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The faculty at the Florida State University Department of Art Education is proud to present a new academic 
journal, Journal of Art for Life, which is dedicated to the premise that art is life-enhancing. Art for Life is the 
philosophy which guides our three graduate programs: art education, art therapy, and arts administration and 
is based on the tenets put forth in the book, Art for Life, written by Tom Anderson and Melody Milbrandt. The 
power of art for social justice and societal change is not only infused in our philosophy, but is the overarching 
theme that pervades our curriculum and coursework. To this end, the mission of the journal is:

•The Journal of Art for Life is a national, refereed journal focused on art education, art therapy, and 
arts administration in authentic, real-world contexts toward the goal of social progress through the arts. The 
journal is based on the instrumentalist premise that art has the power and potential to reflect and enhance the 
conditions of human experience. Through scholarly articles, the journal is an instrument for communicating 
the avenues by which the various forms of art intertwine and impact society and social justice.

•The journal accepts articles that are theoretical, research-based, and those that address the practical 
applications of art for life in educational, therapeutic, and other institutional contexts, including museums. 

We seek social criticism related to art and art education; inquiry into potential areas of exploration regarding 
art in society, especially focused on social justice and other crucial issues; psychological perspectives, including 
therapeutic programs which emphasize arts interventions; and investigations into possible roles for arts institu-
tions as cultural organizations that benefit people’s lives. We also seek practical applications, strategies, and 
position papers about art and its relationship to the enhancement of life for individuals and the societies in 
which we live, in art education, art therapy and arts administration contexts. 

In furtherance of this mission, we welcome manuscripts on the topics outlined above. If you are interested in 
submitting a manuscript, please see the back inside cover for submission details or visit our website at 
http://arted.fsu.edu/Journal-of-Art-for-Life. The journal will be published in biannually and will be available 
in both electronic and hard copy formats. If you have questions, please contact the editorial staff. We look 
forward to hearing from you and serving you through a journal that will inspire your creativity and challenge 
your beliefs.
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On behalf of the faculty at the Florida State University Department of Art Educa-
tion, I am pleased to welcome readers to the inaugural issue of the Journal 
of Art for Life.  The birth of the journal marks a milestone for the programs in 

our department:  Art Education, Arts Administration, and Art Therapy.  These programs 
have functioned under one administrative unit for over 10 years and yet it has taken the 
faculty this span of time to comprehend how these programs are linked theoretically and 
philosophically and to create a integrated identity. Thanks to the guidance of Tom Ander-
son, the art for life philosophy has become focus of our work and our values.  Often we 
are asked to explain this philosophy.  At the root of our work is the notion that art is not 
solely for its own sake (although this is a perfectly sound notion); we believe that art is 
the cornerstone of exploring and building one’s self as a member of a community.  Art 
illuminates how a person lives in the world.  We teach that art can be used to critically 
analyze, re-construct, and improve our world and its people.  We nurture professionals 
who are willing to question and critique society and to uncover unjust and oppressive 
aspects of our world.  By exploring the cultures in which we live, we find that the world 
is not always moral.  Therefore the art for life philosophy begs a commitment to social 
justice and a commitment to using art to shed light on injustices.

 As the mission of the journal states, we believe there is power in the arts that can 
lead to the betterment of the human experience.  The five entries that follow further 
clarify the mission of the journal.  Tom Anderson’s editorial sets the tone for the inau-
gural issue and Melody Milbrandt’s article deepens the concept of art for life.  Jeff and 
Monica Broome’s article provides an example of how the art for life model can be trans-
lated into the curriculum.  Vanada presents a strong argument for the arts in education 
from a policy perspective.  Finally, Alders explores how art has mitigated social stratifica-
tion in Mexican-American cultures.

 I invite comments on our first issue of the Journal of Art for Life.  I also invite you 
to submit manuscripts which highlight your thinking about art and social justice issues.  
Please e-mail me at mrosal@fsu.edu with your thoughts and ideas.  Enjoy!

Rosal /Welcome Note
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gold grills, and even abstract painting—
cause us to pay attention to those things 
that matter for the group. Dissanayake 
(1988) argued very convincingly, in fact, 
that art’s very reason for being is to draw 
our attention to those things that really 
count to us as social beings: that is, the 
values, mores, sensibilities and ways of 
doing and being. Langer’s (1980) position 
was that art allows us to objectify our 
subjective realities, giving them aesthetic 
form, thus making them available for fo-
cused consideration and reflection. Taken 
together, these positions suggest that we 
make things of beauty to call attention to 
qualities, beliefs, and mores that count for 
us as a group, as a team, as a religion, as 
a society. The survival function of these 
creations is pretty obvious. It takes a team 
working together to create civilization—
any civilization. Our ability to work as a 
group, dependent on collective under-
standings and beliefs is what makes us the 
dominant species on the planet (Dissanay-
ake, 1988). And the arts are central to con-
structing these understandings and values. 
Art is central to constructing community.

As far as we know, art has been cen-
tral to this community-making function 
from the beginning of human conscious-
ness. It helped tribal cultures recognize 
their group’s ways of being and believing 

For thousands of years, even before 
Plato, art and aesthetic experience 
have been tied to the realm of the 

sensuous and affective. Romantic phi-
losophers aren’t alone in this. Empiricists, 
pragmatists, and even poststructural-
ists such as Lyotard, as well as Asian and 
African and indigenous cultures every-
where connect the aesthetic intrinsically 
to the life of the emotions, of intuition, of 
the spirit. Which begs the question: what 
is the role for the affective and intuitive 
in human life? Surely from an etiological 
point of view the realm of the affective 
intuition is useful and instrumentally 
valuable; otherwise evolution would have 
selected against it, so our current affective 
capacities would not exist. There must be 
something then about the affective realm, 
and the arts that serve and personify that 
realm, is an essential contributor to human 
wellbeing.

Looking at the history of art, it’s pret-
ty clear that art has evolved as a partner 
to ritual. Our rituals, whatever they are—a 
Greek chorus, a Gelede dance, a baptism, 
a funeral, a rap concert, or a gallery open-
ing—focus us on ideas and values that we 
hold dear. In this enterprise, masks and 
rhythm sticks, baptismal fountains and 
stained glass windows, organ music and 
portraits of the deceased, light shows and 

GUEST EDITORIAL

Tom Anderson
Jessie Lovano-Kerr Professor of Art Education

Florida State University

Art for Life: 
The Underpinnings

Copyright 2010 by Florida State University 
Anderson, T. (2010). Art for life: The underpinings.
Journal of Art for Life, 1(1), 3-6



4

that cemented common purpose first for 
survival and then for conquest. Common 
purpose through symbolic identification 
gave tribal and national societies the soli-
darity necessary for the group to survive 
and prosper. That has been a good thing. 
But it also led to ethnocentrism, hierarchy, 
and ultimately social injustice.

Today, we can’t afford a narrow tribal 
focus. The world is too small, too con-
nected. Attitudes and actions are universal 
in their potential consequences. So our 
sense of community must take the next 
evolutionary step. In addition to being 
pipe fitters, Catholics, politicians, African 
Americans, feminists, Harley riders, non-
smokers or whatever, we must become 
members of the bigger collective. We must 
strive to be our brothers’ and our sisters’ 
keepers. Or if we don’t embrace our differ-
ences at least we need to tolerate them. 

than a survival strategy. We have reached 
a point of interdependence where every-
one, everywhere, either will or will not 
survive and prosper, together. Our ability 
to cooperate in groups must undergo a 
transformation from the immediate group 
to the group known as humankind. And art 
can and should continue to be a central 
player in this attempt to construct a global 
community. 

The Journal of Art for Life, as I See It
In this context, I see the role of the 

Journal of Art for Life as being an instru-
ment for presenting the simple idea that 
art should be about something that counts 
towards making our lives better, and that 
we can and should engage in art education 
and art therapy that is pivotal in making 
the world a better place. This assumes that 
art has both intrinsic quality as aesthetic 
form and extrinsic value as a form of com-
munication that tells something about the 
nature of the human experience, both as 
it is and as it might be. My hope is that the 
Journal of Art for Life will frame art educa-
tion, art therapy, and arts administration 
as instruments for social awareness and 
social reconstruction. In practical terms, I 
expect we will encourage the examination 
of multiple philosophical systems or narra-
tives, and vigorously embrace the idea of 
cultural and individual plurality in making 
and receiving meaning in art and visual 
culture. There needs to be a place for 
educators, therapists, and administrators 
to explore both theoretical and practical 
ideas of moral and social import through 
art. I anticipate reading such discourse in 
future issues of this journal, in the hope 
that it may give readers a reference for 
making sound choices in a world of
competing ideologies, claims, and inter-
ests. I expect that this and future is-
sues will provide a forum that embraces 

Just maybe 
the world 

can be saved 
through 

art...
We must become globally tribal as well as 
locally identified. Our tribe must include 
all people rather than just people who 
look like us or who live close to us. With 
advanced technologies such automobiles, 
synthesized chemicals, and nuclear arma-
ments that threaten our global environ-
ment, an immense human population that 
strains the world’s resources, and increas-
ing global technological and economic 
interdependence, we can no longer afford 
to be ethnocentric or culturally myopic. 
We must recognize unmitigated tribal 
loyalty as a hindrance to survival rather 

Anderson /The Underpinnings
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content and concepts that address how 
community life can be structured for 
equality and justice through art and edu-
cation as well as arts administration and 
art therapy.

allows for explorations that become a 
passage for personal transformation and 
social reconstruction.

In the end I’m making the claim that 
the world can become a better place 
through art. In fact I could almost be 
persuaded to make one of those sweep-
ing claims that professors try to dissuade 
in their students’ writing. It goes like 
this: Just maybe, the world can be saved 
through art. Is that too grandiose claim to 
make? Probably so. But what if I reverse 
the question and ask if not through art, 
then through what? Certainly our ances-
tors understood that our most important 
values, traditions, and beliefs were to 
be carried on the elegant wings of aes-
thetic form. Are we not equal to that same 
wisdom today? It is the arts that provide 
the holistic, metaphorical quality of un-
derstanding necessary for social fullness 
and cultural health. Through the arts we 
develop the unifying sensibility and the 
direction, in short, the ability to use our 
many other gifts and tools with elegance 
and wisdom. Let us repeat then, if the 
world isn’t to be saved through art then 
through what? My hope is that the Journal 
of Art for Life will contribute to the wellbe-
ing of not just the art community, but of 
the entire community, and to the cause of 
social justice through art.

Postscript
Finally, on a personal note, when 

Melody Milbrandt and I began the journey 
of developing the art for life paradigm we 
had no idea that it would engage so much 
of our life energy and so much of our time. 
We also had no idea what impact, if any, it 
would have in the world of art education. 
In spite of that, Melody and I worked on 
our vision for eight years from conception 
to publication, wrestling with the mean-
ings and significance of every chapter, 

This assumes that the aesthetic, which 
lies at art’s heart, can and should be used 
for therapeutic, administrative, and edu-
cational purposes to promote equity and 
social justice with the goal of developing a 
global community and that moves beyond 
traditionally narrow disciplinary confines.  
If the central concern is to integrate art 
with human concerns, inquiry may be best 
centered on significant human themes 
across disciplines and media, leading 
where ideas and spirit and intuition take 
one. So I think it would be rare that we 
would be interested in papers that explore 
narrow disciplinary confines of media, 
composition, or other technical qualities of 
art for their own sake. Instead I hope that 
through critically examining art works in 
their authentic cultural contexts, writers 
and readers may gain access to attitudes, 
mores, and cultural understandings of 
themselves as cultural beings. Toward the 
purpose of exploring social justice in art 
education, arts administration and art 
therapy contexts, I encourage submissions 
that explore real-world issues that address 
real problems with significance beyond the 
classroom. This orientation, we believe, 

My hope is that the 
Journal of Art for Life 

will contribute 
to the wellbeing 

of not just the art 
community...
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revising the framework when necessary to reflect our changing vision of the project, 
and testing every idea. It was an immense emotional and physical effort and sometimes 
we wondered if it was worth it, but we carried on. The generous feedback of others, in 
particular our reviewers at McGraw-Hill, was especially valuable in keeping us going at 
certain points as was the support and encouragement of our families.

I am also particularly grateful to my department chair, David Gussak, who had the 
vision to center art for life as the guiding paradigm for art education, arts administra-
tion and art therapy programs at Florida State University, and I am appreciative of se-
nior editor, Marcia Rosal, for her dedication to this project and her willingness to let me 
have a word in this forum. Finally, I am particularly gratified that Melody Milbrandt, my 
partner in the art for life paradigm, has agreed to provide the lead article for this, the 
first issue of the Journal of Art for Life. There couldn’t be a more fitting lead author and 
I personally am honored that we are able to feature her contribution. I look forward to 
your contributions and insights over what I expect will be a long life of this new venue 
for social justice in art education, art therapy, and arts administration:  
Journal of Art for Life.
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Understanding the Role 
of Art in Social Movements 
and Transformation

Melody K. Milbrandt  
Georgia State University
Atlanta, Georgia

Abstract

According to Reed (2005) the arts func-
tion as cultural forms within social 
movements to transform society in 
numerous ways.  These functions are 
to: encourage social change; empower 
and deepen commitment; inform larger 
society about social issues, harmonize 
social activists within the movement; 
inform internally to express or reinforce 
values and ideas; inform externally as 
a more effective way to communicate 
movement ideals to people outside 
the movement; enact movement goals 
directly historicize to invent, tell and 
retell the history of the movement; set 
a new emotional tone; critique move-
ment ideology; and provide elements 
of pleasure and aesthetic joy. In the first 
part of this paper an examination of 
how the arts as cultural forms contrib-
ute specifically to contemporary social 
transformation will be discussed.  In the 
second part of this paper an example 
of personal and social transforma-
tion will be illuminate these concepts. 

