of all students’ analytical, 
creative, and practical powers. This is 
an education that truly promotes equity 
through diversity in the broadest sense. 
As Thomas Jefferson once said, “There 
is nothing more unequal than the equal 
treatment of unequal people.” Noddings 
(1997) added:

Must we declare everyone equal in all 
things in order to cherish each child 
and nurture his growth? By trying so 
hard to pretend that all children are 
equal in all things, we destroy the very 
possibility of promoting their real, 
unique talents. (p. 27)

Research has shown that teaching to a 
balance of student’s intelligences increas-
es individual student performance (Stern-
berg & Grigorenko, 2004), in large part 
because learners do not fit a single mold. 
A key problem for policy and practice is 
how to accommodate for differences while 
maintaining a deep concern for improving 
student achievement.  Pat Guild (2001) 
provided some necessary clarification at 
this point: 

Attention to diversity does not mean 
‘anything goes.’ Honoring diversity 
does not imply a lack of clear beliefs 
and strong values. There are indeed 
some absolutes in education. Every 
learner benefits from an outstand-
ing teacher and an engaging learning 
experience… Every student should 

have an opportunity to reach his or 
her individual potential. Every student 
should master specific basic skills. The 
challenge is to identify what should be 
the same in schools and what should 
be different. We need appropriate 
uniform standards but not standard-
ization. (p. 1)

In order to make the “all can learn” slogan 
a reality, policy makers must be willing 
to make decisions from a “deeply-rooted 
desire to want to change schooling and 
society for the better” (Koschoreck, 2006, 
p. 10). In these issues, Rawls’ theory of 
justice (1971) would suggest the need 
for a collective intent toward addressing 
inequities that hinder students from taking 
hold of their full capacity to learn. Critical 
questions must be asked, such as: How is 
curriculum narrowing, unfair testing, and 
inconsideration of personal and cultural 
learning differences creating social injus-
tices? In what ways does inaccessibility to 
a balanced curriculum hinder students’ full 
learning capacity?

Aims for 21st Century Education: 
Capacity and the Whole Child

Philosophies and research underlying 
the belief systems that all can learn and 
ideals that human potential should and 
can be cultivated, force additional ques-
tions as to the aim of 21st century educa-
tion, what it means to be an educated 
citizen in today’s world, and what con-
stitutes intelligence. The current narrow 
characterizations of student development 
and success as based on mathematical and 
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analytical indicators alone (Gardner, 1999) 
are pressured to give way to more bal-
anced definitions of intelligence. Academic 
achievement can no longer be defined by 
proficiency in producing a right answer 
(Gadsden, 2008). 

An approach focused on individual 
potential and balance professes that per-
haps our society does not need to make its 
children first in the world in mathematics 
and science. Some argue that to cultivate 
a more well-rounded and caring citizenry 
would come closer to a “morally defensi-
ble mission for schools in the 21st cen-
tury” (Noddings, 1997, p. 27). In policy and 
practice, a broader conceptualization of 
accountability would allow for definitions 
of achievement and student success that 
go beyond academic standing to include 
students’ social, emotional, and spiritual 
development (Claxton, 2007; Guild, 2001; 
Rendón, 2006). Policy priorities align-
ing with aims for education which view 
students as human capital alone must be 
transformed in order to realize the true 
potential and capacities for students’ 
learning and success in life.

Centuries ago, Pestalozzi (1894) 
claimed that education systems were 
responsible for balancing the three major 
dimensions of human nature: body, mind, 
and heart toward the realization of one’s 
individual potential. The Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development 
(ASCD, 2007) also called for educating 
the whole child. ASCD’s platform builds 
on cognitive science research that views 
students as whole human beings—body, 
mind, and spirit—with expandable and 

various ways of demonstrating their 
knowledge (Gardner, 2007; Sternberg, 
1997). Rather than narrowing the curricu-
lum and testing only a few subjects, it is 
asserted that the achievement gap could 
be lessened through improved curricular 
equity and balance, including an education 
in the arts. 

