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  1 Why Teach with Art Inquiry?


  This book describes in detail how to incorporate works of art into your curriculum using the Pyramid of Inquiry. But why should you engage in this work in the first place? What exactly are the benefits of incorporating works of art into your teaching practice? The Astor Educator professional learning communities engaged in critical reflection and analysis of student outcomes throughout the three-year program in order to identify best practices for teaching with works of art and to understand the impact of these practices on student learning. The positive outcomes for students that we found can be grouped into five broad categories: relevance, critical thinking, social emotional, engagement, and differentiation. Each of these five points are discussed in detail below. Throughout the book, I will present examples that elucidate both the why and the how of this approach.


  • Art inquiry makes learning relevant to students’ lives


  A 2015 survey of high school students by the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence revealed that the top three emotions teenagers feel in school are tired, stressed, and bored1—a perfect recipe for disengagement and apathy. However, in the same survey, the students who believed what they were learning was relevant and meaningful to their lives experienced more positive emotions in school such as interest, respect, and happiness. The importance of relevance to student learning cannot be overstated. But how can we make content relevant, if connections are not readily apparent? This is where art can play a critical role in linking the interests and life experiences of your students to your curriculum topics.


  • Art inquiry improves critical thinking skills


  ◦ The role of art inquiry in developing critical thinking skills is well documented,2 and in the current landscape of American public education, this may be the most compelling argument for incorporating art into the curriculum for many school administrators. Of course, there are many ways to teach critical thinking skills. Why use art? One unique benefit of using art to teach critical thinking is that it is joyfully rigorous: deeply challenging and at the same time thoroughly enjoyable. As high school social studies teacher Christina Pontikis explains, “There is so much emphasis on ‘rigor’ in the New York City Department of Education and I always thought that having to create higher-level questioning was a difficult process, but because of the Astor Educator Program at The Met, I learned that traditionally ‘difficult’ things don’t have to be difficult at all if they are approached in new and creative ways. The performance anxiety my students often face melts away when they are simply observing art and gradually analyzing the message.”3 Inquiry experiences with works of art activate students’ intrinsic desire to make meaning of the world, strengthening their ability to think deeply and critically.


  • Art inquiry develops social emotional skills


  ◦ If I went to the museum myself, I never would have thought about it like that. —Georgianna, eleventh-grade student


  ◦ When we investigate works of art together, we learn to see through each other’s eyes. Inquiry-based experiences with works of art draw out the unique perspectives of each student while challenging students to consider the views of others. By engaging in this work with students, you are building community within your classroom and teaching essential skills of empathy and understanding. Collaborative meaning making depends on the strength in diversity. The more students notice in a work of art, and the more they bring their own experiences to the work, the deeper their collective understanding grows. As Georgianna discovered, looking at art with a group can be so much more meaningful than looking on your own. Inquiry experiences with works of art give all students opportunities to be heard and valued. Through exploring works of art together, students gain confidence in their ideas and their individual ways of seeing the world, while learning to value the diverse perspectives of others. This can have a powerful impact on their lives and academic achievement.


  • Art inquiry increases student engagement


  ◦ Art inspires curiosity and wonder. Whether you are bringing your students to a museum or bringing works of art into your classroom, you are introducing them to new worlds and stimulating their imagination. Art inquiry engages students by activating their inherent curiosity about works of art and their desire to make meaning. Unlike many topics covered in school, works of art as topics are not concrete and have no “correct” interpretation. This frees students from the fear of being wrong and allows them to pursue their natural curiosity without boundaries. Art inquiry engages students’ emotions, sparks their curiosity, and invites them to bring their full selves into the learning process.


  • Art inquiry works for all students


  ◦ As a teacher, you are faced with the incredible challenge of meeting the unique learning needs of many students at a time. In every classroom, these learning needs are likely to be quite diverse. How do you reach them all? Art inquiry is a powerful method of differentiated instruction because it engages students with diverse academic abilities. When students engage in collaborative meaning making, everyone contributes their strengths to the conversation, and everyone’s contributions are valuable. A student who is highly verbal may be able to beautifully describe what they see, while a less verbal student may share an important insight about the emotion of the artwork. As students investigate a work of art together, they learn from each other.


