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Cultivating Democracy through K-12 Public Visual Arts Education in the 
United States 
 

The democratic wish is suspended between the democratic promise of limited government for 
individual liberty—which is rooted in the dread of government and trust in economic 
markets—and the democratic prospect of social and economic equality—which is rooted in a 
yearning for community… 

—James Morone, 1990 
 
Core values such as accountability, equality, liberty, restricted government, and pluralism 
serve to cultivate our American democracy (Wyszomirski, 2000). Such core values aid us in 
strategizing ways to develop prudent and sensible tools to forge common bonds around public 
issues while building both collective and personal identity. Americans, often and admirably, 
pursue avenues that allow them to foster the public purposes of democracy without government. 
They look for means that will allow them to intercede and attempt to solve a problem by 
exploring channels that strive for consensus among peoples and their ideas in response to the 
conditions of the times in which they live. 

This article is the fourth of five installments in a series on cultivating art education in our public 
democracy. It endeavors to connect AmericansÕ regard for freedom and culture to purposes for 
art education in our market-driven economy and society. It builds upon the prior installment that 
discussed contributing to prosperity, and it discusses the moral ramifications of partnerships with 
not-for-profit organizations, questions the impact of popular cultural influences, and considers 
ways to enable students to become responsible public citizens. 

Relationships between Freedom and Culture 
Unchecked authority can undermine free institutions. Democracies strive to overcome tendencies 
toward singular powers by maintaining conditions that promote the building of just relationships. 
Citizens of the United States generally believe this route provides the moral resources that enable 
us to Òengage in fair and open decision makingÓ (Wyszomirski, 2000, p. 73). While economic, 
social, and technical advancement is progressing in other nations, our American society may be 
changing more significantly than most societies around the globe. Our economic interests have 
progressively transferred the pursuit of trade from agrarian purposes to those that are industrial, 
technological, and digital. Growing population centers have tested governmental capacities to 
respond to the needs of American society and have resulted in a greater need to maintain political 
systems through both private and public structures. The words of John Dewey still ring true: ÒWe 
are beginning to realize that emotions and imagination are more potent in shaping public opinion 
than information and reasonÓ (1989, p. 16). Because those who are free individuals, then as 
today, govern themselves more so by reason than appetite, one duty of our role as contemporary 
teacher/artists is to remind others of that dichotomy through studio teaching and artwork. 



 

 

Art 21 Images thematically tied to Cultivating Democracy 
The fourth and fifth seasons of Art 21: Art in the 21st Century (2007, 2008) offered viewers an 
opportunity to meet artists whose work in some ways raises questions about cultivating 
democracy in America and beyond. 21 included images from Jenny Holzer that question the 
value of consumption, that examine torture, and that discuss the effects of disease and death on 
society. It also included images produced by the artistic team of Allora and Calzadilla who 
question nationality, borders, and democracy, and of Carrie Mae Weems. Vanessa Lopez, NAEA 
Baltimore 2010 National Convention Program Chair, has worked collaboratively with Art 21 to 
obtain Weems as an artist/keynote speaker for the April Convention: Art Education and Social 
Justice. 

Some of the images of work from these artists are included in this article [see online pdf of 
February NAEA News]. I encourage you to look at their full range of artwork and to consider 
ways in which to engage colleagues, students, and stakeholders in a dialogue about what 
cultivating democracy in America signifies today. Use their imagery to pose questions that 
inquire how the work of contemporary artists comments upon or reflects the status of our 
American democracy and what import it has for the curricular choices art teachers and others 
may make for todayÕs students. 

Taking the Pulse of Public Sentiment and Values 
Thoreau is said to have remarked that it is not enough to be busy; rather concern should lie in 
what the busyness is about. He inferred the question: Is busy in pursuit of more always the best 
action to take? 

Alfie Kohn (2004)Ñ in his book What does it mean to be well educated?Ñ questions whether 
educators sometimes confuse harder with better. He discusses standards and testing in the United 
States and wonders if such measures of achievement serve the purposes of schooling. If, as 
Dewey proposed, the value of student engagement resides not in the harder questions imposed 
but rather in the thoughtfulness of stimulation (Kohn, 2004) the higher duty we holdÑ as 
observed by Jerome BrunerÑ is to find the questions of medium difficulty Òthat can be answered 
and that take you to somewhereÓ (2004, p. 42). 

Our Market-driven Economy 
Learning for the purpose of developing artful and holistic mindfulness remains in danger and has 
in some cases been sacrificed for attaining higher test scores. Debate about testing continues, but 
the need for voices that challenge a singular focus on test results still ask, ÒWhat is being 
sacrificed when schools are forced to focus on test results?Ó (Kohn, 2004, p. 62). Kohn and 
othersÑ notably in our Association, Laura ChapmanÑ have questioned the degree to which 
business leaders have been determining educational policies, as if the only important purposes of 
public education are to make students productive workers who can compete in the global 
economy. 

