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Abstract

In Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences, Howard Gardner (1993) suggested that learning occurs in different ways, e.g.  some learners are visual, some are sensitive to music, etc. Learning through arts, which I define broadly as visual arts, music, narratives and pop art, offers a lot of possibilities to present information to the learners. In my paper I want to explore ways in which arts have been used to boost learners’ achievement and interest in the subject matter, to teach them how to listen and be sensitive to others, and to self-express. I argues that despite numerous beneficial effects of learning through art, not a lot of research has been conducted in this area. Future research directions are suggested. 
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Introduction

Humans have expressed themselves through art for ages.  It is only recently, however, that learning through art or expressing oneself through art in a classroom setting have been given more attention by teachers and researchers.  It is not to say that art was never before present in the classrooms (e.g. Levstik, 1986).  It is Howard Gardner’s (1993) influential book, Frames of Mind, TheTtheory of Multiple Intelligences, which gave a lot more credibility to using art in the classroom.  Gardner argued that human intelligence consists of seven different plains and that different people absorb information differently, i.e. not only through reading, but through writing, music, painting, etc. 

The purpose of this paper is to review the latest research that has emerged in the field of arts and learning.  I will first discuss examples of how the learning experience can be improved through the use of arts under the heading that I call “Learning in General.”  Then, in the “Learning to Listen” section I will discuss ways in which people can learn to listen to others through music and cultural narratives.  I will then explore how narratives can be used to foster self-expression and ultimately self-help.  Finally, I will look at a study of possible disadvantages of being too creative. 

It has been a difficult task to categorize the studies into several sections,  because they often share common elements.  Learning history through drama, for instance, could as well be a part of the self-expression category since students do express their emotion while acting out their assigned roles in a play.  In fact, self-expression is a common thread that is present in all the reviewed articles.  The way in which I chose to divide the material, therefore, are flexible and should only signify the dominance of certain elements over others, e.g. in the article on listening to music the theme of listening was dominant; self-expression, however, was not absent. 

Another challenge was to decide what art actually is.  Is it strictly visual arts, music and literature, or is it pop art, and narratives?  I have decided to include all these forms as representative of art.  In the contemporary culture the boundaries between high art and pop art are not always clear and excluding one form but including the other would be a subjective choice based on personal preference. 

Learning in General

In this section I will discuss how the learning experience can be enhanced by arts.  Until recently, research that investigated arts and their relation to improvement in learning has not focused on programs that teach a specific subject.  Instead, these studies focused on a more general premise, e.g. that the use of drama in the classroom improved students’ reading comprehension when compared with the students not exposed to drama (Rose, Parks, Androes, & McMahon,  2000). 

Research has been narrowed to a specific subject and a specific grade level in a study by Otten and Robinson (2004).  The researchers examined the influence of a dramatic art-based history program for firth grade students.  The program lasted a year and did not replace the traditional history teaching classes, but was given in addition to them.  The fifth-grade teacher, in collaboration with a jazz musician, composed and directed three dramas in the form of musicals.  They covered the history of the fifth grade curriculum, the time between the Constitutional Convention of 1787 and the Industrial Revolution. 

Students who did not participate in the program were tested along with students who performed in the musicals.  The results indicated that the latter group not only scored higher on tests that checked the students’ content knowledge about the studied historical period, but also they enjoyed studying history more than the former group.  Otten and Robinson pointed out that by participating in a drama that portrayed lives of people from a given historical period, students could more easily relate to their circumstances and better understand the causes of their actions. 

The implications of this study for future research are fundamental.  They show that students’ achievement and enjoyment of studying a given subject are enhanced when arts, in this case drama, are incorporated into their learning experience.  Above all, they indicate the importance of scaffolding, a concept introduced by Dewey in his book entitled Experience and Education.  Scaffolding means that a content of the lesson is adjusted to the students’ experience so that he/she can understand it and relate to it.  The use of drama in Otten and colleagues’ article is a great example of one of the ways to put scaffolding into practice. 

Another way to improve the learning experience is to attend museums and exhibitions of various kinds.  The exhibited material, whether related to fine arts or science, is presented is several ways, e.g. visually or with the use of the video/audio equipment.  Various presentations of the material give the learners the opportunity to choose the learning experience that best suits their particular learning style, as discussed by Gardner (1993). 