  ◦ While this method works for all students, its benefits are perhaps most powerful for students who struggle academically. Countless times after an art inquiry lesson, teachers will turn to me and express their amazement that a student who is normally silent in class, or is reading at a level far beneath their age, had such insight, such enthusiasm, and such articulation when talking about art. For students who have not experienced academic success, art inquiry can be their opportunity to shine.


  Keeping these five ideas in mind, let’s take a look at an example of the Pyramid of Inquiry in action. Cindy Martinez is a social studies teacher at Facing History High School in Manhattan. Her eleventh-grade U.S. history class is made up of Dominican, West Indian, and West African students. The majority of her students are English language learners and several have individualized education plans for a range of special needs. Cindy chose this particular class to participate in the program because of their low academic performance. Engaging her class in learning U.S. history was challenging, and she wanted to try a new way to reach them. In this lesson, the class visited The Met during a unit on the Reconstruction period. Prior to the museum visit, students learned about the aftermath of slavery and the challenges African Americans faced after emancipation. Cindy’s essential question for this unit was: What are the consequences of dividing a society into hierarchies? For the museum lesson, she chose Winslow Homer’s The Gulf Stream (photo 1.1), a painting made in 1899 of a black man in a rudderless boat, surrounded by sharks and an impending (or retreating, depending on your perspective) storm.


  Her question sequence began with asking students to observe the painting closely and find something that they find surprising, interesting, and troubling.4 After writing down their ideas, Cindy invited students to share their observations with each other.


  
    Cindy: What did you find interesting in this painting?


    Student: He’s a slave, he’s risking his life to be free.


    C: What makes you say that he’s enslaved?


    S: He’s black, his clothes are torn.


    S: The sharks are all around him.


    S: He’s just there, he doesn’t look worried.


    C: What makes you think that he doesn’t look worried?


    S: He’s lying down, his body looks relaxed and calm.


    C: What do you find surprising?


    S: I see another boat.


    C: Why is that surprising?


    S: Because he’s by himself, and there’s another boat, so he shoulda got some help or something.


    C: What’s the difference between the boat he’s on and the one in the background?


    S: His is about to fall, it’s broken, the other one is bigger.


    C: What did you find troubling?


    S: He’s all alone, there’s no one around him. If he’s a slave trying to get free, he’s all alone with no one to help him.


    S: That red part, I think that’s blood.


    S: It looks like there’s blood on his foot. But he doesn’t look like he’s in pain.


    S: Maybe he’s used to it.

  


  Next, Cindy asked her students to pretend they are the person in the painting and imagine what he might be thinking. After writing their responses, students shared with a partner.


  
    S: I made it through the storm.


    S: I’m free but I’m stuck, along with the sharks; I feel hopeless.


    S: I survived, but I lost my friend.


    C: What did you find surprising, interesting, or troubling about what your partner wrote?


    S: Some people look at this painting and feel hopeful, but others are depressed.


    S: I was thinking, how am I gonna eat and my partner was thinking, how will I survive?


    S: I wrote that I’m depressed because life is so difficult, but my partner said, “Yes, life is difficult but I’m proud because I made it. I escaped; I have my freedom.”


    C: What do you guys think this painting means?


    S: It shows what African Americans had to deal with in order to feel that they were free.


    C: Do you see anything in the painting that might be a metaphor for what African Americans had to deal with?


    S: Struggle.


    S: Hunger, not having enough to eat.


    C: What could the sharks represent?


    S: White people.


    S: The KKK.


    S: Even though he’s free, there are people out to get him.


    C: The artist, Winslow Homer, painted this in 1899 during the Reconstruction era. How does this painting comment on divisions in society at that time?


    S: It’s about how people in power oppress those without.


    S: Segregation—he escaped. He’s out of slavery, but he’s by himself. He has less rights than the people in the big boat.


    S: But his boat is pointed toward the big ship. It’s hopeful.


    S: Yeah, the painting goes from dark to light, so maybe it shows hope.

  


  Cindy concludes the conversation by thanking the students for
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