The public purpose of democracy identified by Wyszomirski (2000) and examined in the 
previous article in this series was prosperity. And itÕs worth reiterating that prosperity in the arts 



 

 

can mean: (1) driving the economic engine of America, (2) enabling studentsÕ voices through a 
visual arts education that builds personal wholeness, and (3) acknowledging an obligation to pay 
democratic opportunities forward in social service to others to perpetuate a good and just society. 
As we continue to work to define what is public and what is private, and link and relate these 
interests to visual arts education, it benefits everyone to develop enlightened self-interest as 
studentsÕ spirits and voices are nurtured in studio classrooms. 

A Research Agenda for Art Education 
Both the Arts Education Partnership (AEP) and NAEA have initiated conversations about 
directions for research. Sandra Ruppert, AEP Director, reported the directions proposed by AEP 
in her online article for Education Week at the end of September. In her article entitled ÒThe Arts 
Education Effect: Why Schools With Arts Programs Do Better At Narrowing Achievement 
Gaps,Ó Ruppert agrees with President ObamaÕs conclusion that students prepared for the 21st 
century require education beyond high school. Many students who begin to feel dissatisfaction 
with schooling in middle school do not finish high school. Ruppert also calls readersÕ attention to 
the disappointing results of 8th graders on the 2008 National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP) in the arts in which only 42% of students could provide correct answers to 
questions about the visual arts. 

It is a matter of social justice that every child in American public schools be able to enjoy the 
visual arts as a critical component of their preK-12 education and human development as an 
essential right. When program delivery is interrupted after elementary school, teachers cannot 
provide a spiraling and sequential curriculum in art education, and they are not given the chance 
to affect studentsÕ lives and make a difference. Yet, AEP research from the late Ô90s told the 
story that 8th graders highly involved in the arts consistently achieved at higher levels. Fewer 
than half the students surveyed as a component of the 2008 NAEP reported taking coursework in 
the visual arts. Consistent program delivery affects studentsÕ achievement, and more importantly 
contributes to a comprehensive education that fosters creativity, imagination, and innovation. 
Replications of such proofÑ that thorough K-12 arts programs can result in much broader and 
deeper human caliberÑ would serve to further sharpen the case of the essential need for a place 
for arts education in AmericaÕs schools. 

Ruppert (2009) suggests five strategies to begin to counteract the set of problems students face 
both in general schooling as well as with performance in the arts. She implores decision makers 
to ensure equal access to arts education as a way to raise levels of participation in arts course 
taking, and to build interest in and demand for the arts in the early grades. Once this occurs, 
Ruppert encourages focus on what works in improving student achievement in the arts, and 
indicates that equal access opportunities will serve to close the arts education achievement gap. 

NAEA will begin revising its strategic plan this summer. The next NAEP arts assessment is 
scheduled for 2016. Eighth graders who participate in that assessment will graduate in 2020. The 
implications these factors may have for our Association as it refocuses its goals on providing 
students opportunities to develop their personal capacities for creativity, imagination, and 
innovation through art education should affect its strategic planning. Likewise, Creativity, 
Imagination, and Innovation in Art Education will be the theme of NAEAÕs National 



 

 

Convention 2011, Seattle, under the leadership of National Convention Coordinator Dr. Sandra 
Kay. Many NAEA members would concur that the teaching we provide enables students to 
become good and whole citizens because meaningful and thorough planning provided by well-
prepared visual arts teachers in studio classrooms students often produces students who can 
create, imagine, and innovate, producing ideas with evidence of personal voice. Such preparation 
underwrites the long-range goal that we all share: to achieve President ObamaÕs charge to be 
able to prepare all K-12 students by 2020 to succeed in school, life, and work. 

John Howell White, Higher Education Division Director for NAEA, is in the process of forming 
a team to update a research agenda for visual arts education. In collaboration with Sara Wilson 
McKay, Chair of the Seminar for Research in Art Education, this committee plans to include 
experts representing various research methodologies that offer the potential to connect with other 
divisions and extend the efforts of Melody Milbrandt, immediate past Division Director for 
Higher Education, who began this dialogue to purposefully reshape NAEAÕs research agenda 
and who will serve on the committee to speak to action research strategies. 

