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Elementary School Art: Fundament, Not Frill
by
Robin Lichtig-Rice

The fdeas of John Dewey resulted in the introdmction of art into the
elementary schools in this country on a widespread scale for the first time in
the early 1900s. The teaching of art has hardly chanéed since then. Art is looked
upon as play, according to the Puritan tradition, and "the public schools... are
4 largely unaltered product of this essentially New England tradition."!

Not only {s art regarded by most school boards as mere curricular decoration,
it is being phased out by an increasing number of scltools as overall educational
expenses rise. This trend goes against the very essence of learning. It is
Ot utmost exigency that art not only be restored in &1l schools, but that its
Accessary role in the learning process and in the community be recognized.

~hiy must we exam.ne the place of art in the schools? Ther: are current

ceippenings in addition to the trends just indicated which are cause for concern

tmony art and humanist educators.  Although many "new' media have been intro-

e dnto schcoloart courses in vecent years (photography, films, video tapes...),

o

e wrent aational throst now in the curriculum is toward career education and
relinng, Aot toward the arts."? Almost everywhere ar. is regarded as a "special
L oerhiap s usefal oonly for increasing manual skills.

i relatively progressive and educations lv-enlightened town 1ike

WS U, art s Sometine s rogeardedd s jnst oan extra frill. Susan
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'Gina, art ﬁeacher at Travell Elementary Schoolrthere £orrfour years, points out

that "Your approach to teaching art {s dictated to a great extent by the physical
and philosophical structures of the school where you work." She remembers being a
bit upset at her first school open-house for parents. Many visited the music and
physical education teachers, but not one parent came to talk to her. "Those two
sudjects have nigher priority with the administration, too," she sighs. This year
tne art room there has been converted into a kindergarten classroom. Ridgewood is
typical of Everytown in this instance.

Artnur W. Foshay, a professor of education at Columbia University Teachers
College, speaks for many educators whose voices are often too soft ta be noticed:
"Our prevccupation with the intellectual has yielded us a school tradition that por-
LCaY3 man 33 less than ne is. [t is in the arts that we have an opportunity, pre-

visely because there is no inhibiting pedagogical tradition to stand in our way,

g
to deal with all tae aspects of what it is to be a human being."3
[ cannot go into a detailed definition of what I mean by "art" and "art
Ceaciing” in this discussion. However, 1t must be kept {n mind throughout that I
m 1ot speasing of the traditional group-think sort of art instruction. The "children
tals Ls Quw You make an apple tree, now let's all make apple trees" approach {s not
mELZonol e ressary o toe sconools, it is positively harmful. I am concerned with the
wroessits o tor orsanle, individualized art. In such a program, the teacher does not )
Lot ate s oWt caes Cae oalld for signs of readiness (to try a new mediun, for ex-
miies bed atands aside uatil o the caild asks a question.  Dewey's ideas about the B
el e sy Learnding and the need to recognize and utilize the relation- .
oW st mat e e Lire pie cinally well to art as to other studies.
Gty it e bas e eSS rataer than the product. The caild must be per=
P e oo Tl i, not siven that of tae teaaer. [n the nri=-
aar T e W W e e the i Wt crperietnce s and o stinal i
v e Pee T rt e it et M e r eptin Poeting., >
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Now I shall exdtiine five areés which clearly show the serious need for art
{n the schools: the relation of art to the unit of the learning process; art as an
emotfonal ouclet, ego fortifier, and sensitizer; art as a progress and problem indi-
CALOr 4rt as an aesthetic educator; and art as a counterforce to depersonalization
and mecanascation,

As tae treni toward more relaxed school strutures (in classroom space,
class time, Subject differentiation, ete. ) spreads, the fact of interrelations
dmong different subjects becomes obvious. Dewey felt that traditional theories in
patlosonny and psycivlogy had created an artificial division between body and mind.
Lals rigid separation between the strictly inteliectual and logical and the emotional
dd Imaginative processes, stiffles tae act of living in the fullest sense.4

Youag children experience life as 4 unity, In a personal way. What could ba
b more personal means of eapression than palnting? What could oring a child more
sidscantaneous feedback for his feelings or produce a pleasing resuit so swiftly?
-nildren use painting as a4 non-verbal means »f communication, a way to talk to them-
selves. largaret Ndumdurg, an art toerapist, says that many of the results of
wiildrea’s art work are the same for caildren under therapy as for "normal"

dlires. une of tae rasults is that, as tuocy gsia exper.ience in reproducing {nner

Poeilings on paper, toey trequently become more verbally articulatc.s Since art {s,
P ooy g bdeen, first of all oa lanzuage and an art form only incidently, it

SSoet Lo See tae bridge walon i forms to skills in speaking, reading and writing.