Keywords: social justice, art education, social 
transformation, activist art, undocumented 
immigrants.

Correspondence regarding this 
article may be sent to:
Melody K. Milbrant
email: artmkm@langate.gsu.edu

As a society, 
we need 

individuals with 
the will and 

passion to 
purposefully 

critique the actions 
and assumptions 

of society in 
works of art.

Copyright 2010 by Florida State University 
Milbrandt, M. K. (2010). Understanding 
the role of art  in social movements and 
transformation. Journal of Art for Life, 
1(1), 7-18.
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A wide range of art educators includ-
ing Eisner (2004), Greene (2000), 
Carroll (2006) have referred to the 

personal and social transformative power 
of the arts. While the sanctioned purposes 
of art have been hotly debated during 
every period of history one cannot deny 
that works of art can have an instrumen-
tal social function. In traditional societies 
the arts serve to solidify and codify social 
order through the intentional repeated 
use of imagery and ritual (Anderson & 
Milbrandt, 2005).  In contemporary demo-
cratic societies the arts not only function 
to maintain social traditions and describe 
the world, but also often explore issues 
of social justice, identity and freedom.  
Most artists and scholars agree that the 
arts alone cannot change society; but the 
arts give voice and form to individual and 
collective needs that motivate and sustain 
social movements.  As movements evolve 
within contemporary society the arts play 
vital roles.  The purpose of this article is to 
better understand specific instrumental-
ist functions of the arts in social move-
ments and consequently how society is 
transformed.  An example of personal and 
parallel social transformation in the art 
education classroom will be discussed. 

According to American studies scholar, 
T.V. Reed (2005), all of the arts func-
tion within social movements as socially 

Milbrandt/Understanding the Role of Art

transformative cultural forms.  According 
to Merriam-Webster’s Online  Dictionary 
(2010) activism is “a doctrine or practice 
that emphasizes direct vigorous action 
especially in support of or opposition to 
one side of a controversial issue.”  Reed 
suggests at least ten overlapping, inter-
secting, functions of the arts within social 
movements.  These functions serve within 
to encourage activists by empowering and 
deepening commitment, and harmoniz-
ing agendas of activists to reinforce group 
values and ideas.  The arts are also used 
to communicate the issues and ideals of 
the movement beyond the activist group. 
Through re-presenting the history of an 
issue, the arts may establish or revise an 
emotional tone or a public perception. 
Along with critiquing issues of social justice 
within society, the arts may also be used 
to critique movement ideology, keeping 
the movement grounded and true to its 
purpose. Finally, the arts provide elements 
of pleasure and aesthetic joy, important for 
activists to recharge and rejuvenate their 
energy and efforts to continue their work 
in a social movement.  

In the first part of this paper I use 
Reed’s (2005) framework for the function 
of the arts in social movements to examine 
how the visual arts, as cultural forms, spe-
cifically contribute to contemporary social 
transformation. Artwork by a variety of 
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contemporary artists provide examples of 
each instrumental purpose. The examples 
provided are not unique or exclusive 
depictions of specific social functions, but 
illustrate the multiplicity of functions and 
purposes of art in social movements and 
transformation. In the second part of this 
paper I describe the interaction of pre-
service art teacher educators with high 
school students during an art lesson, and 
creation of a mural and installation relating 
to relevant issues, resulting in personal and 
social transformation within both groups.  

Functions of the Arts as Cultural Forms for 
Transforming Society  

Within social movements informal 
networks of activists evolve and from these 
networks values, objects, stories, rituals or 
events, roles and leaders emerge (Lo-
fland, 1995). Art can be used to reinforce 
values of the group, raise questions about 
current social conditions, and construct 
an image of social change.  Visual images 
can inspire and create a source of identity 
with the cause. Perhaps the best known 
example, the civil-rights era anthem, We 
Shall Overcome, became a kind of “litany 
against fear” (Payne, 1995, p. 263).  The 
song’s powerful connotations of freedom 
and justice now belong to the world; it has 
been sung by Germans at the fall of the 
Berlin Wall and at Tiananmen Square by 
Chinese protesters.  

Visual artists utilize codes and conven-
tions of their time that communicate more 
than verbal text.  During periods of social 
unrest the arts can set an emotional tone 
and move activist participants or their au-

dience from fear to calm resolve, or from 
indifference to action. In The Liberation of 
Aunt Jemima (1972), Alison Saar trans-
formed a familiar long exploited deroga-
tory image of a subservient black woman, 
Aunt Jemima, by juxtaposing the image 
with objects of empowerment. The em-
powered Aunt Jemima holds a rifle in one 
hand, a grenade in the other and is over-
laid with the image of the black power fist.  
While Saar’s image denoted the demands 
of the Civil Rights movement for political, 
economic, and social equity for African 
Americans it simultaneously acknowledges 
the historically close bond of the stereo-
typical “mammy” figure by the inclusion 
of a small background photograph of the 
Aunt Jemima image with a white child. 
Another layer of meaning seems to be 
rejecting the use of Aunt Jemima as a well 
known popular commercial icon, further 
complicating the associations and emo-
tions experienced by viewers. The Libera-
tion of Aunt Jemima launched Alison Saar’s 
career as an artist, as it portrayed a new 
vision of African-American women late in 
the Civil Rights movement.  
Art as Empowerment

Even in cases of extreme deprivation 
and oppression people have shown an 
amazing capacity to resist dominating forces.  
Resistance often takes the form of folktales, 
theater, jokes, folk art and songs (Scott, 
1992).  These hidden social transcripts have 
cultural impact and become a force within 
any movement.  As resistance becomes more 
overt the arts offer a means to solidify and 
take responsibility for enacting social change.  

From the early 1970’s through 1989 
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General Augusto Pinochet began a repres-
sive regime in Chile and attempted to 
silence all opposition.  During his reign of 
terror any person perceived as a dissident 
was abducted from his or her home and 
never seen again. Nearly 10,000 people 
disappeared.  The mothers of these victims 
used their traditional roles as moth-
ers to protest the regime by organizing 
sewing workshops to create arpilleras, a 
traditional Chilean tapestry, to tell their 
stories of government violence and atroci-
ties and to call for justice.  The Catholic 
Church supported the women by helping 
them smuggle the arpilleras out of Chile 
to exhibitions and sales. The work of the 
mothers brought international attention to 
the human right abuses in Chile (Agosin, 
1989).  The images not only served to tell 
the world of the atrocities but also gave an 
unexpected voice and power to the grief 
stricken mothers.

A similar movement occurred in Ar-
gentina, where the Mothers of the Plaza de 
Mayo wore white handkerchiefs as scarves 
on their head, with their child’s name em-
broidered onto the white material (Bonner, 
2007).  The Argentina mothers organized 
weekly silent marches around Buenos 
Aires’s Plaza de Mayo to call attention to 
the atrocities of the government. The em-
blem of the white scarf is still used today 
in Argentina as a symbol of resistance and 
solidarity in activist art.

Constructing art forms empowers 
artists to feel their own commitment to a 
movement or ideology more deeply. Artists 
like Jacob Lawrence often did an extraordi-
nary amount of research before beginning 

historical paintings like the migration series 
(Mattson, 2010). Lawrence found primary 
and secondary accounts of the early 20th 
century movement of African-Americans 
to northern cities and created artworks 
that deconstructed his contemporaries’ 
idyllic view of the migration.  Lawrence’s 
paintings correlated with the Negro His-
tory movement that produced Harlem’s 
Schomburg Collection of resources and 
became historical narratives and secondary 
historical sources.

The arts express the values and mes-
sage to social movement opponents and 
undecided bystanders.  Artistic forms often 
speak across boundaries of age, class, 
region and even ideology. Public muralist, 
Judith Baca, directed community youth 
in painting the Great Wall.  The groups of 
Asian American, Native American, Afri-
can American, Anglo, and Chicano youth 
studied and painted scenes of revisionist 
history of Los Angeles. The mural stories 
weave together stories of race, gender and 
class with humor and authenticity.  “The 
entire story of multiple intersections, and 
the power system at its core, must be 
addressed if a radically democratic, truly 
multicultural society is to become more 
than a glittering promise” (Reed, 2005, 
p. 128).  Many in Chicano communities 
continue to strive to maintain their identity 
while engaging in larger social networks 
that support equity in economic, cultural 
and political power.    
Enacting Movement Goals

The arts not only can support activ-
ist goals, sometimes they directly achieve 
the goals and purposes of a movement, as 

Milbrandt/Understanding the Role of Art
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eco-activist art helps restore an ecosystem.  
Artist, Lynne Hull, (Anderson & Milbrandt, 
2005) constructs habitats for animals 
endangered by human’s destruction of the 
environment. Her work directly addresses 
an environmental concern and is used to 
inform others.  

Today film and digital images are 
increasingly popular media for presenting 
convincing arguments for change.  While 
not presenting himself as an artist, Al Gore 
combined his Power Point presentation of 
ecological disaster with images of melting 
glaciers and scenes of New Orleans in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, to convey 
his concern for the environment in the 
film documentary, An Inconvenient Truth 
(David, Bender, Burns, Chilcott, & Guggen-
heim, 2006). Visualization of the impact of 
human systems on the environment was 
presented as a persuasive argument for 
changing our individual and collective eco-
logical footprint (Mirzoeff, 2009).  While 
not taking direct action on the environ-
ment Gore’s work has been highly effective 
in curtailing industrial practices impacting 
global warming.  While Gore has talked 
about the dangers of global warming for 
many years his film seems to have best 
conveyed the seriousness of the issue and 
moves people to action.    

Feminist artists such as the Guerilla 
Girls also used direct resistance tactics to 
anonymously raise awareness of museum 
biased practices (Anderson & Milbrandt, 
2005).  The performance tactics eventually 
had a direct impact on targeted museums 
and galleries resulting in exhibitions by 
women and artists of diverse racial and 

ethnic heritage. Artists today continue to 
use guerilla tactics to break through the 
clutter of media noise and routines to 
make a visual statement of resistance.            
History and Identity

Artists often invent, tell, and retell 
histories, some autobiographical, that 
attempt to depict historical stereotypes 
or assumptions have shaped collective 
memory and identity (Desai & Hamlin, 
2010).  Unlike texts seeking to objectively 
portray historical accounts, contemporary 
artists often use imagery to convince and 
persuade. Contemporary artists challenge 
and reframe our understanding of history 
by depicting individual stories that disrupt 
and discredit the grand narrative by reveal-
ing its omissions and biases.  Images by art-
ists like Kara Walker represent the untold 
oppressed stories of slaves that challenge 
the popular narrative of the genteel South 
(Mattson, 2010). Ironically, to depict kitsch 
parodies of historical romantic vignettes, 
Walker cuts large black paper silhouettes; a 
method previously associated with genteel 
portraits and romanticized landscapes. 
“Walker’s works are controversial among 
viewers of all races and have provoked de-
bate about how to represent the history of 
slavery in the United States” (Robertson & 
McDaniel, 2005, p. 57). Walker’s work tells 
stories about slavery in the anti-bellum 
South that range from humorous to outra-
geous and sad. Walker suggests that some 
images irritate serious social re-construc-
tivists, who do not appreciate her humor, 
and she questions the responsibility and 
ability of artists to deal with issues of social 
justice alone (Walker, 2010).   
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 The work of Brazilian artist, Adriana 
Varejao, re-tells the story of Portuguese 
colonization of Brazil, often using the 
metaphor of cannibalism as a cultural alle-
gory to depict the Brazilian absorption of a 
foreign culture while maintaining their own 
(Robertson & McDaniel, 2005). The violent 
imagery used by Varejao reveals that the 
absorption of culture was not without pain 
and struggle. Contemporary artists’ re-
constructions of history often challenge us 
to a better understanding of the present.  
The re-telling of history through presenting 
multiple viewpoints is critical for revising 
the historical record, but more importantly 
for the construction of identity today.  
Reed (2005) insists that while identities are 
not “frozen forms,” they all are “collective 
and that social movements are among the 
key forces transforming/creating new cul-
tural identities” (p. 308). He continues:

The move from print to broadcast me-
dia to networked computing and other 
new media has shaped identity general-
ly and movement identities specifically. 
Alongside and entwined with new me-
dia, movements have been major forc-
es in the creation of the contemporary 
emphasis on identities….The inherent 
paradox is that “identity politics” can 
exist only when identities are in ques-
tion.  Identity becomes an issue only 
when it is  no longer presumed, 
taken for granted. (Reed, 2005, p. 309)

Another author, Sidney Tarrow (1997) 
argues that social movements will con-
tinue to play an important role in defining 
collective identities.  While identity is an 

increasingly fluid and varied concept social 
movements are likely to continue as a 
source of identity.      
Setting an Emotional Tone 

Art works have been created with 
the intent of establishing, rejuvenating or 
diffusing an emotional tone within a social 
movement.  One of the most powerful and 
emotional visual reminders of the AIDS 
pandemic is the AIDS Memorial Quilt.  To-
day there are more than 44,000 three-by-
six-foot panels have been sewn together 
into a commemorative community art-
work, with each panel designed to honor 
the memory of a loved one who lost their 
life to AIDS (The History of the AIDS Quilt, 
Names Project Memorial Foundation, The 
AIDS Memorial Quilt).  The Memorial Quilt 
has 

redefined the tradition of quilt-
making in response to contempo-
rary circumstances. A memorial, a 
tool for education and a work of 
art, the Quilt is a unique creation, 
an uncommon and uplifting re-
sponse to the tragic loss of human 
life. …. The Quilt was nominated 
for a Nobel Peace Prize in 1989 
and remains the largest commu-
nity art project in the world. (p. 1)

