The Misunderstood Role of the

Arts in Human Development

Providing a decent place for
the arts in our schools may be
one of the most important first
steps we can take to bring
about genuine school reform,
Mpr. Eisner maintains.

By ELvior W. EisNER

N AMERICA 2000 the American

people are presented with a reform

agenda for their schools in which

the arts are absent. Shoutd they be?

To provide an intelligent answer,
one needs a concept of the arts and a view
of the functions of education. What con-
ception of the arts do people who shape
cducation policy have? What image do
they have of the aims of education? What
kind of culture do they prize? What do
thev feel contributes to a life worth liv-
ing? [ believe that prevailing conceptions
of the arts are based on a massive mis-
understanding of the role of the arts in
luman development and education. This
misunderstanding 1s rooted 1n ancient con-
ceptions of mind, knowledge. and intel-
hgence. Collectively. these conceptions
impoverish the programs of schools and
the education of the voung.

Make no mistake. the curriculum we
prescribe for schools and the tme we
allocate to subjects show children what
adults believe 1s important for them to
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learn. There 1s no more telling indicator
of the importance of the subjects students
study than the amount of time allocated
to them.’ In Amencan schools. the arts
receive about two hours of instructional
time per week at the elementary level and
are generally not a required subject of
study at the secondary level. The allo-
cation of time to what we teach has oth-
er consequences as well. The amount of
time allocated to a field of study influ-
ences the kinds of mental skills children
have the opportunity to acquire.

Thus time represents both value and
opportunity: value, because it indicates
what is considered significant: opportu-
nity, because the school can be thought
of as a culture of opportunity. A cul-
ture in the biological sense is a place
for growing things. Schools, too. are
cultures. They are cultures for growing
minds. and the direction this growth takes
is influenced by the opportunities the
school provides. These onportunities are
defined by the school’s p.ogram — its
curriculum ~ and by the artistry with
which teachers mediate that program.
A school in which the arts are absent
or poorly taught is unlikely to provide
the genuine opportunities children need
to use the arts in the service of their
own development.

To speak of mind as developed or,
even more pointedly. as grown may seem
strange. Yet, in a basic sense, mind is
a form of cultural achievement. We are
born with brains. but our minds are made,
and the shape they take is influenced by
the culture in which that development oc-
curs. For children, the school constitutes
a primary culture for the development of
mind. Therefore, decisions that are made
about the school’s priorities are also fun-
damental decisions about the kinds of
minds children wiil have the opportuni-
ty to develop. Since our educational pri-
orities are significantly influenced by our
conceptions of mind. knowledge. and in-
telligence and since I believe that prevail-
ing conceptions of the arts misconceive
their primary features, | will briefly iden-
tfy five widely held but fundamentally
flawed beliefs about mind, knowledge,
and intelligence that give direction to
our schools. I will then describe what the
arts can contribute to the educational de-
velopment of the young.

1. Human conceptual thinking re-
quires the use of language. Perhaps no
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belief shapes our understanding of cog-
nition more than the conviction that lan-
guage plays a necessary role in its oper-
ation. Indeed. thinking itself has some-
times been thought of as a kind of sub-
vocalizing. a physical process that ac-
companies the chain of language activi-
ty that best represents the higher mental
processes. Language and thought are in-
separable.

There are many reasons why this belief
will not stand scrutiny. First, to argue
that language 1s a necessary condition for

Time repre-
sents value,
because it indi-
cates what is
considered to
be significant.

cognition is to conclude that children can-
not think until they are able to speak. Yet
anyone who has lived with a child knows
firsthand how inquisitive a child can be
before speech has developed and how in-
telligent such a child can be in solving
problems: a child who cannot think can-
not survive.

Second, language as we normally use
1t is a symbolic device, and symbolic de-
vices that do not have referents do not
symbolize. To symbolize, a symbol must
be connected to a referent — that is, to
an array of qualities one can experience,
or that one has experienced, or that one
has imagined. To speak meaningfully of
baroque music — or of an oak tree or of
a jet airplane — requires a conception of
these objects and events, and these ob-
jects and events exist as qualities in our
experience prior to the labels we assign
to them. Contrary to popular opinion, in
the beginning there was the image. It is
the image that gives meaning to the label.
The information of the image is a cogni-

tive event.

