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Suggested Approaches for Gifted At Education in a Postmodern Age:
Att for Life and Multirage Education as Guiding Models

Jeffrey Broome (Florida State University)

Abstract

The goals of gifted arl education traditionally concentrate on the
identification and development of talented individuals with special skills in the
visual arts. An analysis of these goals reveals significant congruency with
modernist perspectives on arl and culture. However, prevailing trends In
contemporary art education appear to be increasingly postmodern, rather than
modern, potentially leaving gifted art educators to feel out-ofstep with the
current professional landscape. The purpose of this paper is to explore the
apparent incongruities between the traditional goais of gifted art instruction
and current trends in visual arts education. The Art for Lifemodel is
discussed for its potential in providing a comprehensive bridge connecting
aspects of modernism and postmodernism in a manner that may be suitable
for gifted art educators. Suggestions are also made for including gifted art
students in collaborative work, with multiage models of instruction used as a
reference point for fostering group functionality.

The concerns of gifted education in the arts often focus on the identification and
development of unique individuals who show the potential for exceptional talent In one
or more of the visual or performing arts (Goertz, 2003; Haroutounian, 1995). In contrast,
the concerns of many visual arts educators are increasingly influenced by postmodern
perspectives (Freedman & Stuhr, 2004) and art that emphasize the importance of

collective and communal social values over the isolated accomplishmentsof individual
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personalities (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005). The purpose of this paper is to explore the
apparent incongruities between ihe general goals of gifted arts education and current
movements In visual arts education, while highlighting the Art for Life model of instruction
(Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005) as a possible approach to reconcile these incongruities.
A concluding section will also address recommended instructional strategies for
including gifted and talented art studentis in group work sometimes used in Art for
Life, and will draw upon existing research and multi-age models of instruction in

making these recommendations.

Background

Discussions between educators on the subject of gifted visual arts students are
sometimes confusing, as different teachers use the terms gified and talented in dilferent
ways (Pariser & Zimmerman, 2004). Some teachers reserve the term “gifted” for those
students who have formally passed through a predetermined evaluative process in
traditional academic subject areas, but prefer the term “talented” for students showing
superior skills in the arts or athletics. To further confuse the issue, many of the school
districts that use a formal process to identify gifted students in traditional academic
areas have no formal process in place to identify talented students in the arts. In this
regard, many students are officially labeled as academically gifted in district documents
and programming, while the talents of art students are more likely to be discussed in
less formal and apparently subjective ways that may differ from the perspectives of
the stakeholders involved in such conversations,

While tests have been developed to measure creativity (Torrance, 1962) and drawing
abilities (Clarke & Wilson, 1991), few districts use these exams formally and the
identification of talented art students is often informal or idiosyncratic. At best, the
identification process relics on a combination of measures including qualitative observations
and content analysis of student work by qualified educators. At worst, the identification
process is ignored and does not exist. Considering this, talented art students are often
viewed as an underserved gifted population (Smutny, 2003), and much of the existing
literature (Clark & Zimmerman, 2004; Day & Hurwitz, 2012; Goertz, 2003; Haroutounian,

= 22—



1995) on this topic places considerable attention on individual students and how to
identify and develop unique talents in art.

The emphasis on the individual in gifted arts education also extends to research on
the subject. Both case study and historical research methods are often used to investigate
the development of artistic talent in individual children or in the juvenile work of
adults who achieved fame as professional artists (Pariser & Zimmerman, 2004). Golomb
(1995) has published an entire edited volume that featured six individual case studies
on artistically talented students, and similar case studies have been featured in other
literature sources (Tan, 1993; Wilson & Wilson, 1980). Researchers using historical
methods have traced the childhood artistic development of acclaimed adult artists,
including ToulouseTautrec, Paul Klee, and Pablo Picasso (Paine, 1987; Pariser, 1991; Porath,
1988). While there has been some discussion in literature involving opportunities for
talented art students in heterogeneous group settings (Clark & Zimmerman, 1994), the
overall emphasis appears to remain on the identification and development of individual students.

Modernism and Gifted Art Education

In order to understand contemporary postmodern art and perspectives, and how the
field of visual art education has reacted to postmodernism, it is first necessary to discuss
the modernist model that preceded it. This examination of modemism and
postmodernism includes references to the goals and approaches typically associated
with the development of talented visual arts students in order to check for congruency
in theory and practice.