RIS e onaetioa he tween spo<en and gvmbol e language would help us make
T T s b bl aaterest o ia tne [orms ol letters,
R N | g S T G R N IR directly relevant to the totaiity ot

bro N S S Fecationsaip to communi. ation. Feone t. Jameson ex-
T L O A T S B (TS SRR epinning the prooess of ab-
v LA N BT T T s O tarm . o Personal cdpression, This shows

. N . . . L
: I I R S LS L CUR B S S P I P procegs
o B B T ST T T el ey, e Sradual o rapid,
B
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but, whichever it is, the teacher will watch for it and when it ﬁéﬁﬁéns'shé'wiii

make use of it as an educational tool."6 And in addition: By talking with the child

dbvut his painting you encourage "growth of awareness of spoken and written forms

and their relationsinip to the child's imagery, and as a consequence, to incipient

deve lopment of skills in reading and writing. Communicatiop through and about graphic
P . . - . n7

expression is a4 beginning of acaaemic learning.

A growing number of educators are studying tiw role which art plays in the
total foarainy function. Philosopher Susanne Langer has developed a theory recogniz=-
ing art as a svmbolic mode which expresses ideas about feelings. "Formerly it had
oeen ueld that art grows out of intuiticn or irrational thought and the language
dad science grow out of raticnal thought. Art was tlus ploced somewhat in limbo
dad its value as a school subject was suspect." Langer offers a poiant of view that
sotin modes are rational, both draw upon {ntuition, and can express intelligent sym-
sulism. "The presentational mode (art), however, expresses the idea of feeling most
vitectively. sSince cnildren ia open education are strongly eacouraged to express
{eelings as well as to eitgage in more scientifically structured activities, the arts

. . . s ||8
JUvile Bedessary Lor normal expression and tie full realization of self.

Assistat Professor of Education at City University of New York Mabel Kaufman
YULLes ol art as o wortawiile studv. She cites taoughts of child psychologist Piaget:
e ity o aanipulate mat :rials, to arrange and to order them, helps cdorjfy

, , . - i W9
CETM e BHE mases S rhvo by mote o tune to the needs or childhood. George

Ty sttt e tor Gf 1rt of tae New Tork City Board ¢f Educution, prefaced

G et by g T ild who ©s free to paint as e pleases
MW ol e power b el =dire tion. L all media sertve to give cnildren a
|
, . . . - - S : , nwlO
R e L S T L PEN BN RIS objestity tacir Yeclings and ideas.
B Uy v e wore o wit s distarbed nildreen tor many years, alsc
v e T AT AT e it ot oW ot e tntinitely 4
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greater demands on the child's facult?es and on hié morulrcodrage thénrdbesrplay.”
"The exclaimation 'Look what I have dop.!' epitomizes the difference between play
md art. In play, oblects or Peopire assume symbolic roles by a'simple act of desig-
nation, Io to speak by deciee...The aim of art is the making of a symbolic object
tonat contuains and communicates ar idea." Tae making involves a omplex ego function
whici engages manual, fntellectual and emotional faculties.‘
Jusepn Featherstone, writing ubout the British Infant Schools, notes that

Cuete tae children initiate and develop many of their fundamental lesrning experiences
Carvugn tne arts, particularly visnal art. Kaufman comments oa Featherstone's ob-
serviations: "What is implicit in the W8ritish experience, is the acce-tance of art
1> 4 ~av Ol knowing and the natural place given art (both in terms of production
and aestaetic appreciation) in tne school day bevord what Ifeel to be normal in our
. 12

wwil wre traditional schools."

‘tois amaczing to sece the difference in attitudes toward art between British
] id \merican educators. Leonard Marsh writes of the English attirude: "Experience
oL tne arts - g vital preliminary” to academic subjects. "It is important that
sedners sauuld be awdre why sucn activities (painting, modeling with clay, ete.)
Srovede sucn g tund wnental ground for the curriculum of tne prinecy school...It is
<ows writer's view that tue 'sround vxperience' is a dynamic sensuous one which is
S0 oovie extent datermingled in apparently highiy abstriact mental activities such as
wls

AL omallo. Sarsa puts rtortn four reasons why orts and crafts are important in

Clemeat aTy s ool First, ~uildren i use art to vxpress much of their "invcsLigu-

TR A tae caviromment; second, tae svabolism used in art work fielps the child
et RS Wit sl sy o degl o al cxnerience; also, the use of meny media helps
I R U2 WA PIIT: I S S R prrsonal wayy ond tinally, the time soale im-

cooednloart omateriad oo adids o tae aidd in developing workioy patterns which

i R I S S colea ey e s D owodl ada to tais Tist to. perhans secorn-

O
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dary éaluésrjf leafﬁing'to finiéﬁra worchwhilé proj@ct éhce started, and learniné
responsibility for tools suc': as paints and brushes.

