French or Spanish, Art is a language
that can be learned and understood.
It is a form of communication that one
can learn to read and speak through
study and practice. Reading art means
understanding a visual statement.
Speaking art means creating a visual
statement. When art seems strange
or meaningless, it is only that this
language is yet to be understood.

(Goldonawics, 1985)

1.
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Balancing Considerations for
Meaningful Art Learning

Today's students need visual literacy skills and knowledge
that enable them to encode concepts as well as decode the
meaning of socicety's images, ideas, and media of the past as

well as our increasingly complex visual world. How can art
teachers help students understand our increasingly
visual/material culture, as they comprehend the prevalence
af extreme “makeovers” of bodies and living spaces, discern
repetitive images of all kinds—whether they are shocking
prison atrocitics, twisted political ads, or the increasing
plethora of colorful artifacts designed for continual
material acquisition? Art teachers are responsible for
teaching art as a qualitative language that, like poctry,
explores bow, in contrast 10 what something is, through
creative expression and critcal response. This process is
both informative and transformative Through the
informative process of critical response, students
perceive, interpret, and finally judge ideas connected (o
visual imagery and structures, past and present,
Through the transformative process of creative
expression, students generate artistic ileas that they
claborate, refine and finally shape into meaningful
visual imagery and structures,

Gary Indiana,
Nancy Chunn, Diane Publishing Co., 2
2001, Photographs by author.
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Balancing Components of Art
as a Visual Language

As we teach about art, artifacts.and visual/material culoere,
wre e o help students engage in inguiry and diseovery of an
artwiork’s depih in order to accurately discern its meaning and
value.As students become informed byfabout a work of an,
whether scribbles i cadly developmental levels 10 exemplars
by master artists, they discover that the creator has made many
artistic choices when expressing ideas. Sindkasly, when students
cngage in creative expression through anful prohlem-sabing,
they connect with decision-making processes that are filled with
chaices To clarify for parents, school administratoss, and the
comminity, as well as to remiid our students and ourselves of the
vital and mudtidimensional nanee of art as a visoal lainguage, we
can use i more balinced approach that replaces our trditional
overemphasis on medin aml form.

T e folly understand an art image‘object/event in is
entisety (as well as the artist’s voice], we need 1o help students
hasth create and discern layers of meaning in s artwork in lerms
ofies Form. theme and contexts), revealed in the following
equation with each component described hege:

_&ET- FORM + THEME + CONTEXT(S)
How the  What the When, where, by, for
work ‘s work isabour  whosmand WHY the work
weds ercated (and valued)

Form refers to o e work 5" Here b= whene we discern
thee artist’s many structural decisions—artistic process thar leads
v final product. Form incledes:
= thie selection and wse of art ebements (lines, shapes, colors,

textures, ) amd principles of design (balance, wnity, varkety,

rhythim, pattern, conteast, .y inherent in the artaork's 2cioal
organizationfoomposition aml sirectune,

= the artwork’s two-amd three-dimensional qualitics as well as s
size and scale, and

» (he artist’s choice of mediad materials used o creare the work in
acoeordance with skills, handling and processes/methods leading
to a specific and sometines unddgue style.

Theme or subject matter refers to ebat the work fs abonr
Here is what the artist expresses through a selected overarching
cumeept orBig Idea® (Walker, 2001 )—what chorcographer Twyla
Thearp 2005 refers o as the spine”in 2 work of art The big idea,
explored throwgh specific themes and sub-themes, is revealed by
the artist's chosen expressive viewpoint or perspective that
reflects bis or her culoure and era, In exploring an artwork's
theme, connections o other big ideas cmerge in pelated visual
souprces, art historical references, and Heerary sources as well as
similar ropics exploped by the performing arts such s music,
theater dance and flm. In addition, thematic associations with
multiple intelligences are revenled theough the subject areas of
math, language arts, scienoe, soctil studies, and physical
education. Such eonmections help link ar to life,