Modernism, commonly discussed as a time period or style in art history lasting
from the late 19" century to the late 20 century (Atkins, 1993), is referred to in this
paper as a related group of artistic and aesthetic values and understandings (Anderson
& Milbrandt, 2005; Pariser, 1997). Modernist attitudes value the accomplishments of
individual artists breaking away from the patterns of traditional arts meant to pass
along shared social values and beliefs from one generation to the next. In this regard,
creativity was highly favored and the new painting techniques of, say, Henri Seurat were

celebrated over the traditional fiber art, dances, jewelry, and pottery of indigenous
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peoples and society. Work that copied patterns and traditions of previous generations
was not valued, and was often labeled as simple craft (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005).

With creativity serving as a major criterion in establishing quality fine art, individual
artists breaking from established art movements rose to the level of iconic figures,
depicted as creative geniuses, like Picasso or Jackson Pollock, working alone in their
studios. The path of modernism, then, became one continuous revolt after another,
with each new manifesto trying to overthrow the preceding movement (Pariser, 1997).
This succession of one artistic movement to the next ran the gamut from expressionism
and cubism to abstract expressionism, with a general teleological goal of refining
formal qualities, creating increasingly significant aesthetic form, or art for its own
sake (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005).

Paniser (1997) has detailed the congruities between the ideals of modernism and
traditional conceptions of artistic giftedness, including (a) an emphasis on intrinsically
motivated self-determination in the arts, (b) intense and prolonged periods of productivity,
and (c) the willingness to take risks and break from established rules of the discipline.
“All of these same traits are strongly associated with the notion of the mature modemn
artist - a titanic figure filled with energy and determined to break existing artistic

conventions” (Pariser, 1997, p. 42).

Postmodernism and the Resulting Shift in Visual Arts Education

With no definitive event that clearly marks the beginning of postmodern thought,
the term postmodemism seems to carry more weight than merely meaning the next
ideojogical and artistic movement after modernism. In many ways, postmodernism
could instead be characterized as antiodernism (Barrett, 1997) for its overall opposition
to the ideals of the modernist movement. Postmodemists question modernism'’s emphasis
n thecreative individual breaking away from tradition, and wonder aloud about the
dangers of ignoring social practices and customs, and even question if it istruly
possible to do so (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005). Postmoderists believe that meanings
are constructed in social contexts, not in isolation, and that important values and

traditions of past cultures and societies can be lost when communal aspects of society
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are devaiued or ignored.

Accerding to Hutchens and Suggs (1997), some of the most clear distinctions between
the perspectives of modernism and postmodernism can be traced back to Andy Warhol
and his contemporaries involved in creating pop art. Whereas modemism valued fine
art over commercial and popular images, and also devalued the copving of existing
images, pop artists did the opposite by imitating designs from popular culture and
presenting them in an elevated status equal to fine art. Since that time, it 1s not rare
to find postmodern artists who appropriate, borrow, or steal an imagefrom existing
sources and then recontextualize it In new ways to create new meanings within a
postmodern work of art (Barrett, 1997). Such copyving of existing works would be seen
as unoriginal and devalued through a modemnist Jens.

Postmodernists also reject the teleological goals of modernism in its attempt to
develop a continually refined path toward significant aesthetic form in art history
(Pariser, 1997). Instead of embracing one path of continued refinement, postmodernists
are pluralistic in orientation and embrace a number of artistic styles, approaches, and
socially constructed world views, including feminism, multiculturalism, and social
reconstructionism (Hutchens & Suggs, 1997). With no one artistic approach preclaimedas
superior to others, then, philosophically speaking, there is not one true path in art
historical development, but rather a multitude of paths and narratives.