Art works have also been created with the 
intent of bringing a sense of closure to old 
wounds and discord, thus commemorat-
ing the event. Among the most well-known 
examples of contemporary commemorative 
art are the Vietnam War Memorial by 
Maya Lin and the Civil Rights Memorial by 
the same artist (Storr, 2001).  Both were in-

Milbrandt/Understanding the Role of Art
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independent groups, often against the 
desires of the government.  As an art-
ist Holzer has asserted a right that all 
citizens have, and re-imagined these 
documents in a truly public  way.” 
(Desai, Hamline & Mattson, 2010, p. 
105-106) 

Holzer raises issues about the image 
of our country abroad and the Consti-
tutional right of all Americans to access 
information about our government and 
the right to free speech. In a similar vein, 
The Freedom of Expression National 
Monument by Erika Rothenberg, John 
Malpede, and Laurie Hawkinson was 
constructed in Foley Square in New York 
City from August 17- November 13, 2004.  
The traditional concept of monument was 
re-conceptualized to a participatory space 
for people to verbalize their concerns 
about the government by speaking into a 
large red microphone.  The art work both 
depicts and attempts to address the “real 
divide that many people feel from the 
systems of power and decision making 
in the United States” (Desai, Hamlin & 
Mattson, 2010, p. 102.)  While a number 
of individuals expressed strong opinions 
and concerns, the reality of their voices 
actually impacting change illustrates the 
contradictions of the democratic ideals 
presented in the Bill of Rights, and the 
realities of the process of a representa-
tive democracy (Desai, Hamlin & Mattson, 
2010).
Diffusion and Defusion

The power of these functions of activ-
ist art can be further distilled into two 

tended to honor those who gave their lives 
to their country’s greater good, but the 
racial heritage of Lin sparked controversy.  
Maya Lin’s work was challenged when 
citizens became aware that an unknown 
Asian artist was creating a memorial to an 
American war in Asia.  By the time Lin was 
commissioned to create the Civil Rights 
Memorial she was a well-known sculptor, 
but some critics still felt that a black artist 
should have been selected to construct the 
Montgomery memorial. Once viewed by 
the public each commemorative artwork 
evoked strong emotion and healing for the 
audience, raising the message above its 
contextual detractors and serving to har-
monize social tension and national conflict.     
Critiquing Social Movements 

The arts often challenge dominant 
ideas, values, and tactics of a society and 
also social movements, and their tenden-
cies toward dogma, by evoking emotions 
and meanings not easily reduced to nar-
row ideological terms.  Artists explore the 
tensions and boundaries of public and 
private space.  Jenny Holzer recently cre-
ated a series entitled, Redaction Paintings, 
in which she presents individual pages of 
declassified documents. 

The process of redaction allows the 
government to withhold details of 
documents that: have been placed 
in the public record according to the 
Freedom of Information Act assed 
by Congress in 1966.  Holzer’s use of 
these documents is a very self-con-
scious act of further publicizing and 
dissemination information that has 
been requested by citizens and  
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primary roles of art in social movements 
and on society; diffusion and defusion 
(Reed, 2005).  Through engagement of our 
emotions, activist art can communicate, 
support and extend the message of the 
social movements across society.  Certainly 
not every contemporary artist uses their 
artwork as an avenue for activism, but the 
art work of many contemporary artists 
does serve to critique, defuse and diffuse 
the message of social movements.  The 
voice of the artist becomes a catalyst for 
exploration of issues within society that 
can open avenues for dialogue and a diffu-
sion of ideas in a non-violent manner that 
supports and encourages engagement in 
democratic ideals and processes.

Once symbols and images used in 
social movements, such as peace symbols 
or Afro hairstyles, are seen as unthreaten-
ing they became appropriated and defused 
in the larger society.  While the original 
context of the symbol is lost the movement 
becomes further embedded within our col-
lective history and culture. Cultural move-
ments have the most impact when they are 
diffused into larger society in a less overtly 
ideological way, but lose their impetus 
when symbols of change are defused in-
discriminately (Reed, 2005).  Thus defusion 
and diffusion of imagery and symbols not 
only communicates across society during 
a social movement, but through time.  The 
meaning and power of images and symbols 
of one generation may radically evolve 
and change as new generations view the 
images in the context of different experi-
ences, environments, and values.  

    

  Creating Activist Art in the 
Art Classroom

Each semester I ask my art education 
methods students to work in small groups 
to create an installation that persuasively 
comments on a social issue of their choice.  
Last year instead of asking students to se-
lect their own topic for a small group instal-
lation everyone in the class addressed the 
same issue.  This change came because of 
a topic that arose during a special service 
project.

Our pre-service art education class 
partnered with a high school in the metro 
Atlanta area with a school population that 
is 85% Latino.   I worked with a faculty 
member designated as the Freshman Team 
Leader to develop a project for a group 
of 70 students who seemed “at-risk” for 
dropping out of school based on their 
attendance record and grades.  Many of 
the students we worked with came from 
homes where only Spanish is spoken; in 
their high schools gangs are predominant 
and students routinely drop out of school 
at age 16.

For part of the project the art educa-
tion students led at-risk students in the 
creation of a collaborative woven mural. 
For the mural imagery the high school 
students were asked to visualize and paint 
their goals for the future.  The high school 
students also toured Georgia State Univer-
sity and attended a ropes challenge course 
facilitated by GSU faculty designed to build 
trust and camaraderie. 

During the course of the project 
the GSU students discovered that in the 
state of Georgia each institution of higher 

Milbrandt/Understanding the Role of Art
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in Georgia because of the current laws that 
prohibit her from receiving financial aid.  
She’s very unsure of her future.  This is a 
very demoralizing situation throughout this 
school and community that wastes human 
potential and ultimately erodes society.

 After working with the high school 
students, researching and discussing the 
issue, GSU pre-service teachers con-
structed installations around the topic 
of undocumented  immigrants’ access to 
higher education.  This was an emotionally 
charged and complex topic for most stu-
dents to address.  Students discussed their 
ideas within small groups and developed  
cohesive statements for their installations.  
Based on their discussion, two student 
groups constructed installations that ad-
dressed the injustice of an educational 
system that claims to prepare all students 
to realize their dreams and then blocks 
their access to that system.  In one instal-
lation the false promises for education and 
a bright future were illustrated by hanging 
a carrot and over an enlarged inauthentic 
high school diploma that blocked access 
to further education. In another instal-
lation art education students raised the 
questions “What does it mean to be an 
American?” “What are the most important 
attributes that define being an American?” 
and “What are the responsibilities of the 
ruling majority in a democracy?” This was 
an interactive installation that invited view-
ers to contribute comments by writing on a 
large wall space.  The invitation to respond 
provoked a lot of discussion in the hallway 
and written comments from participants.   

These classroom experiences may be 

education can decide who they admit, but 
even if admitted undocumented students 
are charged out of state tuition and denied 
financial aid.  Denying access to financial 
aid prohibits most undocumented students 
from entering Georgia colleges and univer-
sities. Our small partnering high school has 
a total school population of around 800 
students; 500 of those students are undoc-
umented residents.  The longer we worked 
at the school the more stories of heart-
break and frustration we heard from not 
only students, but also from teachers and 
administrators.  One particularly touching 
story was about Anita, who wants to be an 
art teacher.  She is president of her senior 
class and the art honor society in her 
school.  She is at the top of her class with 
a 3.9 grade point average and she works 
part time to contribute to her family’s 
income.  Anita can’t afford to go to school 

The Georgia State University Ropes 
Challenge Course is designed to promote 
trust and team work among participants. 

The freshmen high school students who 
participated in the program were 

considered “at risk” and some were known 
to be members of rival gangs.
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One installations questioned the validity 
of a high school diploma for students who 
may have grown up in the United States as 

undocumented immigrants.  

Even when students earn a high school 
diploma they may not have access to the 
further education needed to achieve their 

dreams.
   

perceived as activist art, or perhaps trans-
formational activism.  The term “transfor-
mational activism” suggests that people 
need to transform on the inside as well on 
the outside in order to create any meaning-
ful change in the world (Scott, 1992).  As I 
listened to Georgia State pre-service teach-
ers share their ideas and attitudes about 
this aspect of illegal immigration I noticed 
changes in their comments and discussion.  
The impatience and initial anger surround-

ing the immigration topic gradually defused 
as students discussed the controversial 
topic and constructed a work of art.
As the students found ways to resolve dif-
ferences in opinions within small working 
groups they created a message that was dif-
fused to a larger audience. The artistic pro-
cess allowed the students to take a stand 
on an issue and have a voice, individually 
empowering, and collectively expressing 
their concerns.  This process eventually 
elicited more questions about the issue.  
Although a solution to the immigration 
issue was not found, and little consensus 
within the large group was reached, the 
difficulty of grappling with complex social 
realities demonstrated the multi-layered 
nature of contemporary issues that require 
a citizenry willing to move past initial re-
sponses to solve problems. Students began 
to understand why some contemporary art 
simply raises questions or communicates 
ambiguity.  Answers or solutions are not 
always immediately found. Based on their 
comments many of the students will con-
tinue to investigate the complexities of the 
immigration issue.    

As previously mentioned, during the 
GSU mural project the high school students 
also changed, becoming more open to 
discussing their problems and consider-
ing ways that they could better support 
each other in reaching their goals to stay 
in school.  Transformational politics guide 
participants to look inwardly to define their 
view of true power (Scott, 1992).  Develop-
ing deep connections to others taps a new 
sense of belonging and trust.  This supports 
power structures that are not over some-

Milbrandt/Understanding the Role of Art
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students with “a way to practice the arts of 
consideration and taking a stand…the arts 
are the foundation of democratic citizen-
ship and personal development” (Matt-
son, 2010, p. 18).   The challenges of living 
peaceably in a diverse community require  
opening the minds of residents to new 
ideas, diverse cultural practices, and the 
re-constructed historical perspectives that 
can ultimately build more productive social 
relationships, including the democratic 
practice (Giroux, 2003).   Social movements 
alter cultural codes that bring about social 
change. While the arts transmit traditional 
cultural mores important for maintain-
ing social order, they are also an essential 
component of social movements that call 
for personal and collective social transfor-
mation.  Paradoxically, while works of art 
can be put to political ends aesthetic texts 
cannot be reduced to only political mean-
ings.  If arts are to critique and transcend 
ideology the conflict between politics and 
art must not be solved (Reed, 2005). 

As a society we need individuals with 
the will and passion to purposefully critique 
the actions and assumptions of society in 
works of art.  Facilitating change within 
society is an ongoing function of the arts, 
through works of literature, music, and the 
visual arts, including digital media.  Looking 
and thinking critically about contemporary 
visual art prepares students to become 
more thoughtful of the messages commu-
nicated and the power of those images to 
shape a socially just and equitable society.  
As students understand the relationship of 
the arts to contemporary social movements 
they may better understand how imagery 

During the final phase of the project 
Georgia State art education pre-service 

teachers worked with high school students 
to create a woven painted mural.  

Each student painted their goals on a strip 
of heavy paper.  

The strips were then woven together to 
symbolize the importance of each 

individual’s contributions and support to 
the overall success of the group. 

one, but rather power to unleash collective 
creativity in constructing or re-conceptu-
alizing society.  Transformational activism 
supports looking for common values among 
members and then negotiating relation-
ships that are productive and satisfying to 
all. In the process one or both parties may 
find their inner landscape and paradigms 
changing (Kriesberg, 1992).       

Conclusion
Sustainability of the democratic 

process is based on the ability of individu-
als to develop their voice, exercise their 
liberties in responsible ways, and routinely 
adapt to changing leadership in policies and 
government. Thinking critically about the 
arts and their historic contexts may provide 



18

References

Anderson, T. & Milbrandt, M. (2005). Art for life. New York: McGraw-Hill.

activism. (2010). In Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary.  Retrieved January 31, 2010, from http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
 activism

Agosin, M. (1989). Scraps of life: Chilean arpilleras. Translated by C. Franzen, Trenton, NJ: The Red Sea Press. 

Bonner, M. D. (2007).  Sustaining Human Rights: Women and Argentine Human Rights Organizations. University Park: Pennsylvania State 
 University Press.

Carroll, K. (2006).   Towards a holistic paradigm of art education. Visual Arts Research, 32(1).

David, L., Bender, L.  Burns, S. Z.,  Chilcott, L. & Guggenheim, D.  (2006). An inconvenient truth. USA: Paramount Studio.

Desai, D. & Hamlin, J. (2010). Artists in the realm of historical methods: The sound, smell, and taste of history. In D. Desai, J. Hamlin, and R. 
 Mattson (2010). History as art, art as history: Contemporary art and social studies education (pp. 47-65).  New York: Routledge. 

Desai, D., J. Hamlin, J. & Mattson, R. (2010). History as art, art as history: Contemporary art and social studies education.  New York: Routledge. 

Eisner, E. (2004).  The Arts and the Creation of Mind. Yale University Press.

Giroux, H. (2003). Do hope and critical pedagogy matter under the reign of neoliberalism? In Issues in art and design teaching, (Eds.) N. Addison 
 and L. Burgess, 8-18, London: Routledge Falmer.