To ay mind, the argument for the necessity of art in the schools could
edilly be put to rest at tnis point. Yet there is a great deal of additional weight
whicn way oe added. Art {s important in at least three psychological areas: as an
ciwotional outlet, as an ego strengthener, and as a means of increasing awvareness
of and sensitivity to others and to one's self. I am not speaking of ch’ldren with
@arked emotiordl problems, nor of .sing art for guidance. I am speaking of helping
vdsidren realize themselves and their potentials and heighten their sanse of reality.
Fosiaay writes that developmental psycnological research gives us six categories of
auadn deve lopment: tae intellect, esotions, social demain, aesthetic development,
spiritual and paysicai development. "Qur tradition in general education consists
ol treating everything as If it finally were intellectual...the arts deal with all
Jix 0l these properties of the human condition. They deal with them directly...
taimpeded oy a turmal analytic tradition...General education aad the arts are, or
Cugnt to oe, a4 seamless wcb."ia

privia Asaton-wiarner is a major spokesmau for bringing all subjects into what
lvolefis ae Yreative vent.' She recognizes the destructive urge in people and re-
TWCenGs At 1 g ndatural satfety valve for youug childrcn., Jameson agrees, adding:
Adocos ettt deliaguency bsoa direct resuit of the diversion of creative encrgy from
SASLT Lt b destraotive ndnncls.”LBAdults may become upset when a cnild, after
ICctuces Dating a4 ploture, ovlifterates it in a tew swift stroces. This is simply
tror o ot s T vl ome) cxit tor normal aggressive instincts. Erirv B, Evickson

DL Loy 1or toae ~motionally distraught chiitd., 1 think

e s T s e stk s tisn tor o alid calldren, aroviding an out et and
Loyt bt e Pt S st e Ty over tne worid he paints. Ericksoa savs,
. . . . , ) . o , .. wlb
T bt ot b e e st atraral sclt=hveaing measare cadldiood attords.,
1 + '. , "
i N h 1 ! LR G . i i '
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Kremer explains further: "Although art caniot femove the cause of tension

or divectly help resolve confli:t, it serves as a model of ego functioning. It

Decomes a4 sanctuary where new attitudes and feelings can be expressed and tried out,
even before sucn changes can take place in daily life...art fulfills for the dis-
turbed child the function whicn it has for all men: to create a realm of symbolic
living, whicih allows experimentation with ideas and feelings; to make apparent the
complexities and contradictions of human life; to demonstrate man's capacity to trans-
cad conflict and create order out of chaos; and finally to give pleasurc."l7

[t art is taught properly, it will allow children to reflect their individual

perceptions of reality. Une of the major emotional problems toduy is a fear of reality,
BN

wording to Keamer. She feels this is because young people have been '"fed on substitu-

: . , , . 18
tes unril they nave lost the capacity «> respond to direct experience."”” The task

ad

Cde s Ste expresses ity "is not so much to free the child from inhibitions as to
deip cnavlic fantasy to become imagination and to develop the faculty for observa-
tiona aad se¢ t-observation...The major obstacles to creative expression have changed.
vistedd of danibitions and guilt feelings, tiere are fear of emptiness and fear of
aanndad bar oo nld
NEAEeT Sees art tnerapy (and art education) as a means of supporting the ego,
Postering tue Jevelopment of a4 sense of identity and promoting maturation. in art,
Gons dous aaterial can come to the suctace and find symbolic expression without

el Tonn sensditive det sases. She shows how art contributes Lo Live development of

CYeb o rgaaiation that an tunction uader pressuce without breakdown or resort
s e aniam,
! e onoirare bl S el e by Uty "Dignity 15 tae most important thing

o i et il up tacir sease of iadividaal inportance
N e b e e e b D adons abont Wil s ;)l'wlairlg n their art
T e e i o e tor D dement L dow ditterent this ipproacn is tfrom

o
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the standard tack. Lastyear [ hedard the art ‘supervisor in a Mahwah, New Jersey,
decond-grade ¢lass state, while holding up one child's rendering of the standard,
dictated drawing ot a Thanksgiving turkey, "Look, boys and girls. See how good Sue's
turker 1a! Can you make yours this good?" I wish some child had replied, "Who cares?"
(And - then, [ Jidn't say anything either, typif}ing parental lassitude.)

