Theories in Art Education

Based on “What is Difficult Art?” Tour du Jour with Pat Villeneuve, 03-13-02

How do we understand Art? There are 5 levels of aesthetic development, or visual literacy:

1. Immediate Attraction – we like works of art that depict what we know, like and love.

2. Realism or skill – we like a work of art if we find it beautiful, or if it took a long time to make.

3. Expression – we believe that art does not have to be beautiful because the ideas are more important.  Some people reach this level on their own, but others reach it through education.

4. Art World Insider – with a knowledge of art history, we know how to play by the rules of curators, dealers, and collectors.

5. Multiple Art World Fluency – we can look at a work of art from different perspectives.  In order to understand art from another culture a person needs to use the heart and the head of that culture to truly understand the art form.

Every person understands how his or her family celebrates a holiday, certain routines, habits etc. A newcomer must learn about the routines of the celebration through education.  Likewise, we need education to understand art that is produced within the art world. Abstract art, for example, does not necessarily show qualities like beauty or skillfulness that one might look for in a work of art.  Contemporary artists try to be unique by not repeating anything we have seen before.  Instead of dismissing works of art that challenge our understandings of what art is, we can look at the works objectively and try to understand what the artist is communicating.

What is art’s place in society?  All types of human behavior fall along a continuum:

          Universal____Culture_____HigherEducation____Special____Breakthrough

· Universal – something everybody does. For example, every baby crawls before they walk, and all people walk, eat, and speak, regardless of the culture they are in. 

· Culture – achievements that are prevalent throughout a particular culture, but not in every culture.  For example, in the United States most people learn how to drive, but there are places in the world where not everyone learns how to drive; they might not need to drive a car to get around.

· Higher Education – a fraction of the population goes to college and/or becomes professional.

· Special – this behavior is even less common.  For example, only some doctors are heart surgeons.

· Breakthrough – the first time a behavior occurs, it is a breakthrough.  For instance, the first heart transplant was a breakthrough.

Some breakthrough behaviors have moved to the left on the continuum where they became more common, yet remained specialized behaviors.  After years of practice the behavior eventually moved to the higher educational sphere.  Some behaviors may continue to become even more common, and then they become cultural behaviors.  Very few behaviors become universal.

Art is not a cultural behavior in the sense that not everyone in our culture learns about it.  The art world celebrates breakthrough ideas in artistic production, while art production and art appreciation is not a required part of general education in the United States.  Therefore, art educators strive to bring breakthrough, specialized, and higher educational behavior to a cultural level.  While not everyone will become a professional artist, historian, or critic, everyone has the potential to appreciate art in our society.