In a study of learning that occurs in museums, Donald (1991) described various learning experiences that visitors of museums may have, and outlined measures that could be used to check how much the museum visitor has learned from being in the museum.  The measures include: time on task (how much time the learner has spent on learning a given task), the difference between what is known before and after instruction (facts learned and concepts/ ideas gained), measures of thinking or problem solving, motivation, creativity, intellectual provocation, and the generalization of meaning (p. 372-373).  The application of these measures in museums is important because it shows 1) how much learning occurs in museums and 2) that the effects of learning in museums can be measured and thus successfully studied by educational psychologists and educators. 

Donald points out to two other important factors that make learning in museums an important learning experience.  The first factor is that learning is now believed to be a life-long experience, rather than a process that is possible only during childhood and adolescence.  Moreover, it is now believed that the acquisition of thinking skills to utilize knowledge is more important in the learning process than the acquisition of knowledge.  Museums exhibits should reflect these changes in order to facilitate learning. Arts, such as videos, narratives, and visual displays should be used to enhance the learning experience of people of different ages and with different experiences who visit the museums. 

Learning to Listen

Listening to others, being sensitive to the needs of others, and understanding others are skills needed by educators and doctors alike.  For educators it is important to understand their students as much as for doctors it is important to understand their patients.  Thus, studies in classrooms of public schools as well as of medical institutions have been conducted to determine how to foster these qualities in educators and future medical staff. 

Newell and Hanes (2003) described a course called “Music and Medicine” which they taught to their medical students to foster humanism. Due to the length of this paper it is not possible to describe the entire course, but a short description of one lesson will show how the connection between listening and music and listening to others was presented to students. 

Sesson 4 of the course was called “Interpretive Music: Lessons in Listening.”  In this session three pieces of music without lyrics were played.  The students were asked to guess what the composer was attempting to express.  This strategy was used to illustrate that patients needed to be understood not only by the words they speak, but also by the rhythm, tone, and cadence of their words.  Topics which emerged during discussion that followed were how tone and cadence change the meaning of our words and how humans have a common intrinsic understanding of tone and rhythm. 

Listening to others and understanding their needs can also be accomplished by studying what others read and write.  According to Schulz (1996), writing is not only a cognitive, but also a social and cultural process.  She argues that school and work literacies should be studied more broadly, since they can inform educators and policy makers about the need and self-concepts of students. 

The narratives of urban high school students were, as Schulz puts it, “a bridge between home and school communities” (p. 519) or an opportunity for students to imagine a world that was different from the one they inhabited.  In an essay on social welfare, for instance, one of the students described how she could have been on social welfare (she could have become a teen mother twice during her high school years), and how she wished to go to college and change her future. 

Finders (1996) studied the reading of pop art, 10 teen magazines by middle class, Euro-American seventh-grade girls to explore how girls perceive and construct their social roles and relationships as they enter the new cultural scene: the junior high school.  The study showed how the adolescent girls use literacy to shape their social roles. 

More specifically, the study pointed out a lot of useful information about the teenagers who read the teen zines (the magazines for teenagers).  The most important elements that it revealed were that reading was a social practice and that girls were appropriating the experience of the people presented in the zines to their own experiences.  Even though educators have been criticizing the zines for their shallowness and narrowness of content, the attraction to these magazines should not be ignored.  The content could be modified, for instance, to discuss more in-depth topics. Pop art, wisely used, could foster social learning experiences and learning through scaffolding (relating to experiences of others). 

To be listened to is a skill that is adults take for granted; children, however, have to acquire it.  I do not mean a passive listening here, but a kind of listening where somebody is actively engaged in it and can make their own conclusions based on what he/she heard.  Owens and Robinson (1997) conducted a study in the kindergarten, which documented the beneficial effects of reading stories to children.  The children’s language abilities were stimulated.  Also, the children’s language needs at multiple levels of language processing could be addressed.  

Self-Help/Self Expression

Self-expression is an important aspect of learning.  To express oneself well is an art of its own because the better we can express ourselves, the better we can be understood.  Additionally, self-expression helps to articulate our thoughts and to make them clearer to ourselves.  In this section, I will first discuss how learning of self-expression can help patients in clinical settings, then explore how art is used in order to express a personal philosophy of nursing, and finally I will discuss self-narratives and how they influence attitudes towards learning. 

Cameron and Nichols (1998) conducted a study which assessed the effectiveness of a writing task designed to foster self-regulatory coping with stressful experiences to reduce medical clinic visits and to promote adjustment. Students entering college who were classified as optimists or pessimists by using a dispositional optimism measure participated in a self-regulation task (expressing thoughts and feelings about entering college and then formulating coping plans), a disclosure task (expressing thoughts and feelings only), or a control task (writing about trivial topics) for 3 weekly writing sessions. 
The results indicated that optimists, both the self-regulation task and the disclosure task reduced illness-related clinic visits during the following month; among pessimists, only the self-regulation task reduced clinic visits.  In general, the self-regulation task beneficially affected mood state and college adjustment whereas the disclosure task increased grade point averages.
The study revealed an interesting phenomenon: while it is good to self-express, the process needs to be self-regulated and oriented towards a certain goal in order to help students express themselves in such a way that it would help them, rather than make them more depressed.  The results of the article indicate how little we know about self-expression and its various kinds (i.e. self-regulated self expression versus a less goal oriented disclosure self-expression. 