2. Sensory experience is fow on the
hierarchy of intellectual functioning.
The genesis of this belief can be found
in Plato’s ideas about the nature of hu-
man understanding. You will recall that,
in the sixth book of The Republic, Soc-
rates asks Glaucon to imagine a single.
vertical line divided unequally into an
upper and a lower segment. The longer
upper half of the line represents the in-
telligible world: the bottom portion. the
visible world. The intelligible world 5
grasped through rational procedures; the
visible world. through perception. Ra-
tionality is high: perception is low. Pla-
to’s hierarchy was not diluted by the ex-
pansion of the Roman Empire. It is alive
and well in the schools and universities
of modern America.

But is it true that the perception of
qualities is a low-level cognitive activi-
ty? When those qualities are complex and
subtle. as they are in the arts, the per-
ception of their relationships and nuances
can be daunting. To put this matter in
coniext, listen to Rudolf Arnheim:

By “cognitive” I mean all mental
operations involved in the receiving,
storing, and processing of information:
sensory perception, memory, thinking,
learning. This use of the term conflicts
with one to which many psychologists
are accustomed and which excludes the
activity of the senses from cognition.
1t reflects the distinction I am trying to
eliminate; therefore 1 must extend the
meaning of the terms “cognitive” and
“cognition” to include perception. Simi-
larly. I see no way of withholding the
name of “thinking” from what goes on
in perception. No thought processes
seem to exist that cannot be found to
operate. at least in principle, in percep-
tion. Visual perception is visual think-
ing.’

[ronically, indifference to the refine-
ment of perception and inattention to
the development of imagination have lim-
ited children’s cognitive growth. Since
no teacher has direct access to a child’s
mind, it is the child’s ability to see the
connections between the example the teach-
er uses, what the child already knows,
and what the teacher hopes he or she will
understand that makes the example in-
strumental to new meaning. In short,
understanding depends on the child’s abil-
ity to think by analogy and to grasp, of-



ten through metaphor, what needs to be
understood. Poetry may indeed be closer
to the most sophisticated forms of cog-
nition than many people suspect.

3. Intelligence requires the use of log-
ic. The importance of logic in the exer-
cise of intelligence is clear if the form that
1s to be used to speak to the world is one
in which the literal use of propositions
1s necessary. Mathematics and the sci-
ences place a premium on a certain form
of precision: literal statement. Logical
consistency in such forms of representa-
tion is a condition for meaning. But to
regard logic as a necessary condition for
the exercise of intelligence is to restrict
intelligence to those forms of represen-
tation that require its use.? The result of
such a conception is to banish from the
domain of intelligence those forms of rep-
resentation whose meanings are not con-
veyed by and do not depend upon the use
of logic. Poetry, for example, achieves
meaning by employing language in ways
th..; do not depend solely on logic; poetic
meaning is often “extra-logical.” The
meanings conveyed by this extra-logical
feature of poetry are what might better
be thought of as the product of human ra-
tionality, and the same point pertains to
the other arts.

Although rationality and logicality have
been closely associated, rationality is a
broader and more fundamental concept:
Logic is one of the ways in which ration-
ality 1s expressed, but it is not the only
way. Individuals who manage human re-
lationships well, those who draw or paint
well, those who dance well, those who
sing well — all do their thinking within
the medium in which they work. Writing
in 1934, John Dewey recognized that in-
telligence is usually regarded as the sole
property of those whom we regard as in-
tellectuals — especially, but not exclu-
sively, in the academy. For those hold-
ing such a view, Dewey said:

Any idea that ignores the necessary
role of intelligence in the production of
works of art is based upon identifica-
tion of thinking with use of one spe-
cial kind of material, verbal signs and
words. To think effectively in terms of
relations of qualities is as severe a de-
mand upon thought as to think in terms
of symbols, verbal and mathematical.
Indeed, since words are easily manipu-
lated in mechanical ways, the produc-
tion of 2 work of genuine art probably

demands more intelligencz than does
most of the so-called thinking that goes
on among those who pride themselves
on being “intellectuals.™

4. Detachment and distance are nec-
essary for true understanding. Emotion
has long been regarded as the enemy of
reflective thought: the more we feel, the
less we know. Now there certainly is a
case to be made that such emotions as
rage can radically influence one’s percep-
tion and judgment. When running ram-

Detachment
and distance
have their virtues,
but they are
limited resources
for understanding.

pant, emotions can cloud vision, impair
thought, and lead to trouble of all kinds.