Greene, M. (2000). Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the Arts, and Social Change. New York: Wiley, John & Sons Inc.

The NAMES Project Foundation, The History of the AIDS Memorial Quilt, Atlanta, GA. Retrieved January 20, 2010 from:  
 http://www.aidsquilt.org/history.htm

Kriesberg, S.K. (1992). Transforming power-domination, empowerment, and education. New York: State University of New York Press.

Lofland, J. (1995). Charting degrees of movement culture. In (Eds.) H. Johnston and B. Klandersmans Social movements and cultures, (188-216). 
 Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Mattson, R. (2010).  Using visual historical methods in K-12 art classroom.  In D. Desai, J. Hamlin, and R. Mattson (2010). History as art, art 
 as history: Contemporary art and social studies education (pp. 15-34). New York: Routledge. 

Mirzoeff, N. (1999, 2009).  An introduction to visual culture.  New York: Routledge.

Payne, C.M. (1995).  I’ve got the light of freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle.  Berkeley, CA: University of 
 California Press.

Read, T.V. (2005). The Art of Protest: Culture and Activism from the Civil Rights Movement to the Streets of Seattle. Minneapolis: University of 
 Minnesota.

Robertson, J. & McDaniel, G. (2005). Themes of contemporary art; Visual art after 1980. New York, Oxford Press. 

Scott, J.C. (1992).  Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts.  Yale University Press. 

Storr, R. (2001).  I am I because… In Art: 21: Art in the twenty-first century. New York: Harry N. Abrams.

Tarrow, S. (1997). A movement society. In S. Buechler and F.K. Cylke, Social movements: Perspectives and issues. New York: McGraw Hill.

Walker, K. (January 15, 2010).  Business or pleasure presented at Georgia State University Symposium. Disobedience: Art as agent of change. 
 Atlanta, GA.: Rialto Center for the Arts.

can signal the need for social change or justice and motivate personal and collective trans-
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While the Art for Life model of authentic visual arts instruction is receiving 
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Since the publication of Anderson and Milbrandt’s book, Art for Life (2005), we 
have taught in and near three large universities in three different states where the 
text was used by art education professors involved in preservice teacher prepara-

tion.  Additionally, we discussed the use of the text with numerous other art educators 
at state and national conferences.  As the growing use of Art for Life as a higher educa-
tion text became apparent to us, we also wondered about the model’s implementation 
in K-12 classrooms.  The purpose of this article is to describe our efforts in creating and 
instructing an Art for Life inspired unit in a fifth grade classroom in a public elementary 
school in Georgia.  Our particular approach emphasized instructional collaboration and 
interdisciplinary opportunities provided by the model as we co-taught many aspects 
of the unit as an elementary education generalist working alongside a professor of art 
education.

Background
Art for Life (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005) presented a holistic, authentic approach 

to teaching art that focuses on thematic instruction with connections made to real life 
rather than creating art for its own sake.  Art, both in and outside of the classroom, is 
seen as a way to communicate personal meaning, as well as the human experience it-
self.  The model advocates thematic instruction, or the organization of educational units 
around central issues of human significance, as a method for connecting learning to real 
world problems.  In Art for Life, such themes are often introduced through the presenta-
tion of visual artwork that addresses these real life concerns.   

Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) discussed the curricular structure of Art for Life as 
a comprehensive approach that includes objectives in the traditional disciplines of art 
production, art history, art criticism, and aesthetics, but also incorporates visual culture 
studies, modern technology, and creative self-expression.  The various components of 
Art for Life are rarely addressed as individual disciplines introduced separately; a cross-
disciplinary approach is more appropriate as each discipline is just as likely to offer 
authentic contributions to the real-life themes explored in instruction.  

While Art for Life is presented as model of art education, and visual art is at its 
heart, its interdisciplinary nature allows for the integration of other subject areas in 
exploring chosen themes of interest.  Real life experiences, unlike traditional school-
ing, are not fragmented into distinct areas of subject area concentration (Dewey, 

Broome & Broome/ An Integrated Approach to Art for Life
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1916/1997) and the possibilities for inte-
gration of various subject areas into the 
Art for Life model was an approach that 
we were interested in exploring through 
our collaborative efforts as a fifth grade 
generalist working in tandem with an art 
educator.
Integrated Instruction

The connection of subject areas in a 
seamless interdisciplinary fashion is not 
new and the origins of the idea can be 
traced back to the early 19th century (Par-
sons, 2004).  These ideas had blossomed 
by the early 20th century and the call for 
an integrated approach to education could 
be heard clearly in the work of Dewey 
(1916/1997) and other prominent progres-
sive strands of education (Stankiewicz, 
2001).  In Efland’s discussion of the his-
tory of art education (1990), he presents 
Winslow’s book, The Integrated School Art 
Program (1939), as one of the first pub-
lications to concentrate primarily on the 
visual arts as an appropriate subject area 
to connect with other disciplines.  Other 
notable efforts in integrated arts instruc-
tion during this era include the Owatonna 
Project initiated in 1931 (Efland, 1990) 
and the Reggio Emilia approach to early 
childhood education introduced by Loris 
Malaguzzi in the aftermath of World War II 
in Italy (Gardner, 2000; Hinckle, 1991). 

While the roots of integrated arts 
instruction can be traced back to over 100 
years ago, there has been no loss of inter-
est in the topic during the 21st century.  
The National Art Education Association 
released two books on the subject of 
interdisciplinary art education during a 

two-year time span in 2005 and 2006 
(Stokrocki, 2005; Taylor, Carpenter, Ballen-
gee-Morris, & Sessions, 2006) and numer-
ous other publications have appeared on 
the topic in the recent decade (Burnaford, 
Aprill, & Weiss, 2001; Daniel, Stuhr, & 
Ballengee-Morris, 2006; Goldberg, 2006; 
Parsons, 2004; Smilan & Miraglia, 2009).

Considering the sustained interest in 
this topic over a significant period of time, 
it is natural that a number of different 
versions of integrated arts instruction 
have developed over the years (Mishook 
& Kornhaber, 2006; Parsons, 2004).  Eisner 
(2002) categorized these various inte-
grated arts approaches into four distinct 
categories.  The first of these approaches 
involves the use of visual art to help 
students understand a particular histori-
cal time period, such as using examples of 
photographs, music, clothing, and archi-
tecture to enhance student understand-
ing of a specific era.  The goal of a second 
approach is to assist students in making 
comparisons and contrasts between dif-
ferent types of visual and performing arts, 
such as recognizing how rhythm and rep-
etition are both similar and different when 
used in music versus a painting.  A third 
version of integrated arts involves creative 
problem solving where students are given 
an open-ended task, such as designing a 
playground, that naturally requires the use 
of multiple disciplines in order to solve the 
problem at hand.  

A final approach utilizes a univer-
sal theme or big idea (Walker, 2001) of 
relevance to students’ lives as the central 
focus for instruction, with the
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 incorporation of a variety of academic 
areas, both in the arts and other subjects, 
to enhance the unit through authentic and 
meaningful connections (Eisner, 2002).  It 
is this last approach that seemed to have 
the best fit with the goals of Art for Life 
and best suited our goals in implementing 
an integrated co-taught Art for Life inspired 
lesson at the elementary level.  As an art 
education professor and a supporter of 
arts instruction, it was also important to 
us that our integrated approach placed the 
visual arts in a co-equal role (Bresler, 1995) 
to the other subject areas involved in the-
matic instruction, rather than a subservient 
role. 

The Instructional Unit
One of us (Monica) was working as 

a fifth grade teacher at a public elemen-
tary school in Georgia and the other (Jeff) 
was working as a visiting professor of art 
education at a nearby large state univer-
sity when we began to plan the unit.  We 
have been married for over 10 years and 
had worked together previously at another 
elementary school where Jeff was the art 
specialist.  We found that the congruency 
in our educational philosophies, as well as 
our knowledge of each other’s strengths 
and weaknesses in subject area familiar-
ity, and ability to cooperate, collaborate, 
and compromise with each other offered 
us advantages in planning an instructional 
unit together.  As a married couple, we also 
had the luxury of doing a great deal of in-
structional planning at our own home at our 
own leisure.  Burnaford, Aprill, and Weiss 
(2001) offered a number of suggestions in 

finding collaborative co-teaching partners 
interested in arts integration, and we will 
revisit some of these strategies in the con-
clusion of this article as we acknowledge 
that our own educational partnership is 
unique in nature.

Since the integrated Art for Life unit 
would take place in Monica’s classroom, 
it is relevant to note that she had worked 
with the same basic core of students the 
year before, as she had volunteered to 
loop (Ball, Grant, & Johnson, 2006), or stay 
with her students, for a prescribed period 
of years in order to establish a continuity 
of caring (Noddings, 1996).  The relation-
ships between students and their teacher 
had been built upon from the previous 
year, and classroom routines and expecta-
tions had been established and practiced 
over consecutive years.  Most of the 
students had met Jeff previously during 
his informal visits to the class for school 
functions, and nearly all were aware that 
he was an art education professor at the 
nearby university.

While the school was situated ap-
proximately six miles from the large uni-
versity, its location was in a smaller rural 
incorporated municipality with a popula-
tion of around 1,100.  In terms of school 
demographics, approximately half of the 
students were African American, slightly 
less than 30% were Hispanic, approxi-
mately18% were White, and the remaining 
smaller percentages were comprised of 
multiracial groups, Asian Americans, and 
Native Americans (greatschools, 2007).   
During the year that we implemented our 
integrated unit, the school received Title 

Broome & Broome/ An Integrated Approach to Art for Life
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process, we considered local concerns, 
prominent national events in recent years, 
the role art could play in authentically ex-
ploring such themes, and how such issues 
might relate to the framework established 
by state educational standards (Anderson 
& Milbrandt, 2005; Burnaford et al., 2001).  
In the end, we selected a theme entitled, 
The Impact of Environmental Forces on our 
Lives.  We made our selection based on 
the concern over the devastation caused 
by Hurricane Katrina just two years earlier, 
the drought and water restrictions facing 
the state of Georgia, and the connection 
to Georgia Performance Standards for 
earth science in fifth grade that related to 
the destructive forces of nature (Georgia 
Department of Education, 2008).  

Among the key concepts of our unit 
was that natural disasters are real events 
that impact real lives in very real ways 
(not as glamorized in action-adventure 
disaster movies) and, as such, the result-
ing devastation to humankind should be 
a concern to all, even if the event is not 
directly local.  Art and other subject areas 
can be used to explore how others have 
faced and depicted natural disasters, to 
personally reflect on such experiences, 
and to uncover understandings of the 
inner workings of environmental forces.  
Although we planned the unit as a team, 
we relied on each other’s specific subject 
area knowledge, and on resources that we 
created and used in the past (Lancaster et 
al., 2001).  By the end of the brainstorming 
sessions, we had a suitable framework for 
integrating the subject areas of visual art, 
science, and language arts into a nine-

One status from the federal government 
for its high percentage of economically 
disadvantaged students.  The fifth grade 
class that we worked with had 28 stu-
dents.

We brainstormed the broader frame-
work for most of the instructional unit dur-
ing the public school preplanning period in 
the summer of 2007.  Believing in the Art 
for Life position that learning can be more 
meaningful when it is connected to real 
life themes of concern for students, our 
planning logically began with the selection 
of an appropriate instructional theme.  We 
briefly considered the option of directly 
involving students in the selection of 
their own topic of thematic instruction 
when they returned to school in the fall, 
a strategy that we consider viable and is 
supported by others (Kasten & Lolli, 1998; 
Ostrow, 1995).  However, we put this idea 
aside when we considered this approach 
would not allow for collaborative planning 
to begin until the fall semester was already 
underway when our professional sched-
ules would were filled with other instruc-
tional and service responsibilities.

Instead we decided to trust our judg-
ment as experienced educators, Monica’s 
knowledge of her students’ interests 
from the previous year, and suggestions 
in literature regarding the creation of 
teacher-directed instructional themes 
as an equally suitable option (Anderson 
& Milbrandt, 2005; Coyne, 2000; Bask-
will, 1988), and selected a relevant unit 
of instruction when the convenience of 
our summer schedule allowed more op-
portunities for focused planning.  In this 
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week long instructional unit.  Finally it was 
agreed that Jeff would visit the fifth grade 
classroom as a guest co-instructor once a 
week to help facilitate art instruction.  

While it was our intention to avoid 
obvious subject area delineation when 
introducing the instructional unit, such 
distinctions were useful in organizing the 
report of our experiences and have been 
used as part of the framework below.  The 
details of the activities included within the 
unit are presented with interwoven entries 
from our own reflective journals that we 
both kept throughout the experience.
Introducing the Unit

The first day of the instructional unit 
started with a discussion of current events 
that involved natural disasters and includ-
ed the projection of real life images from 
both a recent earthquake in Indonesia and 
a flood in central Sudan.  Monica facili-
tated a whole group conversation where 
students shared personal experiences re-
lated to natural disasters or their own re-
membrances of such disasters in the news.  
Not surprisingly, Hurricane Katrina was a 

frequent topic of discussion while other 
students’ comments had to be redirected 
toward disasters caused by environmental 
forces, rather than by humans or malfunc-
tioning machines.  The discussion led the 
class to develop a working definition for 
natural disasters and students agreed that 
they would keep journals of such cata-
strophic events detailed in the news and 
that they would chart new disasters on the 
classroom world map.
Integrating Science

For the first of several ongoing as-
signments involved in our instructional 
unit, Monica divided the class up into 
cooperative groups each consisting of four 
students.  She randomly assigned each 
group a natural disaster (tornado, earth-
quake, hurricane, tsunami, flood, wild fire, 
or blizzard) to research with the ultimate 
goal of uncovering five designated key 
points about the disaster to share through 
an open-ended project presented to their 
classmates.

