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Values In Art and Design Education  
 
 
Introduction 

The first part of this essay will lead the reader through a theoretical look at Values in 

Art Education from the perspective of prominent voices in educational research such 

as Elliot Eisner, Richard Hickman and Ken Robinson. The literature review aims to 

consider key values highlighted by these authors and goes on to compare and 

contrast connections created between value and practice. Focus is given to three 

significant values held in art education that emerge from the range of literature. They 

are:  Knowledge and the Curriculum, Creativity and Expression and Visual literacy. In 

‘Knowledge and the Curriculum’ reference is made to constraints placed on 

knowledge in the art room and discusses how the aims of the curriculum reflect on 

both learners and more broadly on the creative economy. The section on creativity 

and expression discusses how creativity is perceived and how art educators find 

ways to boost creativity in their students and the obstacles that this can present. 

Finally, Visual Literacy highlights the importance of how we as art educators relate to 

our students through their knowledge of visual imagery. It will discuss how traditional 

skills and digital platforms both continue to influence the visual landscape. 

 

In the second part of this essay, these same values steer a more personal reflection 

within my own experiences as I begin my career as an art educator and think about 

how these values have impacted on my own development from art student to 

practicing artist.  The conclusion consolidates all three principles and connects a 

personal interest in risk taking, stamina and well-being as common core qualities for 

art education.  

 

Part 1: Literature Review 
 
Knowledge and the curriculum 

As 21st century art educators our intention is to offer learners an art knowledge that is 

symbiotic and useful for the world in which they live today. Eisner enforces that with 

each task and new material offered to learners in an art room, the art educator 

‘imposes constraints and provides opportunities for the development of the mind’ 

(Eisner, 2002:12). This means that we educate ourselves about children’s visual 

culture in order to bridge the gap between their everyday knowledge, and with the 

sometimes, inaccessible contemporary art that is provided as a vehicle for their 

outcomes (Hickman, 2010). We are teaching children that if they think and see 

slightly differently to how they would normally then they will be richer emotionally and 

academically in the qualities that art knowledge can offer. 

 



	 2	

The 2014 National Curriculum for Art at KS3 intends to ‘inspire and challenge pupils, 

equipping them with knowledge and skills to experiment, invent and create’. It 

continues to state that students should know how art and design ‘contributes to the 

culture, creativity and wealth of our nation’ (gov.uk 2014:80). At KS4 the 2015 

curriculum aims for students to explore, experiment and ‘become confident in taking 

risks’ (gov.uk 2015:3). Statements such as these suggest the government values 

‘education and training’ (Robinson 2001:6) and the importance of developing 

attributes favoured for the creative sector. However, despite the creative industries 

contribution towards a vital £10.8 billion to the UK economy each year, a closer look 

at the relationship between economy and classroom reveals that craft and art are in 

crisis. ‘Pressure on school budgets and a devaluation of creative subjects’ 

(craftscouncil.org.uk, n.d) translates as less time designated to art in primary schools 

and lower attainment levels in year seven. In part this is a reflection on the emphasis 

given to the English and Maths SATS testing in year six and then the focus on the 

Ebacc subjects at KS3 and 4 that can diminish the chances for students to choose 

creative subjects higher up in the school (accessart.org.uk, n.d). 

 

Devaluing subjects like art and design whilst elevating other subjects can undermine 

art as a ‘soft subject’, a hobby, purely for leisure and recreation. Views such as these 

can exacerbate the belief that art is (only) for the ‘socially and probably intellectually 

challenged (they are no good at anything else)’ (Hickman, 2010:44). Eisner agrees 

that ‘privilege of place is generally assigned to other subject areas’ with ‘arts being at 

the rim’ (Eisner, 2002:xi) yet, despite such opinions students do continue to be 

motivated to pursue art in schools. Hickman identifies art education as being 

beneficial to raising self-esteem as an important factor for adolescents whose self-

consciousness and   fears of being criticised can inhibit spontaneity (Hickman 2010). 

