
THE TOPIC of the morning in Cindy Mangers’ second-
grade classroom was Picasso.

The students took turns reading out loud from a ch i l-
dren’s biography of the celebrated painter and calculated
h ow old Picasso would be if he we re still alive . T h ey
looked at poster-sized reproductions from his various peri-
ods and voted on where to put each one on a scale run-
ning from “realistic” to “abstract.”They chuckled at a car-
toon poking fun at a Cubist port ra i t . ( “ H e ’s breaking me
up.”)

When a student read that, fo l l owing the death of his
best friend,Picasso “felt alone and sad,” Ms.Mangers asked
the cl a s s , “What color do we talk about when we think
sad.”

“Blue.”
The teacher then led her charges in a discussion of “The

Old Guitarist”from Picasso’s “blue period”and asked them
to talk about what made them sad or happy. Several stu-
dents mentioned the drowning of a friend last summer,
and that afternoon the class wrote poems about sadness
and happiness, including one that read:

I’m sad because my friend died.
It seems like everybody
Is going to the sky.

The lesson on Picasso at the A . B . N ewell Elementary
School in Grand Island,Nebraska, was remarkable in many
ways, starting with the fact that Cindy Mangers managed
to keep a classroom full of seven-year olds engrossed in a
discussion of a modern painter for nearly an hour.
Although the ostensible subject was art, she also brought
in language arts and mathematics and introduced com-
plex ideas like abstraction.

The Picasso lesson that day at Newell Elementary is a
good example of the kind of teaching being promoted by
a well-funded national movement with the ungainly title
of Discipline-Based Art Education, or DBAE. Promoted by
the J. Paul Getty Trust,the movement, which is sometimes
referred to as “comprehensive art education,” seeks noth-
ing less than the transformation of visual arts instruction
in American schools.

In 1982 the Tru s t , w h i ch operates the J. Paul Getty 
Museum in Malibu,established what is now known as the
Getty Education Institute for the Arts. Its vision for art in-
s t ruction was laid out in a 1984 re p o rt entitled “ B eyo n d
Creating:The Place for Art in America’s Schools.”The insti-
tute set up a research and development site in Los Angeles
to develop the concept,draft curricula,and train teachers
and administrators.
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G e t t y ’s rev i ew of art education, c a rried out by the
RAND Corporation, found that art in most schools was a
“ m a rgi n a l i z e d ” activity seen as having re c reational and
t h e rapeutic benefits but contributing little to the cogni-
t i ve goals of sch o o l i n g . Te a ch e rs at the elementary leve l
c o n c e n t rated almost ex cl u s i ve ly on art cre a t i o n — ge t t i n g
students to ex p ress themselves by making paintings and
other artistic products—while high school teach e rs saw
their role as training future artists.

The solution,Getty concluded,lay in establishing the vi-
sual arts as a regular academic discipline alongside the
usual core subjects of math, language arts, social studies,
and the natural sciences.“We decided that if art education
ever is to become a meaningful part of the curriculum,its
content must be broadened and its re q u i rements made
more rigorous,” said Leilani Lattin Duke,director of the In-
stitute.

Discipline-based art education thus identifies four “disci-
plines”within art instruction—art making,art criticism,art
h i s t o ry, and aesthetics. “One can create art , p e rc e i ve and
respond to its qualities,understand its place in history and
culture, and make reasoned judgments about art and un-
derstand the grounds upon which those judgments rest,”
explained Elliott Eisner, a professor of education and art at
Stanford University who has been involved with the move-
ment for more than a decade.

The wo rking assumption was that, as demonstrated in
Cindy Mangers’ Picasso lesson, each of these four aspects
of the visual arts can be taught in a deve l o p m e n t a l ly 
a p p ro p riate manner to ch i l d ren from kinderg a rt e n
through high school.

Starting in 1987, under a new Regional Institute Grant
(RIG) program, Getty set up “laboratories”in Florida, Cali-
fornia, Nebraska, Ohio,Tennessee, and Texas to refine the
theories and build a critical mass of school districts will-
ing to implement the new ideas on a districtwide basis.
The six institutes have worked with thousands of teachers
and administra t o rs from more than 415 districts in thir-
teen states.They have secured close to $15 million dollars
to match $10.4 million from Getty.

The RIGs are consortia of teach e rs , a d m i n i s t ra t o rs ,
s ch o o l s , d i s t ri c t s , u n i ve rs i t i e s , mu s e u m s , foundations and
professional organizations.“The operating assumption was
that educational change will succeed only when it is un-
dertaken by individuals working collaboratively at all lev-
els within a community committed to change,” said Brent
Wilson, a professor of art education at Pennsylvania State
University who served as chief evaluator of the RIG pro-
gram from 1988 to 1996.