Instructional leaders have been 
challenged to publicly promote the arts 
for their contribution to the success of 
the whole child (Nelson (2009). Proactive 
support for the arts in practice and policy 
requires educational leaders to rethink the 
concept of how time is spent in schools 
and the true aims of education. 

Aims for Balance in Education
While knowledge proficiency in read-

ing and writing are needed for success 
in life, Sternberg and Grigorenko (2004) 
asserted that schools test for the wrong 
intelligences, and the ones which are 
tested do not matter most for success in 
life. Resnick (1999) believed that a “persis-
tent belief in the importance of inherited 
aptitude” have hindered achievement for 
more students (Resnick, 1999, p. 38), as 
evidenced in agendas of research, policy, 
and practice. Research regarding the 
nature of intelligence and learning that 
acknowledges the social and emotional as-
pects of learning and understanding must 
be considered (Bransford et al. 2000). 

Research indicates that individual 
student potential could be better realized 
with the provision of a balanced cur-
riculum and pedagogies that addresses 
students’ needs to think critically, cre-
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atively, and in practical ways and with 
wisdom (Gardner, 2007; Sternberg et al. 
2004). Balanced education environments 
have been shown to benefit a larger 
percentage of children, enabling them to 
learn better, perform better on tests, and 
thereby demonstrate their capabilities. 
Sternberg’s research (2008) revealed that 
many students “actually have abilities that, 
under traditional systems of testing and 
instruction, remain hidden and ultimately 
go to waste” (p. 288).

In the search for  a more meaningful 
and equitable education, even 50 years 
ago, art education was thought to “be-
come the catalyst for change, in which the 
individual and his creative potentialities 
are placed above subject matter and in 
which the child’s inner equilibrium may 
be considered as important as scientific 
achievements” (Lowenfeld, 1957, p. 11). 
Equitable access to a rigorous, well-round-
ed, curriculum that provides multiple ways 
for students to succeed is the right of 
every student. It is crucial for policymak-
ers and educational leaders to reconsider 
the role of the arts in increased capacities 
to learn as well as current definitions of 
intelligent behavior. As Gadsden (2008) 
commented,

To the degree that the questions are 
posed about the effects of the arts on 
student achievement, they may need 
to be reconceptualized and rewritten 
to ask what constitutes a well-edu-
cated student, a successful learning 
and teaching experience, successful 
schooling, or educational success.” 
(p. 34)

Expanded Definitions of Intelligence
Old paradigms of intelligence continue 

to dictate current models of education. In-
dividual, discriminate subjects learned in a 
linear fashion stand in obvious dichotomy 
to research indicating that learning is a 
complex, interdisciplinary process (Brans-
ford et al., 2000). Cognitive science re-
search, including neuroscience, continues 
to confirm that cognitive ability is expand-
able and integrative (Caine & Caine, 1997; 
Gardner, 2007; Gazzaniga, 2008; Perkins; 
2001; Sternberg, 2008). 

Intelligence and the capacity to learn 
are not fixed entities that fall along a bell 
curve as some have claimed in the name 
of racial prejudice (Herrnstein & Murray, 
1994). Rather, one’s intelligence continual-
ly adapts to new information and expands 
as one learns and grows; it is shaped by 
a synthesis of one’s experiences and new 
information (Gardner, 2007). Critical and 
creative thought work in tandem, possess-
ing integrated and synergistic properties 
(Paul & Elder, 2006). 

Sternberg (1997) defined intelligence 
as the critical, creative, and practical skills 
and dispositions required for achieving 
personal goals within one’s sociocultural 
context by capitalizing on their strengths 
and compensating for, or correcting, their 
weaknesses. Abilities are not fixed; they 
can be adapted, shaped, or selected from 
various combinations of one’s analytical, 
creative, and social/emotional skill sets. 
Sternberg’s theory of successful intelli-
gence (1997) says that it is not enough to 
memorize and analyze ideas; students also 
need creative abilities to generate good 
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ideas, and the practical and positive social 
skills to persuade others of their value 
and follow them through with wisdom. 
Sternberg believes that those who are suc-
cessfully intelligent use their “intelligence, 
creativity and knowledge in combination 
for a common good” (Sternberg, 2004, 
para. 7).