(ne story James iHerndon tells In The Way It Spozed to Be about the black
children painting a4 welcome=back-to-school puster picture of two Chlorox-bright
waite caildren strikes home. They painted what thayspozed to, not what was their
reality at alt.

Art wducation waich teacnes tae child to feel bis own emotions and to express
s own ideas will help aim Fccgmc sensitized to his own feelings and those of others.

Jeradps aot as important as the other indicators disoussed here, but still
~vrlaialy worta meationing, is the role of art as a guide for the teacher in under-
staadiag the cailldren. A: pointed out by Jameson, art activities can provide, "as
avovbaer avtivity can (at tnls age, pre-school and elementary), insight into the
aiid's personality and social bacxground, thus enabling the teacher to relate more
wosely oo tae uild; this Qs equally revealing to the parent."zoA c¢nild's paintings car
Pl ot to the teavner 0is interests and converns. Tae teacher then as a reference

coeat b peoviding related material as well as Insight into the child's emotional

orod
At nliiren eater clemeatary selool tney are naturally attuned to the eg-
st e role ot tae s Lol then, is to build upon this openness, giving
el S mandpaiating materials and creating forms, jov an exXperiment ing
“ . Cor el tearare T et il ome o use art to mare visible an inner
)
Lol bl e s il s by e ey world is honed to oan dvstnetic response.'
T L S S 1 R IO S, realy seeing tne world, teality
Lon ol s i et are s, e e, 0 e other nand, daestaeti. aware -
L o te Cooaat e el resron iy to sensuous Choanges sy they can
1
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focus feeling and become more conscious of it.zéﬂenty Pluckroae notices that aftefr
months of working with many different materials, children become more sensitive,
particularly to music, poetry, drama and movement. (His observations on art fill a
aandbook for teacners in primary grades.) Karmer speaks of the substance of art
waterials: "Art respects matter without being materialistic. The artist must love

and understand nis medium. In the act of creation, idea and medium become one."23
Tus, the cnild, tarough art work, comes into touch with his world and its substances
aa very meaningful and persunal way.

Lvan [llich expresses the horror of the assembly line, mechanized society
susciacely: "People wio submit to the standard of others for the measure of their
DWa personal growth soon apply the same ruler to themselves. They no longer have to
P¢ dut dn their place, but put themselves into their assigned slots, squeeze them-
selves 1ato the niche whioh toey have been taught to seek, and, in the very process,
Ut tneir fellows into toeir places, too, until everybody and everything fits." He
Laics avout aow tae institutionalized values school instills are quantified ones.
it "initiates young people into a world where everything can be measured, including
Cavlr lmaginaticns, and, indeed, man aimself...The learning I pPrize is immeasurable
r'c--fl‘v.ltion.""/4

Art education is more tiaan tangential to [llich's point. It is at the very
ITL 0 Tuca of tae problem with traditional education. Many of the writers cited
T Stges o loat 1Y creative activities are fgnored then, as automation increascs,
Aaoreoand more people will need psy nlatric help.

cios o i beens we are gisen opputunitics to express ourselves creatively

MEL sty s wdadts we Wil e less static, will be more inclined to sevk oyt
TN it L i Ay are 1s. wer wi Ll At more readily, b less content to pas-—
e T b T aphree Lation fop raftsminsinip is fostered carly in life, mass
A 2 S e TR Ts TR S S gl Lare,
O SR I B N RIS PR IRRYS I SRR X S N L disidaal vearessions U i L

B ’
|"v
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uniqueness of each person which i of value to the group. While harmonizing with the
sroup is mecessary for a peaceful, working society, wital i&dividual input is es-
sentlal or the group will strike more dissonances and flats than chords. We must in-
Luse academiv disciplines with life and creativity. Then the instruments will cease
taelr monotonous fumblings, look at their world, and begin to play fully and with
Deauty.

dow, then, can we nelp assure the vitality of education through art? One en-
vOuldging trend is that toward open education, as mentioned earlier. Art teachers
dedal with tae decpening o1 tae aesthetic response. This response to the world Fro-~
vides a4 tramework witihio which cnen education can flourish. Art personlizes learning,
sives Lt auman and imaginative din nsicns. Unly a numb administration would, co my
alad, recommend treedom in all areas bat act.