In recent years, postmodern ideas have increasingly influenced the aims and approaches
adopted by visual art educators (Freedman & Stuhr, 2004). The National Art Education
Association in North America published three different books on the subject of
postmodern curricula during a twovear time span in 1996 and 1997 (Clark, 1996;
Efland, Freedman, & Stuhr, 1996; Hutchens & Suggs, 1997), and one particular version
of postmodern art education focusing primarily on the uncovering of meaning In
popular visual culture images (Duncum, 2002; Freedman & Stuhr, 2004; Keifer-Boyd &
Maitland-Gholson, 2007) has received more attention than can be cited in this paper.
One prominent art educator has gone so far as to declare discourses in medernist
aesthetics useless and even suggests that other art educators strikethrough the term
“aesthetics” in their writing to depict its irrelevance in a postmodern era (Tavin, 2007).
Based on a review of current literature alone, it would seem that many visual art

educators are turning away from modernism's emphasis on formal aesthetic qualities,
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fine art, and individual creativity, in favor of postmodern approaches that allow borrowing
from the past, the incorporation of popular visual culture, and the search for socially
constructed meanings through group discussions and collaborative projects.

Noting the congruities of modernist thought with the goals of traditional gifted art
education, Pariser (1997) offered an analysis of the impact of postmodern perspectives
on teaching talented and gifted art students. While proposing some suggestions for
adapting conceptions of artislic giftedness to fit a postmodernist lens, Pariser concluded
his analysis by emphasizinghis overall concerns that postmodern views may lead to
the eventual demise of gifted art education programs. Using the story of the pied piper

as a metaphor, Pariser (1997) expresses his concerns in the following passage:

The “bad news” then seems to be that the postmodern Pied Piper hired by the
good citizens of Museville to cleanse their city of historical rals, and other
hegemonic vermin, may possibly leave town with both rats and children parading
behind her. Where childhood ceases to exist, childhood giftedness is a meaningless
concept. (p. 46)

From my point of view and for the purposes of this paper, the issue is not whether
art educators should adopt either modernist or postmodernist views for instructing
artistically gifted students. But rather, how can art educators working with talented
art students utilize some aspects of modernist and postmodernist views (and traditional
world views as well) to present a comprehensive and coherent art program for all
students. I propose that suggestions for solving this dilemma can found in the Art for
Lifeapproach to art curricula offered by Anderson and Milbrandt (2005). In the section
below, I will discuss the Art Jor Life approach and its potential for retaining aspects
of the modernist view valued by educators of the gifted while simultaneously
emphasizing postmodernists values as well. Some concluding thoughts will discuss the
potential for group work involving artistically gifted students and will offer some

suggestions drawn from multi-age models of education.
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Suggested Models for Gifted Art Education

The Art for Life model of art education created by Anderson and Milbrandt (2003)
1$ unique In its intentions to encourage individual creativity while also supporting
giobal worldviews and postmodemn ideals. In brief, Art for Life offers a comprehensive
and authentic approach to art education that features thematic instruction based on the
real life concerns of students. The model conceives of art as a way for human beings
to communicate personal meaning with one another, and also as a way to describe
human experience itself. In Art for Life, instruction is based around central themes of
social significance, as a way to connectteaching and leaming to real life issues.
Through this use of socially significant themes of instruction, Arft for Life distances
itsclf from modermist attitudes that depict fine art as existing for its own sake and for
special aesthetically-attuned individuals who can appreciate its significant form.

While the thematic approaches of Art for Life may, at first glance, seem entirely
postmodern, Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) have made efforts to construct their model
of art education in a comprehensive fashion, using thelr own sensibilities in borrowing
the best aspects of existing methods.As such, individual creativity, self-expression, aesthetics,
art historv, and instruction in proficient studio techniques are all viewed as integral
parts of Art for Life. While‘the real life themes of Art for Life are central to the model,
students still make works of art in response to these themes. Since the focus in Art for
Life is to explore and create meaning in works of art, a foundation in good technical
skills is needed for students to most effectively convey their intended messages.