As a major component of the proj-
ect, students detailed one significant 
historical occurrence of their designated 
disaster and reflected on the impact that 
it had for the people and communities of 
that time period.  The manner in which 
students could share information about 
their disaster was open-ended, but several 
suggested methods included a variety of 
visual and performing art forms such as 
(a) informational skits, (b) poster presen-
tations, (c) performed television com-
mercials, (d) performed radio shows, or 
(e) group created newspapers, magazines, 
books, or comic books.

The Natural Disasters Classroom 
Wall Map
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Along with the presentation, each 
team also created and performed a visual 
simulation of the destructive forces of 
their designated natural disaster at work.  
As a collaborative group, each team drew 
a blueprint of how their simulation might 
be performed and were required to 
pretest their simulation in advance of the 
presentation date.  If the pretest was un-
successful, groups revised their blueprints 
and tried again until the results were 
satisfactory. 
Integrating Language Arts

Students could choose between 
two different designated texts, or focus 
novels, to serve as the centerpiece for 
their language arts instruction.  The use 
of two texts allowed Monica to differenti-
ate her instruction (Tomlinson, 2001) by 
student readiness levels in reading, and 
also offered students an alternative book 
to explore based on their interests or as 
an extension activity if they completed all 
work related to their first choice.  Many of 
the students chose Earthquake at Dawn 
(Gregory, 1992), a work of historical fiction 
based on the San Francisco earthquake of 
1906.  Notably to art educators, the book 
contains historic photographs of the quake 
taken by an emerging photographer of 
the era, Edith Irvine, and offers a partially 
fictionalized account of her firsthand 
experiences on that fateful day.  Many 
other students chose a work of non-fic-
tion, Earthquake, by Christopher Lampton 
(1991) as their focus novel instead.

Regardless of their book selection, 
students kept a literature log to reflect on 
their daily reading and also to respond to 

predetermined comprehension questions.  
Students also met periodically in small 
cooperative groups to discuss their read-
ings and were given individualized tasks 
to perform prior to these meetings so 
that each student would have something 
unique to bring to the conversation.  In 
brief, these tasks asked students to either 
(a) make connections between the text 
and outside events, (b) offer a summary 
of a recent reading, (c) illustrate a pas-
sage from the story and use the image as 
a catalyst for discussion, (d) identify new, 
unusual, or exciting words introduced in 
the text and discuss their meaning, or (e) 
select a dynamic passage from the book 
to use as a read-aloud opportunity and to 
spark further discussion about effective 
writing.   
Integrating Visual Art 

The unit was underway by the time Jeff 
made his first visit to the classroom as a 
visiting co-instructor and art specialist.  
The activities began with the projection of 

Students worked collaboratively at a com-
puter laptop station as they researched 

their assigned natural disaster in prepara-
tion for an informative group project to be 

presented to their classmates.
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Having completed this extensive 
list, we asked the students to review 
the artwork again and search for other 
imagery, aside from the disasters, that 
was included in every single art historical 
example.  After some investigation, several 
students commented that every image 
depicted at least one person within its 
composition.  In response, we projected 
the images yet again and, for each image, 
asked the students to consider the emo-
tions that the people in the artwork might 
be experiencing.  On a separate sheet 
of posted chart paper, we recorded the 
emotions described by the students: fear, 
sadness, bravery, despair, thoughtfulness, 
and relief.

For each emotion listed, we coun-
tered with an adapted line of questioning 
recommended by Barrett (1997) and asked 
students to describe the visual evidence in 
the artwork that allowed them to interpret 
the feelings of the figures in each image.  
We paraphrased and charted the students’ 
answers to this line of inquiry as well and 
generated a list of responses that noted 

a series of visual artwork onto the class-
room whiteboard, with each image con-
taining an artist’s depiction of a particular 
type of natural disaster.  Image by image, 
students identified the natural disasters in 
the art historical examples and we wrote 
their responses on posted chart paper as 
the activity progressed.  

While many other images could have 
been displayed, we made our selections 
based on the portrayal of a variety of natu-
ral disasters and also as an attempt to se-
lect a variety of artists that were diverse in 
their gender and ethnicity.  Our selections 
included the following: John Steuart Curry’s 
Tornado Over Kansas, Katsushika Hokusai’s 
The Great Wave of Kanagawa, Edith Irvine’s 
Brewery? (earthquake), Charles Deas’ Praire 
Fire, Winslow Homer’s The Gulf Stream 
(water spout), and selections from Kara 
Walker’s post-Hurricane Katrina installa-
tion, After the Deluge.  After the students 
identified these disasters, we asked them 
to name other types not represented in the 
art historical images and we wrote these 
examples on the chart paper as well.

Students
identified the 

natural 
disasters 
portrayed 

in a series of 
artwork 

projected on the 
class 

whiteboard.
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Overall, I thought the introduc-
tion went extraordinarily well!  The 
students were really enthusiastic and 
our discussion was quite lively.  Unlike 
many other classes I’ve seen in differ-
ent contexts, we certainly didn’t have 
to pull any teeth to get students to talk 
about the unit.  I could be wrong, but 
I think all the foundation that Monica 
put into introducing this theme and 
the research that the kids are doing 
played a big part in their involvement 
today.  They were already knowledge-
able and enthusiastic about natural di-
sasters prior to my arrival, and I think 
this made them more invested in the 
project and more secure in answering 
questions.

Of course, I shouldn’t overlook the 
greater possibility that the students’ 
interest and enthusiasm is inherent 
in the theme itself.  No matter how 
much you prepare students for a topic, 
it doesn’t mean that they are going 
to care about it.  I think the focus on 
themes that are relevant to students’ 
lives and interests might be one of the 
most compelling aspects of the “Art 
for Life” model.  Education, like art, 
should be about things that count in 
life.

The project. Throughout the instruc-
tional unit, students continued to work on 
their science simulations, explored their 
focus novels, and worked on their art proj-
ects, with special time reserved
 specifically for the latter activity during, 
but not limited to, Jeff’s weekly visits 

the artists’ depiction of facial expression, 
pose of figures, emotional use of color, 
and other setting-specific context clues to 
portray the intended feeling.

Near the conclusion of this session, 
we discussed how students could use the 
information gleaned from our analysis of 
the art historical images to create their 
own visual depictions of natural disasters.  
We provided students with a planning 
sheet that included a series of questions 
to help them focus on the parameters 
of an upcoming two-dimensional art 
project.  These parameters included the 
following requirements: (a) each student’s 
artwork will depict a natural disaster, 
(b) the artwork will include at least one 
human, (c) the student will consciously 
select the emotion(s) he or she wishes 
to portray in his or her figure(s), and (d) 
the student will consciously select and 
use the artistic technique(s) or method(s) 
that he or she feels is most appropriate 
to portray such emotion(s).  The planning 
sheet also included several small boxes 
for students to use in creating thumbnail 
sketches in preparation for their larger 
final image.  We also informed students 
that they would be given a small sample of 
two-dimensional media (pencils, markers, 
crayons, and watercolor paint) to chose 
from for their final project, and we asked 
them to consider which choice(s) might be 
best used to accomplish the goals stated 
above.

The passage below is excerpted from 
Jeff’s reflective journal and illustrates his 
thoughts on the introductory art session 
with the fifth grade class.
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to the class.  Students presented their 
planning sheets to us and discussed their 
intended choice of two-dimensional media 
before beginning work on larger sheets 
of paper for their final projects.  Several 
students asked about the possibility of 
including more than one disaster in their 
image and justified their plan through 
information gathered during their ongo-
ing research projects.  It is not unusual for 
one disaster to lead to  others, such as an 
earthquake that leads to tidal waves and 

were then several other students who 
combined natural disasters in a sort 
of absurd fashion straight from your 
typical Hollywood disaster movie.  
This was the exact sort of unrealis-
tic portrayal of these situations . . .  
divorced from the reality and tragedy 
of such events for real people . . . that 
we were hoping to avoid.  Fortunately, 
it was only a handful of students who 
took such liberties with the param-
eters of the project.  In hindsight, I 
think it was the right decision to allow 
the combination of disasters in certain 
instances, but we should have required 
students to justify the reasons for the 
combination and only allowed it on a 
case-by-case basis.

The students worked diligently on 
their artwork for several weeks and the 
results displayed a wide variety of natu-
ral disasters and ways to portray human 
emotions in the face of such disasters (see 
Figures 5 and 6).  As the projects neared 
completion, Jeff took time in his journal to 
reflect on the students’ art.

Overall the students worked really 
hard on their artwork and I’m very 
pleased with the results.  In terms of 
the parameters and objectives that we 
set at the outset of the project, I think 
every student has met or will meet our 
goals.  I think an overlooked and im-
portant aspect to instruction based on 
real life themes is that you don’t have 
to be the “most talented” or techni-
cally precise artist in the class to have 
created a successful and meaningful 

fires, or a hurricane that produces torna-
dos in its destructive path.  
Monica reflected on our subsequent deci-
sion to allow students to include more 
than one disaster in their artwork in her 
reflective journal.

It seemed like a good idea at the time, 
because it came about from some 
students’ investigations and discover-
ies in other areas of our instructional 
unit.  But our good intentions also sort 
of opened up Pandora’s Box as there 

After preliminary planning, students 
worked on their natural disaster images in 
their fifth grade classroom and were given 
several choices of two-dimensional media 
to best portray intended emotions in their 

figures and the disaster itself.
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project.  Take Cindy [a pseudonym], for 
instance . . .  In terms of technical skill, 
she is not nearly as advanced as many 
of her peers.  In the beginning of the 
project she was afraid to take the risk 
of moving beyond stick figures in order 
to show emotion in her people.  She 
worked so hard in drawing a person 
as best as she could.  But in the end, 
an open-ended thematic approach 
allowed her to address the assignment 
at her own readiness level and she was 
still able to meet all of the parameters 
of the project . . .  she had a disaster, 
and a human figure that was clearly 
showing emotion through pose and fa-
cial expression . . . and Cindy managed 
to create a work of art that portrayed 
the reality of the situation more ac-
curately than some of her peers that 
went off on fantastical tangents.

It’s those tangents that always 
seem to create minor sticking points in 
thematically orientated art projects.  
There is always that sort of song-and-
dance that we do with some students 
in almost negotiating (Hafeli, 2000) 
what imagery students prefer to draw 
and what imagery we as teachers 
see as appropriate for a designated 
theme [citation not included in original 
journal entry].  Some of the boys 
were absolutely focused on making 
low-rider trucks and cars as points of 
visual emphasis as families sped away 
from erupting volcanoes or as cars 
were tossed about in a tornado . . .  
and there was no convincing Willy [a 
pseudonym] not to include those cool 

surfer dudes in his tsunami image.  
Those instances were in the minor-
ity, but as a teacher I always dwell on 
future improvements.

Writing about art.  Once we identified 
a few students who were nearly finished 
with their project, we introduced the next 
stage of our unit that required students to 
craft a written story about their completed 
work of art.  Monica introduced the activ-
ity and discussed how each work of art 
only represented a snapshot of a much 
larger story that was most likely missing a 
beginning and an ending.  She provided a 
graphic organizer sheet to help students 
brainstorm the missing pieces to their 
stories in terms of the problems, actions, 
and results surrounding the imagery in 
their artwork.  Students completed both 
the graphic organizer sheet and a rough 
draft of their narrative, while constantly 
referring to the details in their own art, 
before completing their final story.  An 
excerpt from one of the completed stories 
is presented below.

It came out of nowhere.  Boom!!! 
People ran screaming and 
people tried to get to safety. But the 
Brown family had no idea until Susan, 
their 4-year old daughter, told them 
that she heard some screaming. They 
looked out the door when Jacob, their 
younger son, said, “Run!  Tornado!” 
“Where is a safe place?” asked Kim, 
the mother. “I know,” said Jim, the 
father.  “The basement!”  

They ran to safety, so they 
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lots of details.  The drawing became 
like an ongoing story to him.  When he 
finished his art project, he was excited 
to write down the story that he had 
been creating in his head and on paper 
all along.  He felt really proud of both 
his artwork and his story!  As a result 
of that, he entered his story in a district 
writing contest and won with his entry 
from our unit.  What a way to break 
the old “writers block” that all of us 
have experienced!  He gained his self-
esteem and motivation as a writer and 
has continued on that path ever since 
our unit concluded.

Conclusions
Our goal for this project was to corrob-

oratively create and instruct an integrated 
Art for Life inspired unit suitable for an 
elementary classroom, and also to docu-
ment our efforts, successes, and failures 
along the way.  For the most part, we feel 
as if the unit was successful in depicting Art 
for Life as an educational model that can 
be easily adapted and expanded to sustain 

 Fifth grade student’s depiction of a
 tornado disaster

thought.  Susan felt the storm get-
ting stronger!  The family was scared!  
They could still hear the loud shriek of 
the townspeople.

Thankfully the storm went away 
after awhile.  The Brown family ran 
out of the house and thought they 
were going to get in their truck, 
but the tornado took it, so they just 
walked to town.  Half of the town was 
gone, and even the mayor was killed 
by the dreadful tornado.  The towns-
people were glad the storm was over, 
but the Browns were very sad because 
they loved the mayor like a brother...

