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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the extent to which contemporary social reconstruction theory 

existed in university general education art offerings in 1998. The researcher executed a 

content analysis of the 1995-1998 issues of the two journals. The Journal of Cross-cultural 

and Multicultural Research in Art Education and The Journal of Social Theory in Art 

Education, to define social theory from the authors' perspectives. The most cormnon 

themes that emerged were: (a) pluralism and multiculturalism, (b) power relationships, (c) 

social reconstructive critical aesthetic theory, (d) critical theory applied to technology use, 

and (e) implementation strategies for social reconstruction. General education's traditional 

affiliation with democratic ideals supports these five social theory themes. However, 

catalog course descriptions and sample syllabi from 19 mid-sized, public universities only 

provided three examples of a social theory orientation in general education art offerings. 

An analysis of survey responses from 449 non-art majors enrolled in general 

education art courses revealed that students will be more engaged in visual arts general 

education courses if course content emphasizes contemporary concerns and if instructors 

adhere to connected teaching strategies. The researcher applied descriptive statistical 

analysis and qualitative content analysis to survey data on student demographics, 

enrollment motivation, assessment of course value, attitudes toward making art, learning 

style, and suggestions for improvement. 
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CHAPTER I 

DSfTRODUCTION 

Problem Statement 

This study explored the relationship between contemporary art education theory, 

current general education art offerings, and preferences for general education art offerings 

by undergraduate university students. My goal was to find out to what extent theoretical 

perspectives in art education of the second half of the 1990s were embedded in general 

education art courses of the same time period, and to what extent both the literature and 

courses related to student expectations and desires. 

There is no guarantee that first-year college students will have had meaningful 

experiences with visual art. University general education programs provide an opportunity 

for art educators to contribute to the lifelong learning of non-art majors. Few studies 

explore university art courses for non-art majors. 

The most common type of art course for non-art majors, historically, has been the 

two-semester, chronologically ordered, slide-and-lecture survey of the Westem civilization 

from prehistoric to modem times (Shipps, 1994; Zimmerman, 1992). Seldom do general 

education options include studio art. Since general education programs nationwide 

experienced intense reform activity during the past and present decades (Gaff, Ratcliff, & 

Associates, 1997; Gaff, 1991), distinct curriculum changes have occurred in art courses for 

non-art majors since the survey work executed by Ziegfeld (1953), Hubbard (1963), and 

Sontag(1970). 

In the 1990s, some faculty have organized general education art history courses 

according to social themes. Other art education departments and faculty have added non-art 

major selections that focus on visual literacy, visual expressions of human values, and 

critical and creative thinking. Throughout the 1980s, a "raucous war of approaches" ensued 
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within the art fields (Heller, 1996, p. 102). Marxist, or social theory, feminism, gay and 

lesbian theory, psychoanalysis, semiotics, and multiculturalism emerged as alternative 

viewpoints for the creation and interpretation of art. Radical, or progressive, pedagogy is 

an understanding of teaching as a cultural practice (Gaudelius, in press). Today these 

viewpoints and pedagogies have gained some academic acceptance (Fehr, Fehr, & Keifer-

Boyd, in press; Hutchins & Suggs, 1998; Heller, 1996). 

In this study I examined general education course offerings in 19 mid-sized public 

universities to reveal the extent to which modifications or progressive paradigm shifts have 

occurred, and the extent to which these pedagogical views align with undergraduate student 

preferences for art education. Curricula changes should be informed from the needs 

expressed by students and from changes in the field of art education. 

I also investigated the status of general education art courses in relation to the issues 

that emerged from the journal article content analysis in Chapter EQ and the preferences of 

non-art major students. These issues were related to the need for experiential concept 

learning, discourse and art making experiences in conjunction with lectures, and an 

emphasis on contemporary issues including feminist and postmodern multicultural 

perspectives. 

Background of the Problem 

To provide a background for the relevance of this study, I investigated the role of 

art in general education programs by looking at historical reasons for its inclusion and 

rationale changes throughout the twentieth century. Art's inclusion in general education 

was predominantly a twentieth century development, since few institutions included art 

study before 1874 (Sontag, 1970). First, however, I provide an overview of the historical 

development of general education in this century to identify goals of art in education. 