Comtext refiers to wben, wibere, by and for wbow, as well as
eodryr B cort aers orvatedd (aned alteed ) Here s whers we
comprehend the auihentiec ramee of the artwork by investigaring
tha conditions foe and under which the art was created and the
napure of the armwork under present conditions from our perspec
tive In contemporary a8 well as those of foreign and old culiures.
With contextual information, we can perceive the intention and
purpose of the artwork. Our ability to interpret and evaleare the
art is enciched by entifving persosal, social, cultural, historical,
artistic, eduecational, political, spirineal, and other contexts tht
influence the crestion and comprehension of the work.as we
distimguish how the form and theme work together within
specific contexes that reveal the function of the arteork, we can
also note its relevance and significance for the cremtor within
his et culture or society This can lesul vo greaier understanding
and appreciation by the contemporary viewer.

Seeing the Art Lesson as a Balanced Work of Art

As art leachers, we engage In the processes of creative
exprression and critical response agoee arcdfully research, design,
implement and eviluate art instrucden for different age groups
andd bevels, Like works of art, our art lessons share the components
of form, theme and context s indicated Below (Sandell, 2005y

'ART Lesson = FORM + THEME + CONYEXT(S)

Howthe  What the When, where,

~hssonis”  lessun s dbout by/for whom,
(ructures) (Bigldea)  WHY the lesson was
(Purpose/Relevanve)

Mamy art 1essons b 1o Focus primanly on fommsl aspeets such
as ehements of art and principles of design (Sebool Avis, 2000 ),
with less emphasis on engaging stedents with big ideas CWalker,
2001 and meaningfol contexts for learming (Gude, 2004, The
following “palette” is intended 10 help generate/felaborate o
bakamced mena of ideas and choices for enriching art lessons and
reaching undis. It addresses the many choices in structuring
formal considemtions for arl kearning experiences contained in
wrt lessons: composition. ant elements, design principles, teo-
dimensional and three-dimensional gqualitics, sizefscale, media
meaterials, skills art processes/methads, and stvle. Thematic
considerations of a lesson can focus on a big idea which includes
subject mater, vicwpoent”or perspective, visual sounees, e
historical references, Hterary sources, connections in the
pedforming arts {music, theaters, dance, film) as well as otber
subjects (math, linguage arts, science, social studies, physical
education, vocational education). Finally, contextual considera-
ticns specifically address for whom the besson is planned and
when, where and most impaertantly why students should learn
this informetion. Here one explores the intentions amd parposes
af the kesson, which is ted 1o as many kinds of contextual
relevance as possible, including personal, social, cultural, histor-
pcal, artistic, educational, potitical, spiritoal, and other dimensions
surroumncding human experence.



and the power of the press.” (it o D wadb, comyogi-
hinSseomeny 1 2904 homl) As pare of our class explomtion of
Chunn's work and exhibitions, we also learned howe her work
had nspired a Maryland middle school art teacher and his
studednts o put an - artiol spin oo the news” during the winter of
HHELA colorful photo essay on the stedents’ art insiallation,
included the following caption in The Washéneion Post on June

The three-column, form, teme, comext (FTC) palette (p, 3407
prescits considerarions i composing, inspiring, and varying
art instructional planning.

whether vsed 10 construct or deconstruct lessons, the form s
guisted by the query: Hoe elvwes at Balarnee of formal, themuatic,
and comfexttial aspects of art engage sindenis with meaning?