 

Creativity and expression 

According to research, one of the top ten qualities employers look for in employees is 

creativity (jvstoronto,	 2020) and in todays fast paced digital environment, government 

and businesses alike acknowledge that in order to be at the forefront of change and 

innovation, creativity in education and training is essential. ‘It is often thought that 

special people are creative: that creativity is a rare talent’, (Robinson, 2001:3) and 

what Robinson means by this is that creativity is generally attributable to people who 

are universally identified as unique thinkers and makers such as Leonardo Da Vinci, 

Albert Einstein or Steve Jobs. This idea of ‘creative icons’ being held in such 

reverence can either draw influence or create disconnect but ‘everyone has creative 

capacities. The challenge is to develop them.’ (Robinson, 2010:3) 
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One of the reasons creativity is valued is because it conjures up ideas around play 

and a freedom of expression but the challenge in the classroom is to know how to 

realise and cultivate this with the students. By the shear fact that we are human 

means we are creative ‘In every discipline, creativity draws on skill, knowledge and 

control’ (Robinson, 2001:5). In order that there is any chance for creative talents to 

develop, it is a matter of putting the imagination to use. Robinson identifies that  ‘It’s 

not about letting go, it’s about holding on’ (Robinson, 2010:5) and Eisner translates 

Robinson’s idea of sustained creative control as the process of ‘representation that 

stabilises the idea or image’ (Eisner, 2002:6). Eisner is talking about the idea that as 

art educators we are trying to eek out the creativity of children to help them to refine 

their ideas and then communicate these ideas to find meaning and to be open to 

feedback and evaluation. The components of creativity are fickle because the quality 

of ideas can vary and students may not know how to repeat the success of an 

artwork, which can be demoralising. Therein lies the next step in learning, how to 

think about and evaluate art work in new and different ways to move ideas forward or 

give them new life.  

 

As art educators it is important to be mindful how we play a part in the creative 

development of students. There are some teachers who will advocate self-

expression but then devise schemes of work with clearly defined ‘outcomes’ for the 

students (Addison, 2007:304). Sennett (1997) argues that if ‘practice is organised as 

a means to a fixed end, the person in training will meet a fixed target but won’t 

progress further’ it becomes a ‘closed system’ removing the rhythm of breathing and 

dreaming time for ideas to emerge and problems to be solved (Sennett, 1997:38). 

Creativity can be inhibited by too much or too little interference. Austrian educator 

Franz Cizek developed the theory of ‘non intervention’ (Hickman, 2010:14) 

encouraging children to blossom naturally without interference but his theories were 

not successful due to insufficient pedagogical structure. Sennet claims ‘modern 

education fears repetitive learning as mind numbing‘ and criticises the ‘enlightened 

teacher’ who wants to ‘present ever-different stimulation’ (Sennett. 1997:38) but in 

doing so prevents the learners from benefiting from the structure of their own internal 

influences.  

 

Visual Literacy 

We are living in a society where the image is omnipresent. Everyday we are exposed 

to and consumed by images generated through our technological world and Google 

claims an annual upload of 24 billion selfies each year (Cascone, 2016). We teach 

our students to read visual images but we also have to remember that they bring to 

the classroom their own wealth of knowledge and influence surrounding popular 

culture, lifestyle and consumerism. Prensky’s 2001 study (Prensky, 2001, cited in 
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McMaster, 2015:8) lists the average ‘college grad has read less than 5000hrs but 

spent 10,000hrs playing video games and 20,000hrs watching TV’. 

 

Duncum’s 1993 research claims ‘it is crucial to understand the motives which engage 

children and adults in the production of imagery’ and goes on to say that despite the 

increase of ‘visual narratives’ in the past 20 years in particular with TV and the 

internet, there is still ‘little focus given to visual narrative in school, citing a 

preoccupation with words’ (Duncum, 1993, cited in McMaster, 2015:8). It is important 

to recognise that our students are of a digital generation. Icons, emojis and menus 

replace text; observations are replaced by quick glimpses of life as a stream of 

photographs. We therefore have to question whether traditional practices of painting, 

drawing and printmaking can still provide a comprehensive education for all.  