Rationales for and Foci of "General Education" 

The philosophies governing the purpose and structure of general education 

programs changed at critical junctures in United States history. The nineteenth century 

began with universities intent on liberal education, but the Industrial Revolution prompted a 

shift toward more specialized, vocational education (Rockfish Gap Commission, 

1818/1961; Wayland, 1850/1961). The Industrial Revolution in the United States (1900-

1950), as an age of machine development and use, resulted in dispersed rural communities, 

expanded urban culture, and new social and environmental problems that require socially 

responsible actions (Gablik, 1992; Lovejoy, 1997). Between the turn of the century and 

World War n, the association of democratic principles with general education developed as 

a common denominator of two competing philosophies: humanism and instrumentalism. 

Meiklejohn (1923) expressed a humanist philosophy for general education. Higher 

education's purpose, he felt, was to understand human endeavors in the context of society. 

He and his colleagues espoused an anti-research sentiment in reaction to the scientific 

method. 

Many educators refer to Dewey's progressive education as instrumental 

philosophy. This philosophy concerned the growth of the individual, who, through 

reflection and inquiry, could achieve personal and social transformation (Dewey, 1944). 

By the 1940s, the goal of general education was to develop attitudes and values that would 

enable students to create a better future by changing society (Childs, 1950). For the first 

time, American education became oriented to the future instead of to the past. 

The advent of the Cold War transformed the conception of democracy in the United 

States. Educators, politicians, and citizens came to view democracy, no longer as a process 

for social change, but as an institution to be revered and defended. The United States 

adopted a new role of protecting and transmitting the idea of democracy across intemational 

borders (Robertson, 1980). 



University enrollment in the United States burgeoned due to the GI Bill (Ravitch, 

1983). The Harvard University report. General Education in a Free Society (Harvard 

Conmiittee, 1945), called for reforms in general education. General education's mission, 

the report advocated, was to empower students "to make decisions . . . with perspective 

and a sense of standards" (Harvard Committee, 1945, p. 244). By the early 1960s, the 

university had become "a prime instrument of national purpose" (Kerr, 1982, p. 87). 

In the 1960s and 1970s, issues such as civil rights for African-Americans, 

women's rights, and the Vietnam War fostered a climate in which many students rejected 

the status quo and demonstrated for individual freedoms. Democracy strained to 

accommodate highly personal values, and higher education became characterized by 

curricular flexibiHty, variety, and choice (Keller, 1982). Miller (1988) referred to this shift 

in the general education paradigm as educating for diversity. 

In The Meaning of General Education, Miller (1988) identified three organizing 

principles that have characterized general education since its inception and continue to guide 

its development today. The first trait was that general education must be self-conscious and 

purposeful. Educators must make a commitment to ongoing self-study and the evaluation 

of both goals and methods. Secondly, the general education emphasis on basic methods, 

attitudes, skills, and values should be valuable to all students from diverse contexts. Third, 

general education should teach democratic processes and promote a democratic society 

(Miller, p. 188). The individual and his or her relationship to society, rather than 

knowledge for its own sake, is at the core of general education. 

Rationales for Visual Arts Courses in 
the General Education Curriculum 

The inclusion of art courses as an elective in higher education was not widespread 

before the 1930s since curricula planners considered art a feminine activity and academia 

served males (Keppel, 1925). At Princeton, an all male university in the 1930s, the focus 
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of art teaching was on appreciation and not the production of art, while the women's 

colleges promoted the production of art and crafts (Duffus, 1928). Curriculum developers 

initially considered art the domain of female students, but the growth of coeducational 

institutions in the thirties and forties spurred the development of art programs for both 

genders (Steward, 1951). In the first half of the century, the few art courses in higher 

education were most commonly art appreciation elective classes, with classical content 

more popular than American modem art (Goldwater, 1943). Johnson (1947), a university 

educator, promoted the dissemination of Westem art history as cultural literacy, i.e., a 

means to educational capital. Promotion of aesthetic history connected with Westem 

democratic ideals fit the Cold War agenda of promoting democratic nations through cultural 

imperiahsm (Guilbaut, 1983). 

Since the 1930s, and as is somewhat true today, the Westem survey elective course 

also served as an introductory freshman course for attracting majors to departments of art 

and art history (Sontag, 1970). It was not until the late 1960s, however, that studio art and 

art history courses became firmly entrenched in the general education curriculum 

(Morrison, 1973). The 1970s was a boom-time for art departments nationwide due in part 

to the exponentially increasing global market for contemporary art, with New York City as 

the focal point of the art world (Guilbaut, 1983). The studio art educational emphasis was 

on individual freedom and self-expression through abstracted pure forms (Chicago, 1975). 