Balancing Choices

How doar teachers navigate through a plethora of chinices
fior peaching CHume, 1998 Whian drives an am reacher’s
decision-making? It might be the availability of art materials or
reproductions or simply 2 new idei we would like e explone
hased on our students’ needs. [t could perhaps be the need o
improve working with specific media and processes, For
example, from my cxperience as a student amld teacher, T have
abways felt that the populir crayon cograving lessons are under-
prtlized Stodents spend much tme preparing the ground by
heavily applying diffesent colors, followed by covering them
with another heavy yer of Mack cravon. Generally, these assign-
ments place wo e emphasis and dme spent on the cxpressive
drawing experience more attuned to formal consideraons such
as proine line, texture, anl calor towards credting a unified
COmpositicn

T irmbeue the imedia and process with meaning, | sclected 3
theme for the fowrth graders: My Room at Mighi.” Soedents made
several sketches of their rooms and contents, and selected their
Favorite view that they would lree deaw on their cryvoned
groands. [ showed soedemts an exemplars depicting might
scenes and we discussed bow at ndght when lights o out and

after the immedinte hlackmness, lines and shapes emerge s our
oycs adjust to the darkncas. Sharing tho best vicw of thoin conima

bt alen the meaningiol context of exploring personal/ privane
e at heame mostivatesd {he slul.le:lllu.'l'hl.-a}'

consciously viewed their personal space, collee

tions. and memorabilia in order to represent
their private environments as a night scene. (OF i
course, the comtext was changed for ane
student when her beauriful creation was
selected and re-vtled *The MNight Before
Christmas” for an intermaticnal bank’s greeting
cand. )

The tming of our art lessons is another
criteriom for balancing instructional chedees.
Thi= past fall,in my preservice course Visoal
Thimking Through Media, PE-1 2, we began a
study of the Fromt Pages an of paater
Mancy Chunn,

Throughour 1996, Chunn claimed daily
the front page of T Newe Yook Times as
her antistic canvas.*Using specialized
rublser stimps and bold pastels o
enhance. cradicate, and alrer images and
text. she created @ commentiry —
colarful, intense, smart, comprassionate,
visually explosive—on the vear's events

The Washington Post, June 19, 2003,

14, W

An enclosed twosstory atrinm at Roberto W Clemente
Middle School in Germanuosn has becn overtaken by the
news Art ieacher Jeremy Lundguist s students spent the
semester drwing pastels on the fromt pages of e
Washingion Post The pages were lilked with plenty 1o
capuivate them:war in rad, sniper suspecis, and snow.

The studenis colored in photos, colored over them ol had
their way with words An hourglass obscures 2 page that
tld of a deadline for Saddam Husscin's cooperation. When
President Bush announced the nagon would go it alone iFit
Bl vy, hoe weas given a commando suit andd a milicey rifle.

Heow do art teachers navigate through a
Plethora of choices for teaching (Hume,
199817 What drives an art teacher’s
dectsion-maling? It might be the avail-
ability of art meaterials or reproductions
o iy a et fdea we wollld Hige to
exfiore based on owr stidents needs.



Form + Theme + Context:
An Art Teacher's Palette for Composing Meaningful Lessons

|

| FORM
How the |
| work “is"

+ THEME

. mer the
Cwork is about

—
+ CONTEXT(S) |
| When, where, bylfor whom,
and WHY the work was
| created (and valued)

Lessan:

FORMAL

-+

Generating a Menu of Ideas and Choices for Art Exploration!

THEMATIC

.

How does a balance of formal, thematie, and contextual aspects of art engage students with meaning?

CONTEXTUAL

Art Elements:

Design Principles:

' 2D&3D Qualities:

SizeiScale:

Media/ Materials:

Processes/Methods:

Skills:

Style:

| Other:

Actual Composition:

' Broad Subject/BIG [DEA:

Subject Matter:

Yisual Sources:

Literary Sources:

Other Arts Connections:
@ Music

# Theater

# Dance

&  Film

Other Subject Areas:
Muth

Lunguage Arts
Selence

Social Swdies
Physical Education
Yocational Education

FEd b

“Viewpomnt™/ Perspective:

Art Historical References:

' BY/FOR WHOM:

' © Educational

@ Political

WHEN:

WHERE:

WHY:
Intention/Purpose(s):