 

Artist, Grayson Perry acknowledges that ‘we might be losing traditional skills but we 

are gaining so many more skills through digital art and digital platforms’ (Reith 

Lectures 2013). I agree with his sentiment that the intention of Visual literacy in art is 

to acknowledge the influence of popular culture, to talk about it and respond to it, 

broadening students’ visual landscape. Chung’s 2005 study suggests it is necessary 

for children to interpret and discuss their ‘visual environment critically instead of 

indiscriminately’ and uses the example of looking at advertisements to help children 

get a sense of how they too are being ‘targeted as consumers’ (Chung, 2005, cited in 

McMaster, 2015:18). Such images not only relate to the consumer culture and visual 

culture that we live and breathe today but also the breadth and depth of art history 

that precedes us. Eisner holds it essential to understand that ‘the visual sense is the 

most dominant and therefore the most central’ (Eisner, 1986, cited in McMaster 

2015:9) whereas Hickman’s 2003 study on the aims of education concluded that an 

‘understanding of the visual world was rated as being second in importance to 

‘practical problem-solving through manipulation of materials’ (Hickman, 2010:55). 

Whilst both are fundamental and hold equal importance towards a rounded art 

education, it is essential to know how to recognise and link those everyday motifs 

and logos that our students find meaning with and transfer them into a relatable 

language in art. 

 

Part 2: Reflections on my own values for art and design education 
 

In this second part of the essay I am able to reflect on these same principles that 

have been discussed in the literature review and make connections with how these 

ideas have: impacted my own art education, offered me formative teaching 

experiences along with the relationships I am building in the classroom, and shaped 

my own practice as an artist.  
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Knowledge and the curriculum 
 

With regards to my own values of art knowledge and the curriculum I am able to 

reflect firstly on my experiences as a mature art student studying towards an art 

degree supported by a curriculum that gave me great purpose and freedom. 

Secondly and in contrast, as a teenage schoolgirl in the 1980’s, which was in many 

ways a limited and restrictive art education but at the same time an unforgettable 

experience where I fell in love with being in an art room. 

 

Beginning my degree in Art and Design I felt at an advantage before even faced with 

an art task or handling a new material because as an adult I was equipped with solid 

self-knowledge and resilience. It meant I was ready to take risks with painting, 

printing, ceramics and ICT and ready to manage failure in order to progress.  I agree 

with the National Curriculum for Art that aims for secondary pupils to ‘experiment, 

invent and create and become confident in taking risks’ (gov.uk 20014 and 2015) 

because these are qualities that sustain imaginative thinking.  It is also my role as an 

educator to teach students how to evaluate constructively in order that they can take 

risks, to question and have the courage to face failure but equally to understand 

when creativity is going well.  

 

Whilst recalling my own secondary art education the first National Curriculum had not 

yet been introduced. Whilst preparing for my Art O’level in 1987 on the theme of 

Illusion and Perspective we were encouraged to look at Escher’s woodcut titled Night 

and Day (1937). I remember wondering, what had Escher seen to create such a 

piece of art? How did he begin? I am interested in Eisner’s observation of learners 

who are presented with tasks or materials in an art room that can both ‘impose 

constraints and provide 

opportunities for the 

development of the 

mind’ because my own 

constraint was shyness 

which meant I lacked 

the courage to ask my 

questions leaving gaps 

in my knowledge.  

Fig.1 

The restrictions my own art teacher imposed on me were through lack of 

interpretation and lack of discussion and skill sharing to make this work accessible 

for me. Perspective, illusions and tessellations were discussed but not explored by 
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making or doing. Resigned, I remember looking at my neighbour’s drawing for ideas 

and inspiration to help me instead because I had not been able to access the skills 

and knowledge needed to work independently. However, at that point I may have 

been a lower ability student, lacking in self-confidence, benefiting from my higher 

ability peer. As I begin my teacher training I have also observed students who imitate 

each others work (see Fig 1 and 2.) which I now view as collaborative learning and at 

the same time I’m alerted to such students needing deeper questioning and a 

differentiated approach.  I also agree with Hickman’s sentiment that studying art and 

design is beneficial to ‘raising self esteem’ but I never underestimate that even in the 

art room students bring with them fears of being judged which can inhibit inspiration 

and progression. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 2          Fig 3 