NAEA Division DirectorsÑ Bob Reeker at the elementary level, Mary Miller at the middle 
school level, Diane Scully at the high school level, Lesley Wellman at the museum ed level, 
Mark Coates at the supervision and administration level, and John Howell White at the higher ed 
levelÑ are working collaboratively to revise lesson template components currently in place on 
the link from NAEAÕs award-winning website to Artsonia.com. The aim of the work undertaken 
by the Division Directors is to meaningfully sharpen the reflective investment of art teachers in 
planning instruction that pushes practices forwardÑ extensively beyond Ômake and takeÕ 
solutionsÑ and to build upon the traditional studio instruction entry points of artwork, enduring 
ideas and themes, formal concepts, media, and subject matter to include a rationale which 
explains the importance of lesson content and its purposes for teaching and learning. Plans 
submitted for NAEA review will be vetted in ways comparable to the review processes in place 
for NAEA publications so that NAEA members can enjoy the benefit of planning models 
demonstrating the best and brightest ideas that our teachers have to offer. 
A Practical Relationship: The Kennedy Center and the Public Schools 
The Education Department website for the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts 
(www.kennedy-center.org/education/anygivenchild/) outlines what the Kennedy Center is doing 
to help sustain arts education in AmericaÕs public schools. It describes an initiative of Kennedy 
Center President Michael M. Kaiser, called Any Given Child, which seeks to address the need 
for arts education programs in districts lacking an understanding among all stakeholders of their 
value. Kennedy Center staff members, under the leadership of Barbara Shepherd, Director for 
National Partnerships, and John Abodeely, Program Manager for National Partnerships, along 
with community leaders and school administrators work as a team to implement programming 
which is sequential and required each year of K-12 schooling rather than intermittent and 
irregular. In a December meeting I shared with Barbara and Deborah Reeve, John reiterated that, 
ÒAny Given Child sees arts teachers in schools as absolutely, positively necessary providers of 
arts instruction for childrenÓ (e-mail communication, 11/5/09). Shepherd is currently working in 
Sacramento, CA through the MayorÕs office with two district superintendents; this is the first site 



 

 

identified by the Kennedy Center to engage in Any Given Child. The aim, consonant with the 
goals of NAEA, is to see local school districts build the capacity to leverage arts partnerships and 
achieve the districtsÕ and schoolsÕ goals. A community audit is followed by the development of 
programs and resources that include professional development and support for planning both in 
the arts and for arts integration to achieve school reform. Information for Community Teams 
interested in Any Given Child can be found at: www.kennedy-center.org/ 
education/anygivenchild/program.cfm 

I canÕt think of a better way to cultivate democracy in AmericaÕs public schools than through 
sequential and spiraling K-12 arts education curricular programs. Dewey said it right when he 
observed that emotions and imagination can potently shape popular culture. As both teachers-as-
artists educators and citizens, our charge is to drumbeat the contributions that the arts can make 
to the comprehensive education of any given child. Forces and resources are coming together to 
enable us to loudly sound the call. NAEA President-Elect SabolÕs research funded by the 
National Art Education Foundation (NAEF) and describing the effects of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) on visual arts programs in schools, to be released this month, is a good resource for 
beginning to sound the call. 

R. Barry Shauck, NAEA President  
College of Fine Arts, School of Visual Arts, Boston University 

617-884-1248; fax 617-353-7217 
bshauck@arteducators.org 

 
 
 

NAEA ORGANIZATIONAL AWARENESS 
Members can expect to engage in or learn more about the following from the Board or 
members of the Executive staff over the coming months: 
¥ Americans for the ArtsÕ (AFTAÕs) call for Green Papers about the future of arts in America 
¥ The need in the field of art education for methodologically sound research to demonstrate 

the significant value of arts education in developing the intellectual and creative capacities of 
students 

¥ Consideration of the appointment of a Research Advisory Working Group 
¥ Registering for the 2010 NAEA National Convention, April 14-18, in Baltimore, Maryland 
¥ Appointment of a Facilities Committee to suggest guidelines for studio teaching 

environments 
¥ Appointment of an editor for Translations with kudos extended from the NAEA Board and its 

members to Mary Ericson for her fine work as outgoing editor for this publication 
¥ Position statements to be reviewed at Delegates Assembly in Baltimore this April 
¥ A mission statement and policy handbook developed by the Higher Education Division 
¥ Efforts to work with the art educators of Mexico to become affiliated with NAEA 



 

 

¥ The close of comments to the P21 Skills Map for the Arts collaboratively developed by 
representatives of professional teaching organizations in dance, drama, music, and the visual 
arts 

¥ A special 25th anniversary celebration event hosted by the National Art Education 
Foundation to be held at the Walters Art Museum as a part of the April Convention 

¥ Consideration of a partnership with Walden Media, LLC focused on Beverly ClearyÕs 
Ramona books and their film titled Ramona and Beezus, in which RamonaÕs father is hired as 
the school art teacher because of a mural he and his daughter draw. In the story, they set out to 
draw the longest picture in the world; the potential project will involve elementary school 
students, art teachers, and art developmental and narrative drawing specialists from our 
Association in an attempt to break the Guinness record for the worldÕs longest drawing. The 
aim is to showcase both the value of art education research and developmentally correct and 
thoughtful studio practices. 
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