The regional institutes were given considerable latitude
in defining and developing their pro gra m — s o m e t h i n g
that is amply evident in one of the most successful of the
regional institutes, the project in Nebraska.

NE B R A S K A N S a re perhaps best known for their pas-
sion for football,and they take pride in the fact that,

on home game Saturdays,the University of Nebraska foot-
ball stadium contains 5 percent of the state’s population,
thus ranking as its third-biggest “city.”The prairie they oc-
c u py, once an ocean fl o o r, is mostly f l a t , w h i ch con-
t ributes both to a strong sense of place and a mentality
that presumes that human beings can see for great dis-

t a n c e s . Not surpri s i n g ly, when Nebraskans org a n i z e d
t h e m s e l ves to bid for Getty support for arts education,
they called their consortium “Prairie Visions.”

P ra i rie Visions is unique among the six re gional insti-
tutes in that it was organized not by a major university but
by the Nebraska Department of Education.Sheila Brown, a
music educator who serves as the depart m e n t ’s dire c t o r
of visual and perfo rming arts education, built a consor-
tium that included all nine of the state’s unive rsities as
well as its major museums, art centers, the state arts and
humanities council, the state art teachers association and
one hundred school districts,both public and private.Sev-
eral local foundations also supported the work.

The heart of the Pra i rie Visions model is a thre e - we e k
summer pro fessional development institute for teams of
a rt and ge n e ral cl a s s room teach e rs , a d m i n i s t ra t o rs , a n d
other school personnel.The institute is led by a faculty of
p ro fessionals ra n ging from kinderg a rten teach e rs to uni-
versity faculty members. Participants spend a week work-
ing at the Jo s lyn Museum in Omaha and the Sheldon
Memorial Art Gallery in Lincoln and another week in re-
gional venues.The teams then return to their schools for
the final week to work on program planning and curricu-
lum development.

Since the first session in 1988, more than 1,300 teach-
e rs and school administra t o rs have gone through the
P ra i rie Vision Summer Institutes, i n cluding 270 of the
s t a t e ’s art specialists. G raduates come from districts that
embrace half of the public school population.

Discipline-based art education in Nebraska takes differ-
ent forms at the various levels of schooling.In elementary
s ch o o l s , most Institute-trained teach e rs are ge n e ra l i s t s
who use their new skills not only to teach art in a more
sophisticated way but to enhance their teaching of the full
ra n ge of subjects. At the St. John Lutheran School in Se-
ward, for example, one of twenty-six private schools that
a re part of the move m e n t , Maxine Fi a l a , a kinderg a rt e n
t e a ch e r, has re a rra n ged her entire curriculum so as to
make effective use of art.

One day re c e n t ly Mrs . Fiala organized a lesson aro u n d
roosters. She read the students a book by Eric Carle enti-
tled R o o s t e r ’s Off to See the Wo rld and then had them
look at representations of roosters by artists from Japan,
C h i n a , and the United States. Students counted the nu m-
ber of roosters in the painting, and a boy donned a black
robe and pretended that he was a Chinese painter stirring
ink from an inkwell that the teacher had brought back
from a trip to China.

The teacher asked the students to describe the kind of
lines used by the va rious art i s t s — ” fa t ,” “ c u rve d ,”
“slanted”—and to notice how they drew feathers in differ-
ent way s . She called attention to the diffe rent posture s
s t ru ck by the va rious ro o s t e rs and asked the ch i l d re n
which one they would adopt when they made their own
d raw i n g s .“ I ’ll have mine pecking for fo o d ,” said one stu-
dent.“Mine will be up in the air saying,‘Cockadoodledoo,’
so the beak will have to be open,” said another.To inspire
their own drawings, Mrs. Fiala then produced a cage with
a live rooster.

M rs . Fiala has integrated art into the kinderg a rten cur-
riculum in nu m e rous other way s . She uses Wi n s l ow
Homer’s “Snap the Whip” to teach the letter “P” and Paul
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K l e e ’s “The Goldfi s h ” to teach about wildlife . E a ch we e k
an art masterpiece becomes the basis for a variety of activ-
ities,such as finding the artist’s country on a map and ob-
serving clothing styles in the paintings of Francisco Goya
or Auguste Renoir.

“In my classroom, art is no longer just the ‘cutesy’ craft
p rojects ch i l d ren do around holidays or a fi f t e e n - m i nu t e
activity at the end of a story or lesson,” said Mrs. Fiala.“I
use art to generate joy in learning, develop critical think-
i n g , and help students communicate their fe e l i n g s . P i-
c a s s o ’s masterpiece ‘Mother and Child,’ for ex a m p l e , i s
marvelous because it depicts such a beautiful, loving rela-
tionship between a mother and ch i l d .” Sheila Brow n , t h e
P ra i rie Visions dire c t o r, d e s c ribed such exe rcises as “ a
good example of how to integrate art into the rest of the
curriculum while maintaining respect for the integrity of
the art.”