Teachers of the artistically talented may consider adopting many of the comprehensive
strategies offered by Art for Life, particularly if they are seeking ways to address the
individual creative and technical needs of gifted students while still staying imrstep
with the prevailing postmodern attitudes favored in contemporary art cducation. Art for
Life is unique in its attempt to blend content from a varietv of worldviews, Including
modernism and postmodernism. Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) describe this blend in

the following passage:

We take from . . . postmodernism the idea of centering art in the community
by returning
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it to the center of students’ lives. Art should be taught for the sake of what it
can tell us, through aesthetic means, about life. . . . From modernism, we take the
idea of the artist, and the student, as an independent, creative individual . . . By
extension, we retain the idea of competing philosophical systems, or narratives of
belief. Conceptually, this is the content of art for life. (pp 67)

Some Suggestions for Structuring Group Work

Although the main purpose of this paper is not to discuss grouping strategies with
the artistically gilted in depth, I will offer some concluding suggestions on this topic
as both postmodern approaches and Art Jor Lifeimply the need for cooperative exploration
and dialogue, as well as opportunities for collaborative activities. During the 1990s the
notion of including talented and gifted students in heterogeneous cooperative learning
groups was hotly debated (Fielder, Lange, & Winebrenner, 1993; Rogers, 1993).
However, since collaborative and cooperative aclivities seem to have a natural fit with
postmodern ideals and themes, particularly those dealing with commumnity and ecological
issues (Day & Hurwitz, 2012), some discussion of the provision of group work for the
artistically gifted seems in order.

Recent research [ocusing on the performance of highrachieving students placed in
different group settings indicates that it may not be the heterogencous or homogeneous

composition of the groups that is most significant in predicting performance outcomes

for highrability students, but rather the nature and quality of group functioning and «

interaction that is most important (Webb, Nemer, & Zuniga, 2002). When groups were
authentically collaborative, and highrability students welcomed and accepted suggestions,
participation, and constructive challenges from the other members of the group, the
performance of the high-ability students increased significantly at the conclusion of the
study. The results imply that art educators planning to develop group activities with
talented art students should first consider strategies that will encourage positive group
functioning throughout collaborative assignments. While this task may seem daunting
to some art educators, I propose that multiage models of art education may offer
some suggestions for planning positive group work and experiences for students of all

levels.
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While multi-age education is only beginning 1o receive concentrated atlention from
art educators, the model has been studied in depth for decades in other academic areas
(Broome 2009).Mulii-age classrooms are loosely defined by the purposive grouping of
students from two or more grade levels with the intention of cultivating a positive family
or community atmosphere for the mixed-age groups of students (Covne, 2000; Nishida,
2009). Instructional approaches emphasize collaboration over competition (Elkind, 1993)
and the {reedom for children to progress at a rate that is not rigidly bound by grade
level expectations (Hoffman, 2003). Mulli-age teaching strategies significant to the
purposes of this paper include (a) the efforts of teachers to model cooperative attitudes
and build caring environments that foster group interaction (Miletta, 1996), (b) the
frequent use of collaborative groups, (¢) the flexible regrouping of students for either
heterogeneous or homogeneous ability groups depending on the emphasisof a particular
lesson as inquiry-based or skill-based(Alessi, Hoyne, & Stewart, 2006), and (d) the use
of thematic units that relate to topics of relevance to children’s lives (Lolli, 1998). Art
teachers interested in adopting multi-age approaches for structuring group work should
consult existing literature on this topic for more extensive information on the qualities
that characterize such mixedage art programs (Broome 2009; Heid, 2004; Serig, 1995).
Of particular relevance to the purposes of this paper is Jan Johnston's description of
working with multi-age groups of secondary students in the Program for Artistically
Advanced Students (PAAS) in Prince George County, Virginia (Broome, Heid, Johnston,
& Serig, 2011).

Summary

Traditionally, the emphasis in gifted arts education has related to the identification
and development of uniquely creative individuals with special talents in the visual or
performing arts. In many ways, these goals are congruent with modernist understandings
of art and culture and may be increasingly out-of-step with prevailing postmodermist
trends in contemporary art education. With attention in the field currently gravitating
toward postmodern perspectives that favor pluralistic communal social values over

" modernist visions of refined aesthetic form, gifted art educators may question their
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role in the current professional landscape. Rather than seeing this as an issue of
whether or not art educators should adopt modernist or postmodemist views, I have
suggested that gifted art teachers consider adopting strategies offered by the Art for
Life model of instruction (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005) due to its comprehensive scope
in addressing postmodem themes while still valuing individual creativity and technical
skill. A concluding section also detailed my suggestions for including talented art
students in collaborative group work, with multi-age models of education serving as a

reference pointfor those interested in exploring the topic further.
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