An example of a more goal-oriented self-expression has been described by Whitman and Rose (2003).  The researchers used an innovative teaching strategy in which art was the vehicle to express personal philosophy of nursing.  This teaching strategy gave students and faculty an opportunity to be creative and reflective, and to express their personal feelings about the nature of nursing.

As was the case with the “Music and Medicine” course, it was hard to choose only one example to illustrate how the strategy worked.  The article described four interesting examples; I will limit myself to one which is closest in content to our course.  Cheryl Binder, a student in the nursing program, illustrated her philosophy of nursing through drawing.  She drew a picture of a brain within a heart (see figure 1). Cheryl shared the following with her colleagues: 

I have been accused once or twice of thinking with my heart and not my head.  True as that may be, I believe as a nurse I need to incorporate compassion as well as intellect into caring for my patients.  I know that I can learn the technical skill and critical thinking skills necessary to provide competent nursing care to my patients.  However, there isn’t a teacher anywhere who can teach me compassion. One either possesses this trait or not.  Compassion has fueled my desire to become a nurse and will be reflected in the way I respond to human needs, both at the level of an individual and the community.  My philosophy is summed up in a quote by Charles Dickens, ‘Have a heart that never hardens, a temper that never tires, and a touch that never hurts’. (p. ***)

Cheryl, and other students who took the course, were exposed to the theory of nursing.  They construct their own philosophy based on their own experiences or on whatever is most important to them.  The construction of their own philosophy forced them to be reflective and to be critical of other as well as their philosophy of nursing. 
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Figure 1. Drawing submitted by Cheryl Binder.

Margaret Eisenhart (1995) conducted a study of how people organize culture.  The author suggests that it is through, what she calls, “stories of self” which mediate changing forms of individual participation, such as learning, in context.  She conducted her study at a nonprofit conservation workplace where newcomers were learning. 

Eisenhart followed two new employees who have just joined the organization after getting their M.S. degrees.  One of the study participants told her that she was ready to learn in a supportive environment, while the other participant told her he knew everything he needed to know in the formal educational setting.  These different approaches to learning were based on the previous life and school experiences which the participants recounted to the researcher through narratives. 

The article has great implications for educators because it shows how previous experience (of which educators are usually not aware of) shapes the approach to learning of every student.  Had the previous experiences of learners been considered, teachers would have had greater understanding of how best to approach each student and how to direct his/her learning experiences. 

Too Creative

Ambers and Burke (2000) conducted a study in which they measured the frequency of generation of transitional objects, the fluidity of self/other boundaries, degree of preoccupation with early separation/individuation issues, vulnerability to self-fragmentation anxiety, and the degree to which idealized objects were manufactured.  The researchers tested a group of the fine arts students and a control group of the students who majored in other fields. 

The results indicated that the degree to which the fine arts students displayed the variables mentioned above was significantly greater than the degree to which the same variables influenced students who majored in other fields.  More studies would have to be done to draw valid conclusions on the subject, but a hypothesis to conduct a future study may be that while it is important to be creative, creativity should not dominate our lives.  It may lead, for instance, to idealization of certain objects and a view of the world that is not much relevant to reality. 

Conclusions

First, I discussed examples of how the learning experience can be improved through the use of arts under the heading that I call “Learning in General.”  Then, in the “Learning to Listen” section I explored ways in which people can learn to listening to others through music and cultural narratives.  I then explored how narratives can be used to foster self-expression and ultimately self-help.  Finally, I discussed implications of being too creative. 

As can be seen from the review, the literature on the subject of arts and learning is very recent (mostly in the last 10 years).  There are not too many studies on the subject today and if they are published, they appear in non-scientific literature and therefore cannot be used to support scientific research.  The existing body of literature is growing, but is relatively small.  It would be hard, for instance, to write a literature review on using a specific method in a specific subject (e.g. narrative in math or music in social studies in primary school, secondary education, and the universities).  Because of so many benefits of incorporating arts into learning, the subject should be investigated further in scientific literature and should be more numerous in order to provide a strong evidence for the claim. 
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