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S P E C I A L   

A Role for Aesthetics in 
Centering the K-12  
Art CurriEulum 
I t has been over ten years since aesthetics was officially announced as  

the fourth leg of the DBAE platform (Greer, 1984),and thirty years  

since major scholars in the field decided to support a discipline-orient-  

ed approach to art education (Mattil, 1966).Still, many art teachers are 

not certain whether aesthetics should have a place in their programs, and others 

who are willing to employ aesthetics are uncertain how. In response to this 

uncertainty, we see two critical functions for aesthetics in art education: first, in 

directing student inquiry; and second, our focus here, in Eraming curricula and 

programs. 

Whether consciously or not, teachers use aesthetic concepts to center curric- 

ula in art. Any lesson or curriculum teachers institute comes Erom what they 

believe is important to be taught, and the strategies they develop to teach that 
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content. Determining the definitions, meanings, and values of art, 
and deciding how art is to be approached are core issues of aesthet- 
ics. The task, then, is not how to integrate aesthetics in art curricu- 
la-that's already done, at least covertly-but how to deliberately 
use aesthetics to develop a stronger, more defensible curriculum in 
both theoretical and practical terms. In this paper we will suggest 
how aesthetics can be used to generate core concepts that result in 
systematically coherent art programs. 

Aesthetics, like ethics or epistemology or logic, is a branch of phi- 
losophy. Philosophy is the process of carefully investigating such 
topics as being, knowledge, and conduct. Aesthetics is the examin* 
tion of the being, knowledge, and conduct that make up our under- 
standing of art, beauty, and aesthetic experience. Of particular 
concern for art educators are the questions that aestheticians ask 
about the definition, meaning, value, and functions of art, and how to 
talk about i t  Systematically trying to answer these questions results 
in aesthetic theory. 

In what follows we examine two aesthetic theories, formalism and 
contextualism, as examples of possible positions an art teacher 
could use to center a program. We describe how both formalists and 
contextualists dehe,  value, and use art. We suggest how art curricu- 
la look and give examples of student artwork based on each position. 
Finally, we draw conclusions and suggest how teachers can con- 
struct systematic and logical curriculum structures based on their 
own understanding of the nature of art. 

FORMALIST AESTHETICS 
What we are calling "formalist" approaches to aesthetics and art 

education are likely to be similar to what most art teachers experl- 
enced in their own education and in the education they now provide 
for their own students. Formalist approaches to thinking about and 
making art have been the foundation for most United States college 
and university programs in the visual arts, including art teacher edu- 
cation, and most K-12 programs as well, at least since the end of 
World War I1 (Risatti, 1993). Formalist ideas include emphases upon 
(1) use of the elements and principles of design, (2) manipulation of 
materials with focus upon mastery of particular media, and (3) origi- 
nality, all leading to production of objects that have "significant 
form," or that look good, look well crafted, aren't copies of other 
work, that in short, look like art with a capital "A" 

Ray Burggraf. Light Struck Dagger, 1995. All photographs in this article by Tom Anderson 
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International Baccalaureate Program Student Work. St Petersburg High School. Florida. c1992 
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In answering the key question from 
aesthetics 'What is art?" formalists 
emphasize form, how objects look, 
what materials are used, and what skills 
and techniques the artist has demon- 
strated. They take an essentialist 
approach, in that they consider art 
intrinsically important. Art is for art's 
sake.Art,formalists contend, should 
not have a primary concern with any- 
thing outside itself-not politics, not 
economics, not community concerns. 
The quality that makes art different 
from everything else in the world, so 
that it is neither entertainment, thera- 
py, journalism, nor kitsch, is form. 
Form is what clearly differentiates a 
painting from a newspaper article and a 
sculpture from a cartoon figurine. Form 
is a "universal language" according to 
formalists, not bound by social customs 
or ethnocentrism, and it is form to 
which we respond in a work from an 
entirely different culture or different 
time (Bell, 1914). 

In answering the question "How 
and why do we value art?"the same 
issues arise from a formalist perspec- 
tive. The best art communicates 
through appropriate selection of ele- 
ments and principles (color, balance, 
texture, and the like), and through the 
artist's technique (painterly surface, 
smooth patina, and so on) that it is art 
and not something else. The best art 
also shows originality. It is not a copy of 
something someone else has pro- 
duced, but rather an individual step for- 
ward in the evolutionary development 
of art, a further honing of what it is to 
make a good painting, sculpture, or 
print. For formalists, art has a self-refer- 
ential quality. For them, artists refer not 
to something in the real world that they 
mimic or copy in their work, nor to 

some message they wish to communi- 
cate to others. Rather they refer to art 
itself; each good work of art is both a 
break from tradition (an avant-garde 
step) and a continuation of the progres- 
sion of art. The best art embodies new 
uses of the design elements and new 
uses of media. All this newness reflects 
the essential quality of originality of 
thought and processes of the individual 
artist.Art is valued (and judged) for the 
qualities that set it apart from the rest of 
the world, the things that make it 
intrinsicallyimportant (Greenberg, 
1986). 