But perception without feeling can do
the same. Not to be able to feel, say, a
human relationship is to miss what may
very well be its most critical features. Not
to be able to get a sense of history, not
to be able to stand with Columbus on the
deck of the Santa Maria and experience
the pounding of the vessel by the relent-
less sea and the excitement of the first
sighting of land is to miss — and perhaps
even misunderstand — that aspect of his-
tory. And in failing to experience the
emotion of such moments, we miss out
on an aspect of life that has the poten-
tial to inform. Detachment and distance
have their virtues, but they are limited
resources for understanding, and any
conception that assigns them dominion in
cognition misconceives the ways in which
understanding is fostered.

5. Scientific method is the only le-
gitimate way to generalize about the

world. The traditional, flawed concep-

tion of the arts claims that. when they are
about anything, the arts are only about
particulars: they yield no generalizations.
Their virtues reside in delight rather than
insight. They provide nothing that can
reasonably be regarded as knowledge or
understanding. Since the instrumental
value of the products of science is con-
sidered greater than the delight derived
from the arts (which in any case is usually
thought to be merely a matter of personal
taste), the value of the arts in compari-
son to the sciences is set low.

This conception of generalization de-
fines much too narrowly the sources
through which generalizations are ac-
tually made. The need to generalize is
fundamental. Human beings generalized
long before either science or statistics
were invented. Generalizations are not
only scientific and naturalistic; they also
emerge from those intense forms of ex-
perience that we call the arts: concrete

auniversals they are sometimes called.

Consider the paintings of Francis Ba-
con, Velasquez, or Picasso, or consider
the novels of John Steinbeck or Cervan-
tes. Even fiction — perhaps especially
fiction — can help us grasp the meaning
not only of Don Quixote, the particular
man, but of what we all share with him
as we tilt at our own windmills, strug-
gling to overcome seemingly insurmount-
able obstacles.s Cervantes helps us under-
stand such travails, and, because he suc-
ceeds so well, we come away from his
work with a new view, a view that en-
ables us to recognize and reflect on one
of the important features of our own lives.
Through his work, we are also able to
recognize these features elsewhere.

Y ARGUMENT thus far has

focused on beliefs that have

given direction to the educa-

tional enterprise. I have con-
tended that the five beliefs I have de-
scribed — that thought requires language,
that sensory experience is a low-level
function, that logic is necessary for in-
telligence, that detachment and distance
foster understanding, and that science is
the only legitimate way to generalize —
create an intellectual climate that margin-
alizes the arts because what these beliefs
celebrate seems to have little to do with
what the arts provide. I will now focus

on four contributions that I believe are
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central to all the arts. In doing so. I will
not describe the specific contributions
that each individual art makes to children
of different ages. Instead, my aim is to
identify the common, core contributions
of the arts and their potential role in fur-
thering the aims of education.

1. Not all problems have single, cor-
rect answers. One of the important les-
sons the arts teach is that solutions to
problems can take many forms. This les-
son from the arts would not be so impor-
tant were it not for the fact that s much
of what 1s taught in school teaches just
the opposite lesson. Almost all of the ba-
sic skills taught in the primary grades
teach children that there is only one cor-
rect answer to any question and only one
correct solution to any problem. Spelling,
arithmetic, writing, and even reading are
pervaded by conventions and rules that.
in effect, teach children to be good rule
followers.

The arts teach a different lesson. They
celebrate imagination, multiple perspec-
tives, and the importance of personal
interpretation. The last thing a modern
teacher of the arts in America wants is
a class full of standardized performances
on a given task. The last thing an Eng-
lish teacher wants are idiosyncratic in-
terpretations of how words are spelled.
This is as it should be. Creativity in spell-
ing is no virtue. But when the curricu-
lum as a whole is so heavily saturated
with tasks and expectations that demand
fealty to rule, opportunities to think in
unique ways are diminished. When car-
ried to an extreme, the school’s program
becomes intellectually debilitating.