Around the midpoint of the century, the field of art education as distinct from studio 

art and art history began to coalesce in higher education. Barkan (1955) presented evidence 

that personal need satisfaction, social well-being, and enhanced sensitivity to relationships 

increased with one's valuing of creativity. Barkan viewed art education and general 

education as paradigmatically entwined, and Chapman (1978) furthered this association. In 

the 1980s and 1990s, art education literature focused on discipline-based art education 

(Eisner, 1985; Levi & Smith, 1991), multiculturalism (McFee, 1995), feminism (Parker & 



Pollock, 1981; Collins & Sandell, 1984) and social reconstruction theory (Blandy & 

Congdon, 1987; Neperud, 1995). Social theory called for a shift from the dominance of a 

high art worid culture to a balance or integration of established art traditions into the 

multicultural life-worlds being lived by students (Bersson, 1987). 

Modified Art History Survey Courses 

Most general education visual art selections include survey art history courses, 

often to the exclusion of other art educational possibilities. Additive approaches to survey 

art history courses are no longer viable with recognition of the diversity of definitions of art 

and artist by feminist and postmodern multicultural scholars (Florence, 1998; Parker & 

Pollock, 1985). I describe below some modifications to the art history survey course to 

serve as examples of possibilities. However, the problem lies in that these are rare 

examples. More common are survey art history courses (often fulfilled by Advanced 

Placement high school art history courses and college tests) that maintain Westem and 

Modernist biases. These biases privilege constructs of art as a progression of unique and 

original objects, and artist as white male individual creative geniuses. 

Winter and Zemich (1995) at Harvard no longer teach the traditional art survey 

course. Initially they added women and non-Westem artists to their survey course. 

However, the cumulative amount of material became impossible to cover in one semester. 

Winter and Zemich redesigned the co-taught course into four sections: (a) an examination 

of what it is we call "art," (b) the recognition of diverse systems of representation, (c) an 

exploration of the differing perspectives on interpretation, and (d) confrontation with issues 

of value and judgment. The classroom sessions alternated with site/museum visits, 

providing students with "hve" art experience. They enhanced class discussions with team 

teaching interactions and built upon each other's presentations. This type of course, which 

involved discourse instead of lectures, was more appropriate for general education 



students, they argued, than the standard survey course. Their course emphasized methods 

and debates in the field and museum visits. According to Heller (1996), enrollment in this 

general education art course was far greater than the enrollment in traditional art survey 

courses at Harvard. 

A description of art history survey curriculum experimentation by Condon (1995) is 

an example of how individual instructors are reshaping course content and methodologies 

to engage students more fully in art history. After five years of experimentation to capture 

students' interest, Condon (1995) found most successful the use of a series of topically 

focused lectures on particular aspects of each chronological unit. Her students did not make 

art. However, they listened to music during class which promoted understanding of the 

differences in artistic styles. She required supplemental readings beyond the basic survey 

text to provide a more contextualized approach. Condon had previously experimented with 

using only readings such as artists' manifestos, and feminist and other multicultural essays 

in place of a survey text, but found that students performed poorly on exams. Evaluation 

revealed a student perception that the literature of the times studied was not as accurate as a 

textbook of chronological "facts." Condon interspersed class discussions within lectures. 

She also used frequent, regular, in-class response exercises to help elicit her students' 

passion for art. Take-home essay exams consisted of broad questions that offered students 

choices, so they could personally synthesize lecture, text, and readings. 

Dietrich and Smith-Hurd (1995) noted that while feminist and social theory had 

accomplished much since the early 1980s, the theories had not transformed the art 

disciplines. To encourage collegial efforts in translating theory into practice, the authors 

proceeded to share practical classroom strategies. They supplemented Gardner's A/t 

Through the Ages (9th ed., 1991) with Chadwick's Women: Art and Society (1990), and 

their students, who enjoyed the interplay between the texts, learned to form their own 

opinions. The authors cite Freirean pedagogy (Morris, 1998; Freire, 1971) as a paradigm 



for art classroom methodology, suggesting that educators move away from the podium, 

and change the way students sit, often grouping them in discussion circles. They 

abandoned the methodology of showing as many sHdes as possible in favor of the 

discussion of issues. Dietrich spent the first two weeks of a semester laying the 

groundwork for the rest of the course and getting to know the students and their attitudes 

regarding what they already knew about art and what they wanted to learn. She arranged 

slide lectures according to topics the students selected. Like Condon, short response papers 

were a regular feature of course methodology. Smith-Hurd always began discussion of a 

historical era with the social history and gender issues of the time. She gave equal time to 

female and male artists, and students made frequent visits to local museums. Getting 

students out of the classroom to view art encouraged a more visceral response than was 

possible from projected images. 