Many of the students’ stories, like the 
one above, presented another opportunity 
to consider whether or not our instruction-
al unit was effective in portraying natural 
disasters as real events that impact the 
lives of real people, and that these occur-
rences deserve our attention, compassion, 
and action even when they take place in far 
away locations.  For Monica, one of these 
culminating stories, in particular, gave her a 
moment to reflect on the overall effective-
ness of our integrated approach to Art for 
Life.  In her journal she wrote:

Our integrated arts approach 
to this unit seemed to help in a lot of 
unexpected ways.  Carl [a pseudonym], 
for instance, has been a reluctant 
writer since I had him in class last 
year.  I tried to get him to write about 
anything that he might be interested 
in, and nothing would work.  When he 
started his natural disaster drawing, he 
really took his time with it and added 
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an integrated approach to thematic in-
struction.  The emphasis on real life issues 
at the heart of Art for Life readily opens 
the model up for cross-curricular con-
nections to other subject areas that have 
relevance to carefully selected themes.  
In the case of our unit and its focus on 
the impact of environmental forces on 
our lives, the theme lent itself to natural 
and unforced connections to the subject 
areas of science, language arts, and the 
visual arts.  We felt as if the chosen theme 
was relevant and timely to our students’ 
lives and, for the most part, sustained 
their interest and provided meaningful 
educational opportunities throughout 
the lesson.  We hope the unit’s activities 
allowed students to understand and feel 
compassion for those who have had their 
lives altered by natural disasters and also 
to gain some respect for the reality of such 
forces of nature.

While our efforts may have been 
successful in showing the interdisciplin-
ary possibilities offered by Art for Life, our 
own execution of our approach still shows 
room for some improvement.  There 
were moments in the unit where students 
slipped into creating fantastical depictions 
of natural disasters, falling short of our 
intentions for students to grasp the reality 
of such environmentally caused catastro-
phes.  While few challenging lessons are 
rarely ever always successful, and students 
often tend to negotiate what they prefer 
to depict with the expectations of teach-
ers’ assignments (Hafeli, 2000), we still see 
where this shortcoming in our achieving 
our overall objectives could have been 

avoided with both minor and major adjust-
ments on our part.  

On the smaller scale, we opened the 
door for the creation of some of these 
unrealistic portrayals of natural disasters 
by universally allowing all students to 
combine multiple environmental forces 
in their art, instead of only on a case-by-
case basis.  On the larger scale, and in 
retrospect, we both feel as if we missed 
a major opportunity to crystallize the big 
ideas behind our instructional unit by not 
including a community service component 
that allowed for meaningful outreach to 
survivors and victims of actual natural 
disasters.

In consideration of this oversight, and 
for those who might be interested in de-
signing an integrated Art for Life unit, we 
highly suggest the allowance of significant 

 
 Fifth grade student’s depiction of a

 volcano disaster



32

References

Anderson, T., & Milbrandt, M. K.  (2005).  Art for life: Authentic instruction in art.  New York, NY:  McGraw-Hill.

Ball, T., Grant, J., & Johnson, B.  (2006).  Looping.  In N. C. Lester & L. Constable (Eds.), Multiage in a nutshell: Your guide to a 
 multiage classroom (pp. 14-17). Eagleby, Australia: Multiage Association of Queensland.

Barrett, T.  (1997).  Talking about student art.  Worcester, MA: Davis.

Baskwill, J.  (1988, August/September).  Themestorming.  Teaching K-8, 19, 80-82.

Bresler, L.  (1995).  The subservient, co-equal, affective, and social integration styles and their implications for the arts.  Arts 
 Education Policy Review, 96(5), 31-37.

Burnaford, G., Aprill, A., & Weiss, C.  (Eds.).  (2001).  Renaissance in the classroom: Arts integration and meaningful learning.  
 Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

and ample time to plan such units in advance.  We worked on creating our instructional 
unit throughout the summer months, yet there are still significant aspects that we 
would change to our overall unit design.

For those who wish to try our collaborative approach to co-teaching an integrated 
Art for Life unit, we suggest taking time to find interested colleagues with whom you 
share similar educational philosophies and with whom you work well.  We acknowledge 
that, as a married couple who has worked together at the same school site in the past, 
we find instructional collaboration to be enjoyable and found it relatively easy to make 
instructional plans during our own personal time and within the comfort of our own 
home.  If you are seeking an interdisciplinary instructional partner for the first time, 
Burnaford et al. (2001) provide examples of successful arts integration partnerships 
and offer suggestions for those interested in identifying colleagues and building teams 
for the purpose of creating such interdisciplinary units of inquiry.  Among many rec-
ommendations, it is suggested that potential partners spend significant time planning 
together and exploring compatibility in curricular goals, teaching styles, personalities, 
schedule, and overall flexible nature. Once suitable co-teaching partnerships have been 
identified and formed, sample planning forms are provided to assist in the development 
of thematic approaches to instruction.  Most importantly, the authors suggest that “all 
you need is one other person who shares your vision” (p. 159) in order to establish a 
foundation that could lead to meaningful arts integration.

For elementary art educators who are interested in using such an integrated ap-
proach on their own without a collaborator, we urge you to integrate other subjects on a 
much smaller scale than was described in this article.  Time constraints for most elemen-
tary art educators do not realistically allow for the full range of subject area integration 
depicted here without sacrificing valuable time devoted to their own curriculum.  Finally, 
we remind classroom generalists who wish to try this integrated approach on their own, 
that the visual arts lie at the center of Art for Life and that the model would be incomplete 
without the incorporation of authentic visual arts education at the core of instruction.

Broome & Broome/ An Integrated Approach to Art for Life



33

Journal of Art for Life 1(1) 

Coyne, A. L.  (2000).  Creating a year-long theme: A teacher’s journey for multi-age and single-age classrooms.  Columbus, 
 OH: Englefield and Arnold.

Daniel, V. A., Stuhr, P. L., & Ballengee-Morris, C.  (2006).  Suggestions for integrating the arts into curriculum.  Art 
 Education, 59(1), 6-11.

Dewey, J.  (1916/1997).  Democracy and education: An introduction to the philosophy of education.  New York, NY: The Free Press.

Efland, A. D.  (1990).  A history of art education.  New York, NY:  Teachers College Press.

Eisner, E. W.  (2002).  The arts and the creation of mind.  New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Gardner, H.  (2000).  The disciplined mind: Beyond facts and standardized tests, the K-12 education that every child deserves.  
 New York, NY: Basic Books.

Georgia Department of Education. (2008).  Georgia standards: Science k-5 [Web page].  Retrieved from https://www.
 georgiastandards.org/Frameworks/Pages/BrowseFrameworks/ScienceK-5.aspx

Goldberg, M.  (2006).  Integrating the arts: An approach to teaching and learning in multicultural and multilingual settings 
 (3rd ed.).  Boston, MA: Pearson, Allyn and Bacon.

greatschools.  (2007).  Involved parents, successful kids [Web page].  Retrieved from http://www.greatschools.org

Gregory, K.  (1992).  Earthquake at dawn.  San Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.

Hafeli, M.  (2000). Negotiating “fit” in student artwork: Classroom conversations. Studies in Art Education, 41(2), 130-145.

Hinckle, P.  (1991, December 2).  The Best Schools in the World: Early Childhood – ‘A School Must Rest on the Ideal That All 
 Children are Different’.  Newsweek, 118, 53-54.

Kasten, W. C., & Lolli, E. M.  (1998).  Implementing multiage education: A practical guide.  Norwood, MA: Christopher-Gordon.

Lampton, C.  (1991).  Earthquake.  Brookfield, CT: The Millbrook Press.

Lancaster, L., Mankowski, C., Newburg, V., Russell, D., Broome, J., Kleinschmidt, E., . . . Stamets, R.  (2001).  Shake, rattle, and 
 roll!: An intermediate unit. (David C. Anchin Center, University of South Florida, 4202 East Fowler Avenue, 
 EDU 208  B), Tampa, FL.

Mishook, J. J., & Kornhaber, M. L.  (2006).  Arts integration in an era of accountability.  Arts Education Policy Review,
  107(4), 3-11.

Noddings, N.  (1996).  The caring professional.  In S. Gordon, P. Benner, N. Noddings (Eds.),  Readings in knowledge, practice, 
 ethics, and politics (pp. 160-172).  Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania.

Ostrow, J.  (1995).  A room with a different view: First through third graders build community and create curriculum.  York, 
 ME: Stenhouse.

Parsons, M.  (2004).  Art and integrated curriculum.  In E. W. Eisner & M. D. Day (Eds.), Handbook of research and policy in 
 art education (pp. 775-794).  Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Smilan, C., & Miraglia, K. M.  (2009).  Art teachers as leaders of authentic art integration.  Art Education, 62(6), 39-45.

Stankiewicz, M. A.  (2001).  Roots of art education practice.  Worcester, MA:  Davis.

Stokrocki, M.  (Ed.)  (2005).  Interdisciplinary art education: Building bridges to connect disciplines and cultures.  Reston, VA: 
 National Art Education Association.

Taylor, P. G., Carpenter, B. S., Ballengee-Morris, C., & Sessions, B.  (2006).  Interdisciplinary approaches to teaching art in 
 high school.  Reston, VA: National Art Education Association.

Tomlinson, C. A.  (2001).  How to differentiate instruction in mixed-ability classrooms (2nd ed).  Alexandria, VA: Association 
 for Supervision and Curriculum Development.

Walker, S.  (2001).  Teaching meaning in art making.  Worcester, MA: Davis.

Winslow, L. L.  (1939).  The integrated school art program.  New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.



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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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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Abstract

The determination of societal worth among 
Mexicans in Mexico and the United States 
has traditionally been decided by color (e.g. 
skin tone, hair texture, eye color). Such social 
stratification negatively affects education and 
healthcare access and has been correlated to 
increased delinquency rates as well as to vio-
lent crime. These issues raise significant social 
justice concerns. Art in Mexican societies is 
used as a way to challenge as well as to instate 
concepts relating to identity and socially as-
cribed roles. Although issues of stratification 
still abound, this paper will present an over-
view of the use of art within Mexican societies 
as a method of identity-affirmation and iden-
tity-reconstruction. Examples will be provided 
as to the role of art in informing community 
members of social injustices, implementing vi-
sual literacy, and in re-constructing visual asso-
ciations affiliated with identity. The potential 
of art education to increase social interaction, 
facilitate assimilation, and enhance cross-cul-
tural understanding will also be mentioned. 
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Art in Mexican societies is a method 
of addressing stratification through 
identity-affirmation and identity-

reconstruction. This article examines 
Mexican art that affirms identity on both 
a national and individual level. Based on 
historical examples and references to Aztec 
pre/ post-colonial-era work, NeoMexicanis-
mo, Post NeoMexicanismo, and Cholo Art,  
implicatons for artists and art educators 
working in this environment, art should be 
included as an important aspect of the cur-
riculum when they serve a high percentage 
of contemporary Mexican-American youth.

The basis of this perspective rests 
upon research illustrating ways that art 
is employed by disadvantaged members 
of society as well as how art corresponds 
with cultural and social interaction. Art is 
an essential aspect in the daily life of many 
stratified populations and is a  substitute 
for the more intellectualized verbal expres-
sions used by privileged classes (Farkas & 
Beron, 2004). Stratification is correlated 
with levels of vocabulary comprehen-
sion and usage; whereas, those of lower 
socioeconomic classes show more limited 
verbal ability (Farkas & Beron, 2004). Since 
culture is transmitted through social inter-
action (Jameson, 2006), when verbal inter-
action is limited, art serves a distinct role 
in transmitting cultural identity (Anderson 
& Milbrandt, 2005).

Images are rich with concepts not 
easily reduced to words (Anderson & Mil-
brandt, 2005; Arnheim, 2004). Cumulative-
ly, art images are said to embody the core 
aspects of a culture (Prosser, 1998), and if 
viewed and evaluated individually, images 
are provide specific information about hu-
man existence (Prosser, 1998). Art images 
culturally interpret rather than reflect the 
objects which are being represented (An-
derson & Milbrandt, 2005). Circumstances 
and relationships in an environment are 
elucidated by artists and presented in a 
personalized and reconstructed reality; 
objects depicted in art take on an identity 
unique to both the culture and the artist 
(Davies, 2008; Anderson & Milbrandt, 
2005). 

Social Stratification
The word stratification pertains to a 

layering effect of sediment occurring in 
nature. Stratification also has a sociological 
connotation and refers to the hierarchical 
positioning of classes of individuals based 
on socioeconomic factors; the lower the 
socioeconomic level, the greater the likeli-
hood that the individual will be a social 
outcast (Verdugo, 2009). Stratification 
causes serious impediments as it influ-
ences an individual’s eligibility for social 
rewards such as education and healthcare 
(Verdugo, 2009). Interestingly, research 
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indicates that in locations characterized by 
a juxtaposition of culture and genetic com-
position, such as  borderlands (e.g. United 
States and Mexico), cultural identity and 
monetary wealth are continually negoti-
ated and there is a struggle to maintain so-
cial powers (Kofoed, 2009). Although strati-
fication is not a new phenomenon and can 
be predicted based upon factors such as 
cultural juxtaposition and socioeconomic 
polarization, it does inhibit a society.