2. The form of a thing is part of its
content. We have a tendency in our
schools to separate form from content.
Form is regarded as the shape something
takes. and content is the meaning some-
thing conveys. In notational systems, we
can live with such a dichotomy. In such
systems, attention to form as such is
largely irrelevant. For example, the num-
ber six can be symbolized in many ways,
but its meaning is the same as long as one
recognizes it as a six. The task is one of
categorization. Early reading also empha-
sizes categorization. And when children
learn to assign a form — say, a particu-
lar tree — to its category rather than to
explore its distinctive features, percep-
tion is aborted. As Dewey pointed out,
perception ceases when recognition be-
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gins. Assigning a label to an entity is an
act of categorization. and when entities
are assigned to categories, the explora-
tion of their uniqueness stops.

The arts, however, teach the child that
the grass 1s not simply green; it s laven-
der, grey, gold. And when it is green,
its varieties are endless. Furthermore. in
the arts and in much of life, the form
something takes is very much a part of
its content. In fact, what the content is
often depends on the form it takes. The
arts are prime examples of how this mar-
riage of form and content is created and
of the effect that it has on our experience.

[ have made a special point here of em-
phasizing the function of the arts in hu-
man development. The arts are neglected
resources and deserve attention in our
schools. But I do not want to give the im-
pression that at least some of the features
that the arts possess are not also to be
found in the sciences. The products of
science have their own aesthetic features:
the parsimony ¢ theory, the beauty of
conceptual models, the elegance of ex-
periments, and the imagination and in-
sight of interpretation. Indeed, the qual-
ities for which a work of science is cher-
ished are often related as much to its aes-
thetic appeal as to its explanatory power.
A theory, after all, is a perspective about
the way the world is. It is a way to se-
cure a coherent view, and coherence is
so important that we are often unwilling
to give up the views we find attractive,
despite contradictory evidence.

My point here is that, although my pri-
mary focus is on what may be called the
fine arts, some of the features for which
the arts are valued are also exhibited by
the sciences. At the risk of oversimplify-
ing the differences between the arts and
the sciences, let me say that, in the con-
text of creation, a work of science is a
work of art.

3. Having fixed objectives and pur-
suing clear-cut methods for achieving
them are not always the most rational
ways of dealing with the world. There
is a tendency in technologically oriented
cultures to conceive of rationality as a
method for tightly linking means and
ends. To be rational, we tell children
(and teachers), they must first formuiate
clear-cut objectives for their work, then
use these objectives to define means for
their achievement, and finally implement
and evaluate the effectiveness and effi-

ciency of the means for achieving the de-
sired objectives.

Of course. there is a sense of sweel
reason about such a procedure. Yet we
often conceptualize and implement this
process in mechanical wayvs: we give stu-
dents goals for each lesson. we expect
teachers to know exactlv where they are
headed, and we appraise classrooms and
the quality of teaching on the basis of
their achievement. We try to create a
technology of management so that ef-
fictency in learning and teaching ix
achieved and public accountabilitv 1y
provided. Our narrow conception ot ra-
tionality 1s-expressed in our incessant
search for “what works™: it supports the
belief that there is, in fact. a single best
way, that the main task ot researchers is
to find it, and that the primary obligation
of teachers is to use it. The entire effort
to standardize educational outcomes is
premised on a conviction that efficient
and effective systems can be designed
that will take luck out of the educational
process.

These beliefs not only affect the con-
ditions of teaching, they also create a
climate that affects what and how stu-
dents learn. Moreover, these views are
antithetical to what the arts teach. The
arts teach that goals need to be flexible
and that surprise counts; that chance, as
Aristotle wisely remarked. is something
that art loves; that being open to the un-
anticipated opportunities that inevitably
emerge in the context of action increases
insight; and that purposeful flexibility
rather than rigid adherence to prior plans
1s more likely to yield something of val-
ue. No painter. writer. composer. or cho-
reographer can foresee all the twists and
turns that his or her work will take. The
work of art — by which I now mean the
act of creation — does not follow an un-
alterable schedule but is a journey that
unfolds. The relationship of the maker to
the work is not that of lecturer to listen-
er, but a conversation between the work-
er and the work.

In the context of much of today's
schooling, the lessons taught by the arts
are much closer to what successful and
intelligent corporations do and to what
cognitive psychologists are discovering
constitute the most sophisticated forms of
thinking.¢ These recent psychological dis-
coveries are lessons artists have long un-
derstood. What are these lessons? They



are that solving complex problems re-
quires attention to wholes, not simply to
discrete parts; that most complex prob-
lems have no algorithmic solutions; that
nuance counts; and that purposes and
goals must remain flexible in order to ex-
ploit opportunities that one cannot fore-
see. These newly discovered cognitive
virtues are taught in every genuine work
of art. Yet, ironically, the arts are typi-
cally thought of as noncognitive.