Formalist aestheticians often claim 
to have a democratic ideal of universal 

Whether  consciously or not, 
teachers use aesthetic concepts to 
center curricula in art. 

higher standard. Again, there is a good 
amount of self-referentiality here-art 
is important because it is art, it is good 
when it meets its own criteria for good- 
ness (strong design, 'truth to materi- 
als,' and originality), and it functions to 
further itself. We might use the analogy 
of Darwinism here-art that survives 
and 'reproduces' or leads to the next 
stylistic change in art's evolution, is the 
most fit, the strongest, the most charac- 
teristically ad,from a formalist per- 
spective. 

How is formalism manifested in 
school art curricula? It leads to empha- 
sis on the elements and principles of 
design. This results in lots of design 

appreciation in mind in their emphasis 
on form and its related aspects, claim- 
ing these are qualities anyone can 
ostensibly see (Bell, 1914). In practice, 
however, the appreciation and evalua- 
tion of much formally based art require 
a high degree of connoisseurship built 
from understanding of the art that has 
come before and the existing con- 
straints of composition and media 
(Greenberg, 1986). 

In answering the question 'What is 
the function of art?" formalists maintain 
that art does not have an instrumental 
function like arithmetic or cooking 
might, but exists for its own sake. Its 
function is a transcendental one. It tran- 
scends the ordinary by making the 
experiences of both the artist and the 
viewer of art extraordinary, beyond the 
commonplace, answerable only to a 

projects and experiments with cut 
paper, color mixing, contour line, tex- 
ture rubbings, and the like. It also 
means emphasis on experimentation 
with media. This may result in a depth 
approach where students work with 
one material at some length, or, more 
frequently, a breadth approach where 
students use a different medium nearly 
every class meeting. Both approaches 
are grounded in learning techniques 
associated with the media in question, 
but the range of actual mastery may be 
very different. 

The formalist emphasis on originali- 
ty results in mostly individual projects, 
where students work alone following 
the model of the solitary artist, with a 
well crafted, highly creative work of art 
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as the goal in mind. The focus is on the 
character of the work of art itself as rep  
resented in its formal and technical 
quality and originality rather than on 
what it means, stands for, or does 
beyond being a vehicle for aesthetic 
response. The elements and principles 
and the use of media and related tech- 
niques lend themselves to the univer- 
salism at the heart of formalism. Ideally 
they constitute a form which can be 
read by peers and strangers alike. It is 
this form that is universal and signifi- 
cant. 

CONTEXTUALISM 
Contextualists believe that the 

meaning and worth of art can only be 
determined in the context in which it's 
made and used. They think of artas a 
social communication system, which 
like spoken or written language 
requires the sender (artist) and receiv- 
er to mutually understand the code in 
order to understand the work 
(Goodman, 1968). Since artis commu- 
nication that requires a shared code 
within a specific cultural matrix, they 
believe that there are no universal 
forms or meanings. Alarge contin- 
gency of contextualists, called instru- 
mentalists or pragmatists, think that art 
is never for its own sake, but that the 
aesthetic response we have to an art-
work does and should serve extrinsic 
purposes; that is, it should lead to some 
concrete thought, action, or activity 
beyond itself. The most extreme instru- 
mentalists think this action should be 
reconstruction of existing social sy s  
tems and that the value in artlies in its 
potential to change society (Lippard, 
1990). 

Contextualism is a recently re- 
emerging theory in Western aesthetics. 
The philosopher Nelson Goodman 
(1968) laid some of the crucial ground- 
work for contextualism. He argued that 

not only is there no predetermined 
meaning for visual and linguistic sym- 
bols, but that meanings for the same 
symbol can be different in different cul- 
tures and times because meanings are 
assigned. Later, George Dickie 
(1979/1974) developed an institutional 
definition of art built on Arthur Danto's 
(1987) concept of the "artworld." 
Dickie's socially centered argument 
held that artwas not something that 
could be defined by looking at its for- 
mal or technical qualities, because 
there is no one set of qualities that can 
be found universally in all works of art. 
Instead of looking to the work, then, 
Dickie looked for a definition to the 
people who made, viewed, and used the 
work. Arguing that in a specialized and 
hierarchical society, it is cultural insti- 
tutions that speak for various specializa- 
tions, Dickie claimed that it is the 
artworld (curators, painters, art histori- 
ans, gallery owners, art teachers, and 
so on) that collectively defines art. 