Mexicans, both within the United 
States as immigrants and within their 
country of origin, have experienced a 
system of stratification in which many fall 
short and are ineligible for social rewards 
(Massey, 2009). Color (e.g. skin tone, hair 
texture, eye color) denotes worth within 
Mexican society, and ironically, Mexico 
consists mostly of individuals with indige-
nous-derived, dark skin who are viewed as 
being below lighter-skinned Mexicans of 
European origin (Bonilla-Silva & Dietrich, 
2008). Worth assignment based on genetic 
ancestry not only limits the likelihood of 
social unity but also allows elite minority 
whites to obtain positions of leadership in 
Mexican society, falsely representing the 
Mexican majority (Bonilla-Silva & Dietrich, 
2008). Due to stratification, Mexican iden-
tity is marked by the experience of being 
an oppressed majority.
Negative Effects

Stratification perpetuates inequality 
and injustice and creates a vulnerable pop-
ulation (Grodsky, Warren & Felts, 2008). 
By negatively affecting education and 
healthcare access, stratification stimulates 
factors which increase crime rates (Farkas 

& Beron, 2004; Hackman & Farah, 2009). 
All of society suffers as a result of extreme 
stratification, even those on top. 

Symbolic interactionist theorists have 
emphasized the role that identity and self-
concept play in behavior, and definitions of 
self have been found to be a predictor of 
crime (Blumer, 1969; Brownfield & Thomp-
son, 2005). This is because self-concept is 
heavily influenced by factors such as social 
interaction (Bernburg, Krohn & Rivera, 
2006). Social rejection causes an impaired 
self-concept and leads to internal question-
ing such as, “Who am I?” An example of 
this is:  “Who am I? Mofo, I’m a gangsta.” 
Poor self-concept inevitably affect behavior 
and interactions (Bernburg et al. 2006). 
Social problems, peer group rejection, and 
low socioeconomic status (all of which 
coincide with stratification) have been 
found to correlate with increased rates of 
delinquent behavior and violence (Shaffer 
& Steiner, 2006). 

 Individuals exhibiting delinquent 
behavior and violence are excluded from 
enjoying social rewards, creating a cycle of 
socially deviant behavior and the experi-
ence of social rejection (Rebellon, 2006). 
Recidivism studies reveal that individu-
als incarcerated once in their lifetime are 
more likely to be incarcerated multiple 
times (Bernburg et al. 2006). In the United 
States Hispanic re-incarceration levels 
are higher than that of inmates of other 
ethnicities (McGovern, Demuth & Jacoby, 
2009). A growing body of research sug-
gests that Hispanic defendants are per-
ceived as a greater threat and are “blame-
worthy.” As a result, US residing Hispanic 
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defendants experience harsher penal 
outcomes (McGovern et al. 2009).

Important to consider is how social 
stigma affects stratified members. Recent 
literature suggests that pain resulting 
from physical harm and pain that results 
from social rejection affect neural circuitry 
and computational processes in the same 
way (Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004). 
The brain interprets both experiences 
similarly. Being socially rejected and being 
considered an out-group member trig-
gers a neural alarm system similar to that 
of being punched or physically assaulted. 
Many individuals experiencing such neu-
rological responses go into a fight or flight 
response. Humans may be wired to react 
vehemently to rejection. Cardiovascular 
system response intensifies, breathing rate 
increases, and heart rate quickens in a 
response similar to a threat state (Eisen-
berger & Lieberman, 2004). Individuals 
responding to environmental cues while 
in a threat state tend to make decisions 
impulsively, and the behavior that results 
may be interpreted as deviant and worthy 
of imprisonment (Rebellon, 2006). 
Effect of Stratification among Latinos

Mexicans have a long history of expe-
riencing varying forms of social stratifica-
tion, and of being labeled an out-group 
(Massey, 2009). Within the United States, 
Latino men are nearly four times more 
likely than white men to be imprisoned for 
delinquency-related infractions (McGov-
ern et al. 2009). On average, Latinos have 
lower levels of formal education and lower 
literacy rates than individuals from other 
ethnic groups (Verdugo, 2009). Addition-

ally, social and economic factors often 
limit the likelihood of social acceptance of  
native Mexicans by members of less strati-
fied groups; one third of US Latino adults 
speaks English poorly or not at all (Pew 
Hispanic Center, 2005; Grodsky et al. 2008; 
Verdugo, 2009). Additionally, millions of 
people from Mexico still speak the origi-
nal native languages (e.g. Mixtec, Tzotzil, 
Zapotec, Maya, Triqui, and Nahuatl) rather 
than Spanish. Thus it is not guaranteed 
that Mexicans in the US and/or Mexico will 
have access to services delivered in Span-
ish at social service agencies and in the 
public schools (Lockhart, 2004). 

There is a strong correlation between 
socioeconomic status and genetic heritage 
in Mexico (Farkas,  & Beron, 2004; Hack-
man, & Farah, 2009). Today’s Mexican 
population is composed primarily (60%) of 
“mestizos” or individuals of mixed-blood 
resulting from a combination of both 
indigenous and European Spanish ancestry 
(Loaeza, 2004). Today, native-born Mexi-
cans are directly linked to an indigenous 
history. However, many Mexicans would 
rather forget this or deny it all together in-
stead referring to themselves as Hispanos 
or Spanish Americans (Gonzales, 2006). 

Racism in Mexico abounds as a result 
of Mexico’s colonial past (Chorba, 2007; 
Loaeza, 2004). People of Indian descent 
(30% of Mexico’s total population) often 
bear the brunt of racism and often live in 
poverty, while lighter-skinned, Spanish-
descendent Mexicans (9% of Mexico’s total 
population) live a more comfortable life-
style in the higher socioeconomic classes in 
Mexico (Chorba, 2007; Loaeza, 2004).
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Art in Mexican Societies
Whether poor or rich, privileged or 

underprivileged, all societies have strong 
artistic aspects in their culture. Art serves a 
distinct social role (Anderson & Milbrandt, 
2005). Although issues of stratification 
related to Mexican identity have not 
been eliminated by the arts, for Mexican 
societies, art has served and continues to 
serve the role of ameliorating some of the 
negative effects of stratification (Chorba, 
2007). Art within Mexican societies, both 
in the US and in Mexico, is used as a way 
to overturn previous social systems and to 
promote an establishment of a new identi-
ty (Craig & Paraiso, 2009; Reyes, 2006; Alba 
& Islam, 2009). In some contexts, art has 
transferred cultural knowledge between 
stratified groups heightening the degree of 
understanding and socialization (Kofoed, 
2009; Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005).
Indigenous Artwork 

Since the times of the Aztec and Ma-
yan empires in Mexico, art has been used 
as a means to elevate members of society 
as well as to denote power and hierarchy 
(Sanchez, 2005). Supernatural themes and 
ritualized roles differentiated rulers from 
commoners (Sanchez, 2005). Pre-Colonial 
artwork played a decisive role in the suc-
cess of the Spanish conquest of Mexico as 
linguistic, ethnic, and social barriers limited 
verbal interactions between the conquer-
ors and the conquered (Gruzinski, 1995). 
Through artwork, imagery, and symbolic 
ritual, indigenous nobles became cultural 
brokers between the indigenous and the 
Spaniards during the conquest (Carruthers, 
2001). 

In the colonial period in Mexico, visual 
art was used to negotiate new bilateral 
relationships and identities (Franquiz, & 
Brochin-Ceballos, 2006; Kofoed, 2009; Gru-
zinski, 1995). The Pre-Colonial designs and 
techniques used by the artisan class native 
to Mexico were linked to pre-Hispanic 
religious practices and were contrary to 
Christian mores (Peterson, 1992). Conse-
quently, native artisans were persecuted 
until new crafts and techniques were intro-
duced to Mexico from Europe and taught 
to the indigenous and mestizo people 
(Carruthers, 2001). Natives learned about 
Spanish cultural while integrating new 
techniques and led to cultural pacifism as 
polarization decreased and the members 
of the indigenous population began to 
mix with the Spaniards culturally (Gruz-
inski, 1995). For several hundred years, 
Mexican fine arts embodied imitations of 
European traditions (Carruthers, 2001). As 
a result, art served as a means of propagat-
ing knowledge of the Spanish culture and 
hierarchy (Gruzinski, 1995). 
Role of Public Art

Since the early 1990’s, the concept of 
Mexicanness has being debated among 
Mexican artists. According to Chorba 
(2007), Mexicans illustrate what it means 
to be Mexican using metaphors related 
to the cultural phenomenon of blending, 
which first began in the 16th Century dur-
ing the colonial period. In Mexican society, 
individuals have communicated with one 
another using art as a means to visually 
code complex social concepts in elaborate 
metaphors. Jose Clemente Orozco’s five 
fresco murals of 1931-1932 at New York’s 
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New School for Social Research are a 
great example of this. In his work, Oro-
zco glorifies those bringing reform to the 
indigenous and mixed peasants of his state 
(Goldman, 1995).  

Another example of this can be noted 
in the work of  Yolanda López (1978) who 
explored and sifted through native imagery 
in order to present the concept of Mexican 
in a rejuvenated and modern way. Lopez 
addressed the widespread sentiment 
that Mexicans had been stripped of their 
history, language, identity and pride and 
she worked towards reestablishing a con-
nection to Mexico’s ancestry in order to 
make sense of current political and social 
struggles. Portrait of the Artist as the Virgin 
of Guadalupe (1978), the work is full of 
indigenous colonial-era symbology while 
powerfully challenging oppressive roles 
encountered by Mexican immigrants in the 
US and Mexico (Sorell & Keller, 2004). 
Among Mexicans

In Mexico art is employed as a way to 
fulfill social functions publicly. Art images 
have been used as a means of rebuilding 
identity and addressing the development 
of a new cultural phenomenon as a result 
of colonization. Art images are used as a 
means to portray shared community traits, 
to promote a sense of belonging, and to 
reconstruct the metaphor of mestizaje 
or mixed-bloodedness in an attempt to 
unify the nation (Chorba, 2007). Otherness 
and racial inequality have been and still 
are among the most widespread depic-
tions of Mexican culture (Craig, & Paraiso, 
2009; Franquiz, & Brochin-Ceballos, 2006; 
Kofoed, 2009). Art is used to create images 

of a cohesive people with a shared identity 
fitting for a collectivistic culture (Chorba, 
2007). 

The reason behind why Mexico’s 
public art centers around the idea of 
Mexicanness or Mexicanidad is linked to 
its history (Craig & Paraiso, 2009; Franquiz, 
& Brochin-Ceballos, 2006; Kofoed, 2009). 
The concept of what is Mexican is often 
confused by the fact that people in power 
do not have physically traits similar to 
or behave similar to the vast majority of 
Mexicans. In the 1990s, the Mexican gov-
ernment made overt attempts to officially 
address issues of stratification as a result 
of the country’s controversial and contrast-
ing ethnic and cultural make-up (Chorba, 

Portrait of the Artist 
as the 

Virgin of Guadalupe (1978)
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2007). Nationalism was at an all-time low 
(Craig & Paraiso, 2009) and many people 
were not proud to be Mexican because 
they felt rejected for truly being Mexican. 
Even the word Mexican is rooted in the 
language of the Aztec people, Nahuatl 
(Aguilar-Moreno, 2006). However, those 
in leadership positions in Mexico often do 
not share the knowledge of Aztec ancestry 
with the Mexican majority (Bonilla-Silva, & 
Dietrich, 2008).

During the 1990s, government repre-
sentatives of Mexico supported the notion 
of Neoculturation, or the creation of a new 
culture based on the fact that most Mexi-
cans were of mixed race (Chorba, 2007). 
Neoculturation coincided with the artistic 
movement known as Neo-mexicanismo. 
This genre of artists wanted to rebuild 
the idea of Mexicanness by reformulat-
ing interpretations of Mexican history and 
social identity (Ohio Arts Council, 2009). The 
movement attempted to define the essence 
of Mexicanness through the use of native, 
religious and historical symbols in ways that 

reflected the ideals and values of the major-
ity of Mexicans (Ohio Arts Council, 2009). 
Identity Reaffirmation

Using art to redefine the idea of 
Mexicanness through public reinterpre-
tation can be noted in the work of the 
Neo-Mexicansimo artist, Diego Rivera. In 
one of his most famous murals he depicts 
the Pelado of Mexico (Goldstein, Le Blanc, 
Quiñones, Zinsli, DeRosa,  2009). Pelado 
literally means having been peeled or 
stripped as in being stripped of rights or 
dignity. This word was used in reference to 
the majority of Mexicans.  In the 1950’s, 
during the Mexican Revolution, Mestizos 
and indigenous Mexicans (nearly 90% of 
the population), were considered, the 
Pelado (Martinez, 1960). They did not hold 
any political or economic power and they 
were impoverished. 

Rivera’s Mural del Teatro de los Insur-
gentes (1951) in Mexico City, focused on 
tensions surrounding the conceptualiza-
tion of Mexican identity. The Pelado was 
depicted in a state of Christ-like divin-
ity, physically placed in a self-sacrificing 
position between the proletariat and the 
bourgeoisie (Goldstein et al. 2009). The 

Mural del Teatro de los Insurgentes (1951) 
by Diego Rivera 
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mural portrayed a renewed interpretation 
of Mexicanness and illustrated a 
revolutionized role in society for Pelados. 
The mural portrayed the Pelados as the 
heart and soul of Mexico rather than a 
shameful inferior breed (Chorba, 2007; 
Goldstein et al. 2009). 