What i1s even more ironic is that, while
we say that the function of schooling is
to prepare students for life, the prob-
lems of life tend not to have the fixed,
single correct answers that characterize
the problems students encounter in the
academic areas of schooling. The prob-
lems of life are much more like the prob-
lems encountered in the arts. They are
problems that seldom have a single cor-
rect solution; they are problems that are
often subtle, occasionally ambiguous,
and sometimes dilemma-like. One would
think that schools that wanted to ,.2pare
students for life would employ tasks and
problems similar to those found outside
of schools. This is hardly the case. Life
outside of school is seldom like school
assignments — and hardly ever like a
multiple-choice test.

4. In addition to their expressive
function, the arts perform another
function of critical importance. In all
that I have said so far, I have empha-
sized the contributions that the arts make
toward helping students recognize that
problems are not restricted to those hav-
ing single correct answers, that form and
content interact, and that purposeful flex-
ibility is a mark of fluid intelligence cop-
ing with the vicissitudes of the unpredict-
able. But I have neglected a contribution
that is surely as important. That contri-
bution hinges on a distinction between ex-
pression and discovery. In the arts, stu-
dents learn that some kinds of meaning
may require the expressive forms that the
arts make possible. In this sense, the arts
expressively represent; they provide the
forms through which insight and feeling
can emerge in the public world. Indeed,
humans invented the arts to serve expres-
sive functions. For most people who have
thought about the arts, this particular
function is the one most commonly rec-
ognized.

But the arts also make discovery pos-
sible. Discovery occurs as students learn

through adventures in the arts something
of the possibilities of human experience.
The journeys they take through the pat-
terned sound we call music, through the
visual forms we call painting, and through
the metaphorical discourse we call poetry
and literature are means through which
students can discover their potential to re-

Expression
and discovery
are two major

contributions the
arts make to hu-
man development.

spond. In other words, the arts can help
students find their individual capacity to
feel and imagine. '

While such journeys are experienced
through the arts, they can also be secured
through the ordinary aspects of daily life
when it is approached aesthetically. The
world outside of art can become some-
thing to explore and relish: through the
arts students can learn how to discover
not only the possibilities the world offers
but also their own possibilities. Expres-
sion and discovery are two major contri-
butions the arts make to human develop-
ment.

Just how are such discoveries made?
As children leamn to manipulate, manage,
and monitor the nuances of voice, move-
ment, and visual form, they discover the
effects that their own fine-turung achieves.
As form is modulated, so too is feeling.
As 1magination is given permission to
rise, children have the opportunity to
enter worlds not tied to the literal, to
the concrete, to the practical. Discovery
emerges in the appreciation of qualities
examined and images pursued. The arts,
more than most fields, put a premium on
such activities, and those activities can
help students discover the special quali-
ties of experience we call aesthetic.

Let me close by returning briefly to my
initial claim that prevailing conceptions
of the arts are based on a massive mis-
understanding of their role in human de-
velopment. This misconception is reflect-
ed in the narrow educational priorities of
America 2000. In turn, these priorities
are rooted in beliefs that regard mind as
fixed rather than developed, that conceive
of knowledge as the exclusive property
of science, and that consider intelligence
as limited to forms of abstract thought de-
pendent on the use of logic. These nar-
row and misguided conceptions are not
ivory tower theories without practical con-
sequences. They influence our education-
al priorities, shape what we teach, and
affect our children’s lives. They result
in schools that have an antiseptic environ-
ment that seldom provides even a nod to
our sensuous, poetic, or imaginative sides.

I hope readers realize that my argu-
ment here is an optimistic one. What is
pessimistic is a fixed view of mind, a
conception of knowledge limited to what
literal language can convey. and a view
of intelligence constrained by the rules
of logic. Human intellectual capacity is
far wider. The realization of this capaci-
ty is surely more likely as we create a
richer, more nurturant culture for our
students. That culture, as I see it, ought
to include significant opportunities for
students to experience the arts and to
learn to use them to create a life worth
living. Indeed, providing a decent place
for the arts in our schools may be one of
the most important first steps we can take
to bring about genuine school reform.
Let’s hope that, despite the priorities of
America 2000, we have the courage and
the wit to take it.
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