Cognitive science research identifies 
that intelligent thinking is accompanied 
by the inclination or disposition to use 
one’s skills. Dispositions are the attitudes, 
motivations, and habits of mind that 
work together with cognitive ability to 
assure one’s quality of thinking (Perkins & 
Ritchhart, 2004; Ritchhart, 2002). Belief 
systems also come into play. Aptitude 
is no longer considered equal to cogni-
tive abilities alone; people’s intellectual 
capacity and development also includes 
motivational and affective facets (Perkins 
& Ritchhart, 2004; Posner et al. 2008). 
Dai and Sternberg (2004) asserted that 
an education which does not take into ac-
count these personal factors is an incom-
plete education. Since study in the arts 
is strongly linked to motivation, affective 
development, as well as improved cogni-
tion, it can be projected that learning with-
out the arts in an incomplete education as 
well (Posner et al. 2008).

Balance in the Arts 
This paper espouses the need for a 

balanced view of art education and curric-
ulum for the building of all students’ learn-
ing capacities. The arts can no longer be 
known as only “right-brained”; they require 
whole-brained intelligence. As revealed 

through brain research and neuroimaging, 
right/left brain thinking should be replaced 
by the knowledge that all of the brain is 
activated, developed, and utilized in all 
arts processes—more than can be said for 
some sciences (Jensen, 2001).

Infusion of best practice research to-
ward the development of balanced think-
ing and overall cognitive development in 
the arts is necessary (Darby & Catterall, 
1994; Luftig, 2000). Today’s art programs 
must cultivate balanced thinking (analyti-
cal, creative, and practical with wisdom) 
and deep cognitive engagement (Dai et al. 
2004; Jensen, 2001; Perkins, 2001).

Craft, Gardner, and Claxton (2007) 
called for an education in the arts which 
enables students to creatively think for 
themselves and synthesize problem 
solving with creativity and quality crafts-
manship, while not apart from wisdom. 
Inquiry-based approaches in art and 
design education have been found to en-
hancing a balance of students’ thinking in 
areas of creative problem-solving, justify-
ing choices with reasoning, and making 
connections, taking advantage of the 
arts’ whole-brained capacities (Burnette, 
2005; Burnette & Norman, 1997; Marshall, 
2005). This shift in focus from product to 
thinking does not need to diminish the 
value of skill and craftsmanship, but rather 
provides deeper avenues for engagement 
and meaning.

Critical Pedagogy in Art Education
In the pursuit of a equitable and 

balanced education, perhaps one of the 
strongest assets inherent in the arts are 
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their potential for opening up possibilities 
for understanding other students’ points 
of view and connections between individ-
ual lives and larger social issues (Gnezda, 
2009). It is not enough, according to Gude 
(2007), to pass on historical or technical 
knowledge in the arts; art curricula must 
also include “a wide range of technical, 
theoretical, and cultural perspectives” 
toward the development of commu-
nity and shared meaning (p. 14). Domain 
knowledge in visual arts is essential for 
high levels of critical and creative thinking 
(Bransford et al. 2000), but it should not 
stop there. Exploring alternative points 
of view and focusing more on inquiry and 
“authentic topics for artmaking” (Gnezda, 
2009, p. 49) rather than the media and 

methods, may encourage deeper learning.
For students marginalized by narrow 

definitions of intelligence, the arts can 
serve as a voice for social justice (Gadsden, 
2008; Ladson-Billings, 2006). In this immi-
grant nation, filled with rich histories, sto-
ries, and myths, the arts build critical skills 
as citizens of a participatory democracy 
(Gude, 2007). Student’s individual cultures 
are elevated without promoting color 
blindness (Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 
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... it is a moral imperative 
for student success 

in the 
21st century 

to provide balanced
 and equitable learning 

environments with the 
arts at 

their core.