Steiner (1984) supported the inclusion of working directiy with art materials in 

visual arts general education courses because this, she argued, promotes sensitivity and 

competency, two desirable social qualities. 

The importance of qualitative knowing is that without such knowing one is not 
sensitive to situations, one is not able to grasp their pervasive qualities and so 
take situational standpoints. Without such standpoints, theoretical knowing is 
nonfunctional in the life activity of human beings A better social design 
depends upon sensitivity and competency as well as reflectiveness. (Steiner, 
1984, pp. 12-13) 

Harris (1997) also defends the value of art making experiences for the general student. She 

stated that art making experiences not only complement the variety of student learning 

styles, but they reinforce the comprehension of cultural awareness. Caine and Caine's 

(1991) research revealed that human brains learn better and retain more information when 

teachers include experiential activities. 
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Social Reconstruction Theoretical Frame 

The theoretical frame for this study aligned and arose from two art education journal 

publications that espouse specific theoretical orientations. The Journal of Cross-cultural and 

Multicultural Art Education aligns with pluralistic notions of multiculturalism and The 

Journal of Social Theory in Art Education is based on progressive notions of social theory. 

In the field of art education in the 1990s there were only a few journals created specially by 

and for art educators: Studies in Art Education, The Journal of Art Education, School Arts, 

Journal of Cross-cultural and Multicultural Art Education (JMCRAE), and The Journal of 

Social Theory in Art Education (JSTAE). I excluded Studies in Art Education, a research 

and issues journal, from my analysis due to its wide breadth and no specific theoretical 

orientation. I also excluded from analysis The Journal of Art Education and School Arts, 

both with a practical application focus, for the same reason—neither espoused a specific 

theoretical orientation. In Chapter EI, I provide findings from an in-depth content analysis 

of three years of JMCRAE and JSTAE from 1995-1998 to define multicultural and social 

theory from the authors' perspectives. 

The commonalties of these perspectives served as the lens to examine catalog 

descriptions of non-art major general education courses and syllabi from these courses 

from 19 universities in the United States. I also compared the art education theory 

advocated in the two selected journals to student enrollment motivation, their preferred 

learning styles, and valuing of these courses. In Chapter EQ, I present five themes that 

emerged from a content analysis of JSTAE and JMCRAE between the years 1995 to 1998. 

These five emergent themes from the selected literature, which guided my analysis and 

interpretation of the catalogue descriptions, syllabi, and student responses to general 

education art courses, included: 

1. pluralism and multiculturalism; 

2. power relationships; 



3. social reconstmctive critical aesthetic theory; 

4. critical theory applied to technology use; and 

5. implementation strategies for social reconstruction. 

I present the analysis in Chapter IV and the interpretation connecting these three areas in 

Chapter V. 

Methodology 

Since general education aligns with democractic social values, and the growing 

body of social reconstruction literature supports participatory democratic practices, this 

study recommends a stronger relationship between social theory and teaching practices than 

currently exists. To explore this relationship within non-art major art courses, I gathered 

data from four sources: (a) the past three years of two of the five art education journals 

which have clearly identified theoretical orientations; (b) catalog descriptions for non-art 

major art courses from 19 mid-sized, public, four-year universities in the United States; (c) 

23 course syllabi from six of the selected 19 universities; and (d) from a survey of 449 

students who reported their enrollment motivations, preferred learning styles, and attitudes 

regarding course content, methodology, and value of a non-art major course that they 

selected to fulfill their general education requirements. I also compared the value ratings of 

111 art major survey respondents to those of the general education students. I compared the 

non-art majors' motivations and attitudes toward the courses that they experienced to 

general education art courses offered at similar universities throughout the United States 

and to the issues that emerged in a content analysis of the past three years of two art 

education journals. Chapter n describes the methodology and limitations of this study. 

With no contemporary survey available, and few studies of general education art 

curriculum, I surveyed descriptions of art courses currently taught to non-art majors. These 

courses, selected by students from among varying numbers of options, fulfill general 
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