This argument explains some of the 
struggles for position we see today. If 
artis defined by people who are recog- 
nized as the artworld, then who exactly 
gets to decide? Women, African 
Americans, and other representatives 
of cultural minorities have been under- 
represented in the artworld. They have 
felt left out of the so-called universal 
(formalist) agenda and have been the 
strongest advocates of the instrumental 
reconstructionist strain of contextual- 
ism. Of particular concern to recon- 
structionists has been formalism's 
devaluing of the narrative, socially com- 
municative, and collaborative aspects of 
art.Many people have felt that the for- 
malist agenda did not allow their stories 
to be told and wished to retrieve the 

narrative function of art. Not satisfied to 
merely mirror a formalist reality which 
they saw as overwhelmingly reflective 
of a white male power structure, they 
have attempted to reconstruct art,and 
through art, society. Contemporary 
theorists such as Gablik (1991), 
Lippard (1990), and Fusco (1995) have 
been recent advocates of reconnecting 
artand life under this reconstructionist 
rubric, and currently many contempo 
rary artists use personal narrative and 
reconstructionist subject matter in 
their work. 

In a less obviously political sense, 
pragmatic contextualism has been the 
dominant aesthetic drive throughout 
the world and throughout time. 
Pragmatists believe that "art should do 
something worthwhile for members of 
the community that produces the art" 
(Anderson, 1990, p. 208). Most people 
in most cultures have had very specific 
and clearly defined extrinsic purposes 
for art,from very basic functions such 
as holding liquid, to reinforcement of 
collective beliefs, to propaganda. By far 
the most common function has been in 
the service of religion. Artworks have 
been spirit containers, messages to the 
gods, homes for ancestors, and visual 
examples of moral correctness. 
Whether it was spiritual/religious art 
such as an Inuit spirit animal, a Sepik 
portrait mask, a Japanese Buddhist 
mandala, or a Byzantine Christian 
church mural, purely social art such as 
World War I1 propaganda posters, or 
even functional objects such as grass 
baskets, pragmatist art has sent mes- 
sages from people to themselves about 
who they are and what they believe, 
thus reinforcing the social fabric of 
society (Dissanayake, 1988). 

A contextually oriented artcurricu-
lum, then, assumes that art has some 
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Parade Float. Carnivale Viareggio, Viareggio, Italy. 1989. 
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International Baccalaureate Program Student Work 
Deerfield Beach High School, Florida. c1992. 

h f l e ~ \ s  purpose beyond being merely decora- 
tive or formally adept. Since art is com- 
munication between two or more 
people about things that count, form is 
not for its own sake or for the sake of 
pure enjoyment. This also implies that 
form is to be framed, scripted, and com- 
posed in a manner that will be under- 
stood at some essential level by both 
the sender and the receiver. What you 
won't find in a pure contextualist cur- 
riculum, then, are technical and design 
solutions engaged in for their own 
sake. Pure aesthetic enjoyment is not a 
justified rationale for making art. 

Therefore, contextualist curriculum 
de-emphasizes manual and technical 
skills in favor of those skills connected 
to constructing and interpreting mean- 
ing (signs, symbols, and codes within a 
mutually understandable social 
matrix). Particularly valuable are the 
development of analytic and interpre- 
tive skills which would help students 
analyze, interpret, and evaluate images. 
So a contextually oriented program 
leans more toward the academic than 
the studio orientation, but the impor- 
tant studio skills to be learned are those 
that assist the student with accuracy in 
the replication of paradigm signs and 
symbols. Studio projects are oriented 
toward narrative and other socially con- 

O n e  way to ensure the in~lusiob of textual subject matter. The contextual- 
ist curriculum also generally selects 

community values and to integrate stu- against a strong creative self expres 
sion orientation, since signs and sy* 
tems of signs must be mutually dents into meaningful aesthetic activity understood, whiie creativity often 

is to include students in framing the results in individualistic works that are 
idiosyncratic and difficult to access. 

answers to the aesthetic questions that In the contextualist curriculum, 
whether the activity is interpreting or 

center your curriculum. making artworks, what is most valued 
is that the work tells us something of 
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signiiicance about the nature of human experience beyond the 
narrow boundaries of the artworld itself, and in many cases 
that it has the power to move us to some kind of action. It is 
cumculum for life's sake rather than for art's sake. So a final 
characteristic of a contextually oriented cumculum is that it is 
theme based. Fundamental human concerns (themes) are 
used as a framework to organize instruction as opposed to the 
common formalist practice of organizing curricula around ele- 
ments and principles of design and/or media and techniques. 
Pragmatist themes might be as global and subtle as human 
beings' sense of community or as simple as play or work, while 
reconstructionist themes tend to focus on multicultural and 
ecological issues. Ultimately, the final defining characteristic 
of the contextualist curriculum is that it in some way helps us 
to understand people through their art rather than art for its 
own sake. 