 
Creativity and expression 
This leads me into the second value in art education and it is that of creativity and 

expression. By this I mean facilitating those experiences for myself and young people 

that enable personal expression as well as developing agency to access a cultural 

and social framework without feeling restricted.  In order that students can access 

these experiences in the art room, they are invited to celebrate the metaphor and the 

symbolic nature of thoughts and things and introduced to art history and a range of 

skills and processes. However, whilst teenagers have the capacity to understand 

abstract ideas and the tenacity to be resourceful, adolescence brings with it an 

inhibition and shyness that can show in their drawings and in the evaluation of their 

abilities.  

 

As I reflect on the art lessons I have recently been leading I am drawn to Ken 

Robinsons suggestion that ‘everyone has creative capacities, the challenge is to 

develop them’ and I value the challenge to raise the creative confidence of my 

students. It is not just about helping them to assess and identify what steps they can 

take to modify or adapt their work but the pivotal challenge to help them notice what 
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is going well for themselves. In response to an Ernst Haeckel project a year 10 

student had drawn 3 individual shells using her knowledge of tone, shape and line 

but the success of the work was overshadowed by her lack of self confidence and 

fierce inner critic. I later discovered she’d drawn a large x through these drawings 

because she was not able to notice her strengths and said ‘I hate them’. This was not 

an isolated incident and I have noticed a general rejection of work along with self-

criticism amongst these year 10 groups. I promptly asked for her permission to show 

the class for peer assessment and every comment was positive, encouraging and 

respectful and in those moments, receiving this high praise, gave her creativity a 

chance to shine and her morale a boost.                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4 

 

Confidence and self-esteem are important factors that glue creativity and expression 

together making us less fearful to make mistakes. I remember that my own self-

confidence as an artist is rooted in the journey to reach diverse and believable 

outcomes and a quest to be authentic. Whilst reflecting on my values of creativity 

and expression underpinning both my training as an art teacher and as a practicing 

artist I am interested in Sennett’s (1997) argument suggesting that if art  ‘practice is 

organised as a means to a fixed end, the person in training will meet a fixed target 

but won’t progress further’ and I agree that students shown an example of a fixed 

outcome in an art lesson can lead to 30 identical outcomes. I value diversity and in a 

year 8 lesson on artist research I was able to prevent 30 title designs being drawn 

exactly the same using first the question, ‘How can we use the formal elements of art 

to create an abstract title?’ and then collaborating with the students to shape a 

demonstration. Everyone was given a chance to demonstrate their ‘self expression’ 

(see Fig 4.). 
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Fig.5 

 

The first time at secondary school I recall being given the chance to show my own 

expression in art was a homework task to create a small weave on the theme of 

water. We were given a small piece of cardboard, a piece of string to make the warp 

and no example, ‘just use what you can find at home’. I had no idea I would feel so 

excited from hunting for materials, rummaging through my mum’s sewing bag. Each 

piece of fabric was treasure and this inventive experience was the catalyst to secure 

a love of textiles, making and creativity and a need for it to be present in my life 

(Fig.5). I want to be able to provide that window of excitement to my students to 

enable them to work independently within parameters that do not restrict creativity 

and enhance their unique means of expression. 

 

Visual Literacy 

Finally as someone who has experienced an analog childhood and a digital 

adulthood, I am increasingly aware that the students I am teaching are digital natives 

and it is essential that I engage with their language. Duncum (1993) claims ‘it is 

crucial to understand the motives which engage children and adults in the production 

of imagery’. I agree that I need to accept that my students watch video games and 
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bring a plethora of Internet knowledge to the classroom and students express 

themselves in terms of these images.  I am able to recall one student who expressed 

his fears of drawing to me but when I asked him the last time he drew, he said ‘last 

night, I sat and drew a Minecraft character most of the evening’. When I asked him 

which character, he said ‘you wouldn’t know’. With this I felt a divide that I wanted 

desperately to narrow and he then told me it was the character Creeper but he was 

right, I didn’t know. With reflection and evaluation of this lesson I can see that the 

relationship I build with this student will mean that I can introduce grid drawing, ideas 

of monochromatic colour schemes and using a net to transform or interpret a 

Haeckel design. 