Relevance/Significance:
@ Personal

@ Social
@ Cultural
% Historical

€ Artistic

& Spiritual
@ Other:
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Figure 1. Form + Theme « Context: An Art Teacher's Palette for Cemposing Meaningful Lessons, Renae Sandell,




Inspired by the middle school projec, my ar education
Auckents decided to replicate Chunn's process They chose a front
page of The Washington Post during one week in September
ik, thien visually respomded o the evenis in selected columns,
using pastel, cravon, and other media directly an the newspring

When the works were mounted on the wall, students immeds-
ately saw both similarities and differences in their graphic
respaonses, while visually amd verbally realizing how mass media
attempes o control sociery theough its imdages and commentary,
Adier shared responses, we used the FTC paletie 1w deconsire
this art experience, seeking 2 balance of formal. thematic, and
contextual aspects for meaninglul engagement, Working back and
forth among the three columns, we genesated different formal
possibilities through materials and their applicacion for the assign.
ment. Soaee of the big ideas incorporated hias inculeated by mass
media, incluoding popular newspaper columns, and informarional
“pricritics”as reflected on the front page of the newspaper.,
Studenis alzo came up with pertinent art historical references and
COMMECions W imgery such as Pablo Picasso's Gaersica and
graffiti, as well as works by Andy Warhol and Jean-Michel Basguiat.
Suckents related otbwer thematic topics: folk songs, eap, The Daily
Showw, Setlarelay Night Dive, Wag S Diag, and John Sayles's films,
as well as other sulbject dred issues ranging (eom money and
sports to weather, With only 56 days until the impending 20004
pressdential clection, the context of being located in the metro-
politan Washington, T area fueled the students artistic
responses. They became increasingly engaged with the
newspaper and contemporary an work, both dealing with the hig
ideas of how we treat each other in current secieny as well as how
SOCEETY reconds it events,

Thee poweerful sense of preservice an eachers’ responses
helped create atime capsule with diverse kinds of relevance that
imcrensed the value of the ant experience for teaching and
learming. As o result of reflection on the form, theme and codtexi

Thres preservice art
. teachars' work,
Photograph by Tisha
Burke,

in decoding the cxperienos of reading Chomn s work and creating
their oram the preservice art cducators were flled with possibili-
tics for teaching art in a balanced, deep and significant way.

Komwew Saamadell is Professor and Divector of Art Education,
Crearge Mason University, Fodrfax, Vieginda, S-mail
racrrele i et eef s

REFERENCES

Ginldnmowdce, | 1065 A and otser subjects. s Edercention, 3806), 17.

Cainde, CLE 2D Postmodern principles In search of a 215t cenmiry am
ciucation. At Salpcabion, ST10,0-14.

Hume, H. DO 95, Tl sord Beaclers bk af fets, Paramus, MJ- Prentios
Hall.

I i, O, & Chann, M.C0010). Froad wﬁ'ﬂm} IR TRt rideiy
il Sl certisd by Gy Deiedicerna Collingaade, PA: Diane Pubdishing Co.

Sandell, K. (2003 ¥isual literacy-Analyzing work to encode and decode
images, ideas, and media ina comples visual workl. In Ronakd 5.
Thomas, (Bd. b Amalyzing Sfedent Woed, Marvland ASCT Monopsaph,

School Ans, (2001 sepremmibser Vodces from the past: Endwring
PrHarifes.

Tharp T, with Reiten MLCX030, The creative bt Leara it and wse 0 for
i A prracticad goinde, Mew York: Simaon & Shuster.

Walker, 5 02000y Teveekaiing avarming in artoking Worcesoer, MA: Davis
Pubdications, Inc.

AUTHOR'S NOTE

Tha: auther gravefully acknowdedpes the critical comments on carlier
dlrafts fronm Ders. Ekdon Kateer aned Shirley Hayes. The authdr welcoames
feedback on the utiliny of the FTIC Paleie for all educational levels.