Earlier this ye a r, M rs . Fiala took photographs of nine
gumball mach i n e s , conducted a poll of how many ch i l-
dren liked each color, did a graph of the results and then
had students paint their own gumball machines.When the
paintings were done,a student named Eric volunteered,“I
k n ow what we can do. L e t ’s cut them all out and glue
them together on a big piece of paper.” Mrs. Fiala replied,
“ O h , l i ke A n dy Wa r h o l ’s ‘100 Cans.’ ”“ N o ,” said Eri c .“ I
thought of that in my brain.”The students’ montage now
hangs in the hallway next to a reproduction of the Warhol
classic.

AT THE middle school level discipline-based art educa-
tion is employed both by subject matter teachers and

by art specialists seeking to broaden the ra n ge of skills
they teach in their studios.One day recently Arlen Meyer,
who has taught art at St. John for thirty ye a rs , put his
s i x t h - grade students through an exe rcise in which they
analyzed their own acrylic works in progress in relation to
the work of great masters.

Students studied their landscape paintings, d e c i d e d
which formal elements were the most important and then
picked a reproduction on the wall that shared these char-
acteristics.One student compared his to a Monet because
“we use the same pastel colors with not much neutraliz-
ing.”Another saw similarities with a Rousseau because of
“strong blotches of color.” Mr. Meyer said that such exer-
cises not only lend credibility to students’ work but also
“show them that there is a variety of solutions to a prob-
lem.”

High school teachers have used DBAE principles to en-
hance their teaching of subjects such as history and social
studies.At Columbus High School in Columbus one day re-
cently, a group of eleventh-grade students in an inter-disci-
p l i n a ry A m e rican Studies course gave a presentation on
the 1920s in which they related the wo rk of Georgia 
O’Keefe and other artists to cultural phenomena such as
jazz, radio and Lindberg’s flight to Paris.“I’m not a talented
artist,so I hated it at first,” commented Lindsay Berlin,one
of the students. “But now I have a sense of why art i s t s
drew the way they did, and I feel more comfortable.It all
fits together.”

Rose Kotwas,who teaches art at Lincoln High School in
Lincoln,said that she has used her Prairie Visions teaching

to “show students how to make things based on informa-
t i o n , not just ab s t ract models” and to “ s h ow how art re-
lates to the workplace.” While doing research on the his-
tory of perfume bottles, she learned that Rene Latique, a
j eweler and glassmaker in turn - o f - t h e - c e n t u ry Pa ri s , a n d
Francisco Cody, a perfumer, we re the fi rst entre p re n e u rs
to market bottles designed for a particular scent. B e fo re
having her students design their own perfume bottles,she
had them establish standards of quality—an exercise that
fits into the category of “aesthetics.”

Discipline-based art education has also changed the way
museums treat youthful visitors . Docents at the Sheldon
Memorial Art Gallery & Sculpture Garden in Lincoln who
h ave re c e i ved Pra i rie Visions training have now ab a n-
doned traditional lecture tours and instead lead students
in critical discussions of the works of art.

Nancy Childs re c e n t ly took a dozen sixth-grade students
to a gallery with contempora ry paintings and asked them
to “ find something that you feel stro n g ly ab o u t .” One stu-
dent pointed to a somewhat surrealistic painting by T. L .
Solien entitled “ I n t ru d e rs ”t h a t , he sugge s t e d ,“looks like the
Wi z a rd of Oz.” M s . Childs engaged the students in a discus-
sion of the va rious fo rmal elements of the painting—”Is it
balanced?”—and asked how it made them fe e l .“ I t ’s scary,”
vo l u n t e e red one student. She asked them what they
thought it meant and,“Do you think it deserves to be in an
a rt gallery ? ”

Thus far there is little empirical data on how discipline-
based art education has impacted on academic perfo rm-
ance in Nebra s k a , though initial results of a state-spon-
sored survey are scheduled to be released in March. Nev-
ertheless, anecdotal evidence abounds that Nebraska stu-
dents exposed to discipline-based art instruction are more
sophisticated about the visual arts.

Laurie Confer, a docent at the Sheldon Gallery, said she
and her colleagues have noticed ch a n ges in the sch o o l
children arriving for museum tours.“They use vocabulary
l i ke ‘ ab s t ract ex p re s s i o n i s m ,’ and they cert a i n ly feel a lot
m o re at ease than their parents—or even college stu-
dents—looking at a Motherwe l l ,” she commented. A r l e n
M eye r, the art specialist at St. Jo h n , added that “ s t u d e n t s
are arriving at middle school with a better background.”