 

 

	
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6            Fig. 7 

 

My development as an art teacher will emanate from opportunities such as these that 

must reduce the separation between popular visual culture and high art in the 

classroom. This is an example of an opportunity for me to help my student make a 

connection between digital art and a one hundred year old print. I want to open a 

dialogue with my student as to why and how he is persuaded by this visual culture he 

is immersed in. With hindsight and reflection I can see that by building rapport and 

relationships with my students I am enriching my own visual literacy as well as theirs.  

I can see that Academics might find art teachers who are paying attention to digital 

culture such as emojis, instagram and video games as a trivial development 

degrading to the fine arts. However, I support Chung’s (2005) opinion that it is 

important for children to interpret and discuss their ‘visual environment critically 

instead of indiscriminately’, which if I ignore, will suggest I am condoning popular 

digital culture as depthless and increase the learning gap between my students and 

myself. 
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Conclusion 

I have given attention to three essential values in art education that provide a solid 

foundation at the beginning of my art teacher training and towards my own practice 

as an artist. Above all, the values I have researched and reflected upon suggest to 

me that an art education unites a personal interest between how art education and 

wellbeing are intimately linked. Research into literature on knowledge and the 

curriculum establishes firstly that knowledge in art education is multifaceted. It not 

only balances art analysis and evaluation but also self-knowledge and an 

understanding that learners bring into school with them a wealth of knowledge that 

needs recognition and understanding. We want students to take risks and have 

courage to fail in order to progress and these are in themselves big life lessons that 

may take years to absorb. The dramatic change I experienced between studying art 

as a child to being an adult was transformative. Risk taking runs parallel with skill 

development but gaps in art knowledge prior to secondary education can impact 

levels of confidence and progression. 

 

Valuing creativity and expression means embracing those teenage fears about not 

being able to draw or produce exciting ideas. It means reestablishing curiosity and 

wonder and reminding students that drawing does not always have to mean holding 

a pencil as there are many ways to draw. Art is different to other subjects whereby 

practice is not organised to a fixed end. We may guide students towards a final piece 

or an expression that signifies the end of the project but really that is never the end 

as this language can always be built upon and extended.  

 

We have to accept that we are living in a world that with the ubiquitous use of the 

smartphone children can decide what they like and don’t like but with so many 

images they might forget to recognise what is good or bad art. Children will make 

connections and references to images and ideas that they have seen, and as their 

teachers we can in turn make these ideas relatable to the artists and art movements 

that we introduce. More than just a hobby the study of art creates an environment for 

each learner to explore and discover what they like and what they are good at. I 

believe that the status of art needs to be elevated in schools. a subject that offers 

learners chances to make connections with their own visual knowledge and 

experiences along with the art images and artifacts they are introduced to by their 

teachers. 
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Fig 1 ESCHER M C. (1937) Night and Day (online) Available at: 
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Fig 2 Year 10 Painting by Student A. in response to Natural Form  

 

Fig 3    Year 10 painting by Student B imitating student A 

 

Fig 4     Shell drawings by year 10 student 
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Fig 5  Four year 8 outcomes to display diverse and independent outcomes through 

questioning 

 

Fig 6 HAECKEL, E. (1904) Green Algae. (online) Available at: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/nickderington/2177647798/in/album-

72157603667155005/  

 

Fig 7   Creeper  (n.d) Creeper 3 D Model: Minecraft  (online) Avaialable from:  

https://www.turbosquid.com/de/3d-models/3d-minecraft-creeper/1017035 (Accessed: 

12/20) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