This was not the only mural of its type. 
During the Mexican Revolution, the sense 
of self, place, and community among the 
majority of Mexicans (e.g. mestizos and in-
digenous) was greatly influenced by artistic 
depictions. Public murals communicated 
and promoted the revolutionary ideals that 
served to benefit the majority denigrated 
segment of Mexican society. Such ideals 
included public education for all, a concept 
that was new at the time (Folgarait, 1998). 
Through public art, the Pelados were 
elevated to a state of being worthy of edu-
cation, healthcare, adequate income, and 
respect in which they were equal to those 
around them. Through art, the community 
draped itself in colorful, motivational sym-
bolism for the well-being of the stratified 
majority (Goldstein et al. 2009).
Current Use of Art

The use of murals as a public means to 
proclaim equality and to promote commu-
nication about Mexicanness spread to the 
United States as immigration increased. 
Art is being used as a tool to bring about 
change in response to imposed other-
ness and racial inequality (Reyes, 2006). 
Research is documenting identity shifts 
among the Mexican-American population 
that parallel the European and indigenous 
blending that occurred in Mexico (Alba & 
Islam, 2009). Latino murals addressing this 

can be viewed in urban areas across the 
United States and have appeared on walls, 
street signs, buildings, and even on cars 
throughout the US. This Mexican-American 
public art is commonly referred to as Cholo 
art (Reyes, 2006). Cholo is a term that has 
been applied to individuals of mixed-blood 
ancestry, and is rooted in a Nahuatl term 
similar to the word, mutt (Vigil, 1988). This 
term was used for indigenous Mexicans in 
a derogatory manner by Spaniards. Today 
this term is used by Mexican-American 
youth in a reference similar to brother or 
nigga and denotes pride in their cultural 
heritage (Reyes, 2006). 

The art of the Cholos permeates the 
areas in which they reside. Art is created 
on used Chevrolets and other low-rider 
cars. Such depictions are done in a style 
of elaborate, airbrushed murals, which 
personalize the vehicles and illustrate 
stories about culture, ethnicity, and social 
struggles (Bright, 1997; Craig & Paraiso, 
2009). As a result, low-rider vehicles and 
low-riding are said to be symbols of the 
Mexican-American culture.  These symbols 
are descended from ancient customs of 
gathering in the el centro (the center of 
town) to display clothing and other items 
of social status for courtship purposes; 
such customs are said to have influenced 
the beginning of cruising, which began in 
the post WWII era (Penland, 2003).

Post Neo-Mexicanismo
Rodriguez and Amorales (2009) wrote that 
Post Neo-Mexicanismo is the predominate 
artistic movement of the day and Mexican-
ness is still its central focus. However, the 
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style has changed to embrace technologi-
cal advances and reflects the modernity of 
a global economy. In Post Neo-Mexicanis-
mo art, the indigenous Mexican ancestry 
of the past is visually united with European 
influences through the use of new medi-
ums and methods. Another aim of Post 
Neo-Mexicanismo art is to redefine accept-
able Mexican artistic depictions in an effort 
to disinherit previous conceptualization of 
Mexicanness and to reinstate cultural pride 
(Rodrigues, & Amorales, 2009).

The most famous Post Neo-Mexican-
ismo artist is Carlos Amorales (Merrier, 
2006). Amorales explores the concept of 
identity construction and his work has 
served as a reflection of Mexico’s subcul-
tures, social conditions, and has thematic 
qualities relating to the obstruction of 
identity (Rodrigues, & Amorales, 2009). In 
the recent (2008) exhibition, Esculptura 
Social (Social Sculpture), 20 Post Neo-
Mexicanismo artists, including Amorales, 
addressed Mexican identity, community 
dynamics, and explored new conceptual 
approaches to art media. Among Amorales’ 
most famous works is the 1995, Lucha Libre 
(Free Fight), which illustrated Mexico’s 
well-known masked wrestling matches. 
He wanted to explore Mexican masculinity 
and  demonstrate what a male needs to 
possess in order to be  “righteous enough 
to be a super-hero, and cool enough to be a 
Mexican” (Merrier, 2006, p. 16). 

Overcoming Stratification
In the US and in Mexico access to 

ideas and processes that would allow for 
a restructuring of social systems is largely 

dependent upon education. Among eco-
nomically disadvantaged segments of the 
population, education levels are inferior 
and individuals often experience reading 
levels that are lower than that of other 
more privileged groups (Bonilla-Silva, & Di-
etrich, 2008). The majority of Mexicans are 
considered economically disadvantaged. 
Hispanic-Americans residing within the US 
have dramatically lower levels of formal 
education and lower English literacy rates 
than individuals from other ethnic groups 
(Pew Hispanic Center, 2005; Grodsky et al. 
2008; Verdugo, 2009).  Part of the reason 
education levels are lower is a result of 
language barriers which make access to 
education difficult. 
Ideology through Visual Literacy

 Visual literacy plays a role in the trans-
ference of information (Arnheim, 2004). 
Artistic expression is considered a central 
component of cultural identity (Jameson, 
2006), and works of art often reflect social 
norms as well as distinct perceptions of 
the world (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005; 
Ameri, 2007; Arnheim, 2004). Art is listed 
as one of the principle elements involved 
in an internalization of cultural idiosyncra-
sies (Jameson, 2006). For these reasons, 
visual literacy serves the function of  illumi-
nating culture (Franquiz & Brochin-Cebal-
los, 2006; Pauwels, 2008). 

Complex concepts can be conveyed 
through images. Before the 21st Century, 
the term literate referred to a person’s 
ability to read and write, and the label 
literate separated the educated from the 
uneducated. Literacy required fluency in a 
native tongue. Now the concept of literacy 
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Art education can assist in improving 
the academic performance of Mexican-
Americans (Reyes, 2006; Craig & Paraiso, 
2009; Matute-Bianchi,  1991; Cowan, 
1999). Research indicates that the creation 
of artwork provides an opportunity for 
Mexican-American students to express 
identity and to escape negative social 
realities (Rubinstein-Avila, 2006).  As one 
Mexican-American put it, “We are a fusion 
of races...our [art] can embrace all the 
characteristics inherent in our cultures,” 
(Perez, 2005, p. 12). Mexican-Americans 
who maintain their identity as Mexicanos 
perform better academically than students 
who do not (Matute-Bianchi, 1991).

Aspects of Mexican-American and 
Cholo culture (e.g. low-rider vehicles, 
tattooed depictions of stylized crucifixes, 
bandanas worn with khaki pants and 
oversized white shirts) are associated with 
resistance to assimilation and even gang 
affiliation (Craig & Paraiso, 2009). Often 
Latino children have strong family ties and 

includes the ability to integrate sensory 
input, as well as the ability to categorically 
sort and interpret the content of multiple 
images simultaneously (Chauvin, 2003). 
Visual literacy is the process of learning 
from sensory information (Pauwels, 2008). 
A person who is visually literate compares 
new input with what is already stored in 
the brain (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005; 
Schunk, 2007). The art of Mexico provides 
a means for increasing visual literacy for its 
people. 
Mexican-Americans and Art Education

For many Mexican-Americans, success 
in school is unlikely because they have not 
had the opportunity to become members 
of the social community (Reyes, 2006). 
What surprises many researchers is that 
Mexican-Americans are unlike any other 
immigrant group in that they preserve 
their original culture (Verdugo, 2009). 
Many do not integrate into mainstream so-
ciety and many aspects of their homeland 
culture remain intact (Pew Hispanic Center, 
2005). Lazear (2005) found two reasons 
for this: (1) many Mexicans live in highly 
concentrated and often mono-linguistic, 
Spanish speaking communities and (2) 
immigration policy provides a majority of 
visas for those Mexicans entering on the 
basis of family ties, rather than for employ-
ment.

Closed communities and lack of 
employment pursuits lead to segmented 
assimilation (Li, 2007).  Segmented as-
similation refers to a situation where 
social barriers (e.g. stratification, poor 
schools, and limited employment oppor-
tunities) can lead to downward mobility 

and increased stratification. Research 
demonstrates that Mexican-Americans are 
considered among the most vulnerable to 
downward assimilation (Li, 2007).

The creation of artwork
has been correlated 

with increased social 
interaction, facilitated 

assimilation, 
and enhanced cross-

cultural understanding.
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religious and culturally imbued ways of life. Yet the media can portray these children 
poorly, influencing teachers and peer groups (Brownfield & Thompson, 2005). Such 
negative perceptions play an influential role in increased dropout rates among Latino 
youth (Wayman, 2002). Research confirms that school administrators and teachers who 
lack familiarity with Latino culture misinterpret Latino youth art as gang membership 
imagery, viewing Latino students’ art as gang-tagging, violent, and inappropriate for the 
classroom (Reyes, 2006; Craig & Paraiso, 2009). Therefore, students are often prevented 
from using art as a means of  literacy.

 In two recent publications, Diaspora and the Art of the Barrio (Craig & Paraiso, 
2009) and Drawn into the Community: Re-considering the Artwork of Latino Adoles-
cents (Cowan, 1999), the use of art in the schools was found to enhance the academic 
performance of Mexican Americans. These authors established that when Mexican-
American children were allowed to create art in the classroom, they communicated 
more readily with other children. Free artistic expression promotes the development of 
a unique sense of self, creating a non-threatening environment for communication in the 
classroom. Craig and Paraiso reported that teachers learned about the students’ feelings 
of dislocation and concerns over cultural identity from their artwork. This led to better 
interactions and communication patters between student and teacher.

Conclusion
Mexicans, both in the US and in Mexico, have experienced oppression as a result of 

stratification. Since stratification negatively affects access to education, it is correlated 
with increased rates of delinquency.  Art is used as a way to challenge the status quo 
and to promote cultural integration and identity-affirmation. Mexican images tell stories 
about culture, ethnicity and social struggles.  Creation of artwork has been correlated 
with increased social interaction, facilitated assimilation, and enhanced cross-cultural 
understanding. Today, art and the use of art in education is crucial for the contemporary 
generation of Mexican-American youth. Through art-making, these students can explore 
and illustrate highly valued  familial and cultural heritage. Because the role of art is vital 
for coping with personal and social issues, and can mitigate the negative effects of strati-
fication, it is a moral imperative of schools districts to include art as an important aspect 
of the curriculum when they serve a high percentage of Mexican-American students.
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We are inviting art educators, therapists and administrators to submit manuscripts for 
the Journal of Art for Life. The goal of the journal is to highlight current theory, research, 
and practice of art for advancing social justice issues and to enhance the mission of the 
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Journal of Art for Life is a national, refereed journal focused on art education, art ther-
apy, and arts administration in authentic, real-world contexts toward the goal of social 
progress through the arts. The journal is based on the instrumentalist premise that art 
has the power and potential to reflect and enhance the conditions of human experience. 
Through scholarly articles, the journal is an instrument for communicating the avenues 
by which the various forms of art intertwine and impact society and social justice.
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the practical applications of art for life in educational, therapeutic, and other institution-
al contexts, including museums. We seek social criticism related to art and art education; 
inquiry into potential areas of exploration regarding art in society, especially focused on 
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The main text of each manuscript, exclusive of figures, tables, references, or appendices, 
should be 3000 – 3500 words and should follow the Publication Manual of  American 
Psychological Association (6th Edition).
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Content: The journal provides a forum for the exchange of information and ideas con-
cerning the use of art to enhance the human experience. Manuscripts submitted should 
reflect this purpose. Manuscripts should concern concepts, practices, or research studies 
that have implications and applicability for art educators, therapist and administrators.

Length: Manuscripts, excluding all references, charts, figures, and tables, generally 
should be 3000 - 3500 words.

Preparation for Review: All submissions must be prepared using a computer word 
processing program. Manuscripts must adhere strictly to guidelines set in the Publication 
Manual of the American Psychological Association, 6th edition, 2009.



Double-space all text, including quotations and references, and provide 1.5-inch margins 
all around. References must be complete and placed at the end of the manuscript. Please 
place tables, charts, figures, or illustrations after the references on separate pages.

Authors should not cite or reference their own name but instead use the word author, 
followed by the publication date. Alphabetize references to author under A and not un-
der the letter of the author’s last name. Do not include titles or the names of coauthors 
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Cover page: Include the information listed below on a separate sheet.
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•Date of submission
•Author’s name, institutional affiliation, complete mailing address, business  

 and home phone numbers, fax number, and e-mail address
•Biographical information about each author, which may not exceed 30 words 

 per author
 
 
Abstract: On a separate sheet of paper at the beginning of the manuscript, describe the 
essence of the manuscript in 150–200 words. Do not include your name or any other 
identifying information in the abstract or the manuscript.

Manuscript: Authors should submit electronic copies.
Electronic copies: On a CD, provide two electronic copies, one with author information, 
abstract, and cover page, and one prepared for review with author information removed 
from the cover page.  Provide author name, manuscript title, and word processing pro-
gram on the disk label.

Keep an original copy of your submission, as we do not return manuscripts.

Artwork/Photo Submission Guidelines: All artwork/photographs submitted require a 
copyright notice. If not the work of the author, they must be accompanied by a usage 
release/permission from the holder of the copyright.

•Images should be submitted in JPG format with a minimum pixel dimension of  
 13 megabits and minimum compression.

•Images will be converted to grayscale [black & white] and should be composed 
 so as to reproduce in that format. 

Decisions: Authors will be notified of the receipt of the manuscript. After an initial 
review by the editors, those manuscripts that meet specifications will be sent to reviewers. 
Authors are also notified if manuscripts are judged not to be appropriate for review. 
Manuscripts are subject to review by members of the professional journal committee, 
editorial reviewers, and the editor.

The journal editor reserves the right to make editorial changes.

Questions: Contact Marcia L. Rosal at mrosal@fsu.edu.
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