Parents report that the new approach to teaching occa-
s i o n a l ly affects their vacation plans. When Bill Chadck
drove his eighth grade son to Chicago for a Cubs baseball
g a m e , he was asked to swing by the A rt Institute of
C h i c ago . “A n dy specifi c a l ly wanted to see ‘A m e ri c a n
G o t h i c ,’ ” he said. “ We headed for the Impressionist fl o o r,
and he would point to the various paintings and say ‘that’s
a Monet’ or ‘ t h a t ’s a Matisse.’ I thought the Cubs game
would be the highlight, but they lost. So it was the art 
museum.”

Cindy Mangers of Newell Elementary tells of receiving a
telephone call last summer from a student who had just
returned from a trip to the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art
in Kansas City.“The whole family came over during vaca-
tion to tell me about it,” she said.Ms.Mangers also reports
t h a t , when they re t u rn from museum tri p s , her kinder-
garten students cut out pictures of paintings, create play
galleries, and give tours to their stuffed animals.
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Ob s e rve rs say that the times are ripe for the disci-
pline-based appro a ch in seve ral way s . G e o rge Neu-

b e rt , the director of the Sheldon Memorial A rt Gallery
who says that he was “ i n i t i a l ly quite ske p t i c a l ” ab o u t
Prairie Visions, suggests that the movement benefits from
the fact that “technology has raised people’s awareness of
visual imagery.”

Whereas the traditional “product-oriented” approach to
art instruction was consistent with child-centered educa-
tional approaches of the 1960’s and 1970’s, the emphasis
in the 1990’s on academic standards would seem to be
m o re hospitable to the teaching of aesthetics, c ri t i c i s m ,
and art history. “ I t ’s the antithesis of the fl ower ch i l d re n
doing their own thing,” said Brent Wilson, an evaluator of
the Nebraska program.

Despite such forces working in its favor, the discipline-
based art education movement faces serious problems as
it seeks to move beyond we l l - financed pilot projects to
more broad-scale implementation.

The first five years of Getty’s program succeeded in es-
tablishing a grassroots network of individuals,schools,and
organizations that fueled a national movement for DBAE.
But these programs are costly and,in an era of steady state
b u d ge t s , it is unclear whether adequate funding will be
available to train a sufficient number of teachers and ad-
ministrators to make this approach normative in American
education.

Like other academic reform movements,DBAE faces the
p ro blem that old habits die hard . “A lot of people just
d o n ’t want to ch a n ge ,” said Je ff Stern .“ T h ey feel thre a t-
ened if you start teaching art history instead of art produc-
t i o n .” A d vocates also concede that there are legi t i m a t e
questions to be answe red related to pre s e rving the in-
tegrity of art. “Art has to remain art,” said Mr. Meyer. “You
have to teach it as content, not just as enrichment. If you
sell art as a hand-maiden to social studies,then you trivial-
ize art.”

P roponents concede that the DBAE appro a ch is mu ch
easier to implement at the elementary school level,where

t h e re is no pre s c ribed curriculum and where inter-disci-
plinary approaches are more well established,than it is in
subject-oriented middle and high schools. It is also tough
to implement in large schools.“If a teacher is dealing with
2000 kids and seeing them twice a month,there is no way
to make major change,” said Mr. Meyer.

M s . D u ke said that discipline-based art education now
faces the basic pro blem that confronts any move m e n t :
how to move from the research and development phase
to full-scale implementation in schools.“We need to find
the strategic pressure points,but we also need to be clear
about our message.The business community, for example,
does not understand why the arts are important.We need
more on the pull side.”

In order to demonstrate its re l evance to school improve-
m e n t , P ra i rie Visions is about to embark on a large-scale as-
sessment pro j e c t .“ P ra i rie Visions is built on the pre m i s e
that if teach e rs come to the Institute and learn , then stu-
dents will be able to gi ve us back what we teach the teach-
e rs ,” said Sheila Brow n . To test this out, the Nebraska State
Education Department has mounted a study of Pra i rie Vi-
sions schools and a control group using instruments such
as tests of know l e d ge about art , attitude survey s , and ex a m-
ples of situations in which students we re asked to pro d u c e
a rt and then criticize it.

Mr.Wilson observed that,while discipline-based art edu-
cation has undoubtedly demonstrated its power to im-
p rove the level and sophistication of teaching about the
visual arts per se, it is still struggling to demonstrate the
re l evance of art to the broad academic goals of sch o o l .
“The ove rriding question,” he said, “is how to we d ge art
education into schools where the real agenda is higher
test scores.”

M rs . Fiala has no doubts on this score .“ I t ’s amazing
what kinderg a rten ch i l d ren can learn when serious art-
works are incorporated into their learning,” she said. She
recalled that one of her students, I a n , re c e n t ly sat at his
k i t chen table painting a tre e . “Look Mom,” he said. “ I ’ m
using pointillism like Seurat.”l
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