2006; Lindsey, Robins & Terrell, 2003). 
Delpit (2006) however, warned against 

shallow multicultural education experi-
ences which can promote stereotypes 
and generalize cultures and backgrounds. 
Instead, art and design classrooms in 
which students critically question issues, 
social conditions, cultural attitudes, belief, 
and values offer opportunities for nurtur-
ing aesthetic abilities and invite personal 
and social awareness (Gaudelius & Speirs, 
2002). 

Critical pedagogies (Freire, 1973) call 
for teachers to be co-learners and co-in-
quirers toward the construction of knowl-
edge and force shifts in teacher/student 
roles: students become co-investigators, 
seekers, and problem-solvers and teachers 
become facilitators and guides (Dewey, 
1910; Bransford et al. 2000). Students 
learn to think for themselves and greater 
autonomy and individual choice leads 
to greater self-determination and more 
meaningful, personal, and permanent 
learning (Dewey, 1916; Resnick, 1999). Arts 
education has long been known for such 
relevant and active approaches to learning 
(Dewey, 1910; Eisner, 2002; Gardner, 2007; 
Lowenfeld, 1957). 

Critical Cultures of Inquiry
Cultures of equity promote an en-

gaged, democratic community of learners 
who do not “shy away from social issues 
or difficult questions” and make a com-
mitment to listen with understanding and 
empathy (Perry, 2000, p. 182). Art educa-
tion serves as an agent of social change as 
students discuss, analyze, create artworks, 
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and confront social issues with critical 
knowledge and a democratic point of view. 

Twenty-first century students must be 
encouraged—not just allowed—to think 
critically about modern life issues in an 
open exchange of ideas and values and 
to “learn to love the questions” (Greene, 
2001, p. 2). Nel Noddings (1997) asserted 
that an education that “stands the best 
chance of achieving a meaningful equality” 
is one that is organized around students’ 
“broad talents and interests, augmented 
and filled out by serious inquiry into com-
mon human problems” (p. 29). 

Inquiry-based, thinking approaches 
to study in the arts invite a critical theory 
perspective and synergistic, critical, cre-
ative, and practical ways of thinking (Walk-
er, 2001). Student voice is honored rather 
than “silencing” (Fine & Weis, 2003). An 
education in the arts that incorporates 
cultural, ethnic, and inter-cultural inquiries 
allows students to develop a more critical 
lens in a world where only one correct 
solution to problems rarely exists.

Conclusion
This paper has reported on disturb-

ing effects of educational practices and 
policy decisions involving unequal access 
in curriculum and narrow definitions of 
intelligence. A broader reform agenda is 
needed that values all students’ balanced 
thinking skills—one that cuts across ethnic, 
cultural, or socioeconomic lines toward 
the greater realization of their success in 
life and learning.

It is proposed that a just and equitable 
education cannot exist apart from the 

infusion of more balanced teaching and 
learning environments that validate stu-
dents’ individual and unique abilities and 
dispositions (Sternberg, 2008). The arts in 
education are considered as key and equi-
table contributors to students’ balanced 
and expanding capacities to learn, beyond 
the current narrowly tested subset of their 
overall potential. As an issue of social 
justice, static and passive views of intel-
ligence are challenged to give way to flex-
ible and expandable epistemologies that 
address one’s whole being—mind, body, 
and spirit (Gadsden, 2008). At a deeper 
level, it requires that surface level reform 
efforts be replaced with transformed cul-
tures of learning that value multiple and 
engaging pathways to student success, 
especially for those students marginalized 
by narrow definitions of intelligence.

A strong research base now indicates 
that a sufficient 21st century education 
cannot be provided apart from addressing 
students’ synthetic, higher-order ca-
pacities in pedagogical practice and policy 
(Darling-Hammond, 2008; Gardner, 2007; 
Sternberg, 2008). More of the same in 
educational practice will not produce the 
kind of minds for the future that our chil-
dren will need for success in life and work 
(Gardner, 2007). As a nation, closing the 
achievement gap is not success enough if 
our most disadvantaged students do not 
have access to an education that does not 
exclude the arts as a basic domain of hu-
man experience, inquiry, and literacy. 

The arts are promoted for their ability 
to build critical cultures of thinking and to 
affirm students’ cultural, ethnic, and inter-
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