Une way ia which spokesmen for art in the school may better further their
vause s by uaiving witn specialists in thhe fields of dance and music. There really
{3 00 reason o separate the arts, and divided they may more likely fall to the axe
ct oudget cuts. Many educators are calling for "aesthetic education," a combination
QL tae arts. durlan Hofta, president of the Natlonai Art Education Assocjation, said
baoan address in apri!, 1973: "I believe that art education, as I have known it ftor
Logiifler century, is oovsolete and thar it lacks tile means "0 assure its own sur-
/.vwi.”;a de recommends juining toe arts rfor a broader base of action. Art educators
tonure o tivel/ promote their ideas to the public. And concerned voters must speak

fLoto saool boarnd members, aust push for more basic and widespread art education.

cLobby S lasnon aot derinitively) we must work at sensitizing society. Tinis
U as W e bl DY integrating tae gonools witic communivy life, as propoced
W e T s Gl s shoaid e Artists-in-residence, and the citildren
s st U b et e Ciaterpret.nd vory vroadly). Many adult cducation art
chiees el e e s el wilnn oo Uy e b senools, The eroative experience is too
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stfuctured throughout society. I was surprised to learn that almost no parents give
toeir pre-schoolers palnt to work with, categorizing art as purely a school subject.
"Parents wust be helped to a realization that cihildren's drawing and painting are not

Mere crude scribbling and bloobing, but a normal and vital aspect of the child's de-

)
veloping process."”

Parents do give their children cceloring books and paint-by-num-
el sels,  wni-h do nothing but inculcate false values and remove art from i*s natural
tedalm ot fodividual expression. Where is the fantasy in a numbered picture drawn by
some adult. Veroual suggestioas have almost the same effect as drawing for the child.
N¥ dafe 30 far removed from ietting cnildren "do their own thing" that these facts
rarely ocour to parents.
Similar modern anti-art projects try to fill the gap of frustrated creativity
tor adults. Kramer speaks of how in the pist art was more a part of life because
Aaore thilags were done by hand. "\ certain measure of self-expression and self-recog-
altion vas woven into the fabric of our daily life...I believe this deficiency (to-
417 nas created a oaidden nunger, a feeling of emptiness, and a fear of loss of iden-
27
tity taat drive people to seck out art experiences where they ~an sti'l be found."
Sae feels toat the lack of autaentic ary eXperience and the concomitant saturation
Al wmri=- and pseudo-art in large segments of the population copstituie a pathe ‘c
cadition. Yitoria, assistant profe..or of art at the University of Deilaware, echoes
Yrls Deliefr "torween inadequacy and mediocrity, a large proportion of the acult nop-

whwtion i bodged on g ten-vear-cid Leeol perceptually and creativ-ly. The ef fects

Wi sl on every algnwday, ba Lt choices of products and the repetitious se-
P ot radags taat loos alice and are alike - thetotal tapestry of an aesthetic
%
ainateetion T S reotyped  chaos, emptiness and materialistic seduction must be re-
Soa b Vit we rvingtal o man v alues. Prople must gain a freshness of vision and a
et taedr o worbds wd o tae time to o start Qs oat 4 very earlv age.
SR P eed tor art s e Dntegral o part of a4 humanist edio ation,

ol T et thr g et e oty The woal of A e edneation pust he,
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ultimately, the self-actualization of the ludividual.Elizabeth Monrow Drews forms
4 beautiful picture of what it means to be a self-actualized person. She has dis-
vovered three types of achievers in  school, the Social Leader, the Studious, and
tie (Creative [ntellectual. "The final group, the Creative Intellectuals, are char-
dvterized by tiae dominance of personally developed values, humanitarian and altru-
istic. Individuals in this group, in their fullegt development, approximate the
selt-actualizing person as described by the humanist psychologists, which in turn
wontforms striciogly to the human ideal articulated by the major religious and phil-
Usupileal svstems of both Western and Eastern cultures." These people are, she
stated straigatforwardly, better people than cthe rest of us. "The future of our com-
v ite depends on 5ucﬁ puople, on our nurturing more of them, and on the rest of
. 29

s odecoming more like tnem.'

Loowta toward self-actualization is tigntly tied up witn open and organic
ATL wxperience., Aldous Huxiey 3pedks ul tiwe weakness of cducation on a non-verbal
tevel in Wﬂﬁﬂlliigfli&{iﬂgii§' "What is needed," he writes, "if more of the poten-
Llalities Oof more prople arce tou be 2 tualized, is a training on the non-verbal levels
2T onr wavle being as systematic as tne training now given to children and adults on

Lo 30

Lo AU bl v .

CrUISion o what o ould e is dacsling, and rerhaps impossible, given 'he ex-
Dol tae bewer 5o o tar vielded to @eaanization and materialism. I would be satis-
e it e e ction ould b caanged 5o that growtn would e toward the vision

b WS e eSS Y DAL O Lae new difect fon would involve pulling art
T W D i b foned woltiog around the cualture Like 5o Mot space garbage,

L N T RO TN | ammiri by,
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