CONCLUSION 
By now it should be clear that neither a purely formalist 

aesthetic position, with its emphases on elements and princi 
ples, media exploration, and originality, nor a purely contextu- 
alist one, with its emphases on communication and socially 
relevant subject matter, is adequate to ground a comprehen- 
sive art program. Most art teachers include aspects of both 
approaches and recognize that exclusive focus upon either is 
shortsighted. However, when a teacher asks what actually 
constitutes art in his or her curriculum, it may be a surprise to 
find that the program is skewed in one direction or the other. 
Perhaps her or his curriculum is primarily formalist, focusing 
on individual creativity, skills development, and compositional 
excellence. Or perhaps it is based on a contextualist position 
which emphasizes collaborative experience and social issues. 
Obviously, neither position is comprehensive. Therefore, we 
advocate a pragmatic combination of contextualism and for- 
malism to conceptually center the K-12 art cumculum. 

We hold that contextualist aesthetics (that art is about 
something, that art is to be used somehow) and formalist 
attention to technique and design are not mutually exclusive 
concepts. Rather, their combination allows for an almost inti- 
nite range of highly suitable art curricula that are locally spe- 
cific, that include themes that fire students' individual 
imaginations as well as their collaborative social consciences, 
and that integrate art skills and techniques enabling them to 
effectively communicate their ideas in visual form. Such goals 
(held as values centering the curriculum) meet the criteria of 

International Baccalaureate Program Student Work. Eastside High 
School, Gainesville, Florida. ~1994 .  
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both types of aesthetic approaches 
mentioned here: the formalist ideal of 
the intrinsic importance of art and the 
contextualist ideal of its extrinsic func- 
tions. 

Finally, we should put this discus- 
sion in its political context. With the 
increasing presence of national and 
state standards and curriculum frame- 
works in art, the issue of individually 
conceptualized and structured art cur- 
ricula may seem to be a moot point. We 
know that in practice, however, most 
art teachers don't follow-or wish to 
follow-totally prescribed curricula. 
The diversity of localized needs and 
resources coupled with individual 
teacher strengths and shortcomings 
work against curriculum prescriptions 
from afar. But all art teachers, including 
those who choose or are forced to work 
within externally applied structures, 
can successfully modify or personalize 
curricula by answering questions from 
aesthetics in the contexts of their own 
schools and communities. As a final 
check, consider what your centering 
concepts say to your students, parents, 
other teachers, principal, community 
members, and other stakeholders 
about what art is, what its functions are, 
and why it should be valued in the 
schools. In answering these questions, 
community concerns should be bal- 
anced by issues and skills that you, as 
the art expert, know your students 
need for a meaningful education in art. 

One way to ensure the inclusion of 
community values and to integrate stu- 
dents into meaningful aesthetic activity 

is to include students in framing the 
answers to the aesthetic questions that 
center your curriculum. Cooperatively 
derived themes, functions of art to 
investigate together, and agreed-upon 
media and techniques that provide for 
collaborative as well as individual 
exploration are clearly more meaning- 
ful and engaging than an imposed-from- 
without curriculum for both teacher 
and student. Using aesthetics collabe 
ratively in this manner to consciously 
structure curriculum leads directly to 
student aesthetic inquiry that is integral 
to making, understanding, and appreci- 
ating art. Asking aesthetic questions as 
the foundation of curriculum develop 
ment then serves as a model for how 
aesthetics can be integrated into all 
aspects of the art curriculum. 

By asking a few core questions from 
aesthetics teachers can develop thee 
retically sound curricula, clearly resting 
on their convictions. These questions 
include: What is art? How do you value 
it and find meaning in it?, and What is it 
for? In this paper we have asked these 
questions and provided two rather cur- 
sory sets of answers from the formalist 
and contextualist viewpoints. These are 
certainly not the only possible view- 
points, and finding neither vision to be 
comprehensive, we have suggested the 
pragmatic coupling of aspects of both 
theories as grounds for curriculum con- 
struction. This is only as an example to 
illustrate what we advocate. That is, 
that art teachers must ask themselves 
aesthetic questions and arrive at their 
own answers, center their own curricu- 
la, and meet their own needs in their 
own communities. 

Tom Anderson is a Professor ofArt 
Education at the Florida State 
University, Tallahassee. Sally McRorie 
is Professor and Chair of the 
Department ofArt Education at the 
Florida State University, Tallahassee. 
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