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Rescarch for Existential Choilce

Karen A. Hamblen

Chet Bowers (1984) has developed a theory of how a critical conscious-
ness of our cultural typifications can be developed through an in-depth and
elaborated understanding of aspects of a given situation or problem. In this
paper, his theory is applied to the role research plays in art education. It

is proposed that our existential

choices in art education are directly

proportionate to the amount and complexity of the research we have available
and the extent to which we understand and can apply this research for speci-

fic purposes. The lack of research

in essential instructional areas as well

as the lack of formalized debate regarding major changes in the field of art
education suggest that, rather than critical consciousness, art education is
currently subject to limited perspectives that are controlled by a select

few.

Major changes are occurring in
art education at this time involiving
a shift from child-centered studio
instruction to a more discipline-
based focus involving those aspects
considered intrinsic to the study of
art. One might expect that diverse
interpretations of discipline-based
instruction would appear throughout
the literature and that research
efforts would be attempting to keep
pace to provide theoretical and
empirical rationales for proposed
curriculum changes. Such, however,
is not the case. Despite a flurry
of activity in art education,
surprisingly little formalized
debate. conjecture, and examination
of premises appear in the literature
and little research has been conduc-
ted specific to discipline-based art
education (Hamblen, 1987a). In this
paper, the role research plays in
extending or curtailing choices
within the field of art education
will be examined in relationship to
Bowers' (1974; 1984) theory of
critical consciousness in education.

Chet Bowers (1974; 1984)
presents a theory of education in
relationship to the sociology of
knowledge that focuses on how,
through socialization processes, a

repertoire of knowledge is developed
that constitutes one's cognitive
structure. The human authorship of
this cognitive structure is more or
less obscured inasmuch as we are
often unaware of the relativity and
sources of our own cultural values,
attitudes, and beliefs. Bowers'
contribution to education Ties in
his discussion of how consciousness
of our cultural typifications can be
developed through an elaborated
language cocde, i.e., we can become
conscious and active participants in
the construction of our personal and
social realities when we examine our
taken-for-granted stock of know-
ledge.

In this paper, the discussion
will focus on the application of
Bowers' theory to the role that
research plays in art education. It
will be proposed that research
constitutes much of our professional
stock of knowledge.l Basic assump-
tions embodied in theory and re-
search constitute art education's
foundational knowledge and opera-
tional procedures in the history and
philosophy of art education, the
psychology of art, art curriculum
development, and so on.2 It will
also be proposed that research can
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be used to reveal its own problema-
tic nature and thereby empower us to
participate in the creaticn as well
as correction and refinement of our
profession.

Over<wview

Most of the focus in art
education writing, whether in the
form of research or curricula, has
been on elementary and secondary art
instruction. Little attention has
been given to university profes-
sionals' l1ife worlds and the effect
their decision-making processes have
on the field of art education
(Hamblen, 1986:; Hamblen, 1987c). In
relationship to Bowers' theory of
existential choice, it is important
that art educators understand the
scope of their choices and the
content and implications of those
cnhoices. Research in art education
constitutes much of the substance of
our professional concepts and
actions inasmuch as research is
often used to initiate practice and
is itself a product of our educa-
tional priorities. When research
choices are available and when we
understand them te be cheices and
understand the implications of their
applications, research can provide a
way for us to examine, negotiate,
and change major portions of our
professional reality.

According to Bowers (1984),
one's existential choice is expanded
in direct "proportion to the complex-
ity of the symbolic code the indivi=-
dual acquires" (p.47), i.e., an
elaborated language code enables the
individual to examine assumptions,
premises, and biases. In this
paper, it 1is oproposed that our
existential choices in art education
are directly proportionate to the
range and types of research we have
available and the extent to which we
understand and can manipulate our
research. Qur existential choices
are Timited to the extent our
conceptual frameworks are restricted
by, for instance, limited research,
research that is not understood, or

research presented without debate
and acknowledgement of its biases.

In this paper I will discuss
two ways research can be used as an
active reality-constructing compo-
nent of art education: (1) as
providing choices and {2) as crea-
ting an area of heightened critical
consciousness. Research, when done
from a variety of perspectives and
from a range of methodologies,
provides choices for interpretation
and action and empowers the art
education professional to engage in
the ongoing creation of the field.
Also, when a range of research is
available on particular issues in
art education, the field itself can
enter a period of heightened criti-
cal consciousness wherein previous
conceptions are called intoc question
and the human authorship of any one
particular viewpoint is thrown into
sharp relief. By providing choices
and creating areas of heightened
critical consciousness, research can
provide an avenue wherein decisions
are based on examined and debated
participation rather than through
the unilateral actions of a select
few.

Research
Choices

Bowers' (1974; 1984) discussion
of how our repertoire of information
is built up through socialization
processes is consistent with major
anthropological, sociclogical, and
psychological theory. For example,
Bruner (1958) discusses how we use
hypotheses in problem solving. When
confronted with a given problem,
similar experiences are recalled for
information on how to proceed.
Hypotheses are then said to be
formed and tested against the
realities of the situation. The
entire process of hypothesis forma-
tion, tentative testing, and evalua-
tion, followed by the taking of some
form of action, is often accomp-
lished very quickly and subcon-
sciously 1in the ongoing tasks of
life. For example, hypothesis



testing is applied to the quickly
resolved task of deciding whether it
is safe to «cross the street.
Hypothesis testing can also be
applied to the ongoing, lengthy, and
conscious process of deciding which
instructional content and methodolo-
gies are appropriate for a given
student population. Those individu-
als having recourse to a range of
nypotheses, either through past
experiences or through formal
education, can be expected to be
more successful in their actions
than those without such recourse.
Accordingly, education can be
described as a process whereby
students acquire a repertoire of
working hypotheses that have appli-
cation in their culture or more
specifically in their particular
Tield of study.

Through graduate study, ongoing
professional development, and
instructional practices, prevailing
research and theory become part of
the art educator's working stock of
knowledge, i.e., hypothesis testing
repertoire. Research acts to build
the art educator's repertoire of
ongoing typifications, and one might
suggest that those art educators who
are most successful in a variety of
educational situations have recourse
to the broadest, most well-accepted
theories and research findings.
Within Bruner's (1958) theory, such
art educators have recourse to a
range of possible hypotheses.
Within Bowers' (1984) theory, they
are able to act successfully within
the acceptable norms of their
profession's expectations. Those
art educators thoroughly conversant
with the field have, to paraphrase
Bowers, an elaborated research code
and hence more choices for any given
problem or situation.

The sheer amount of information
possessed by an art educator is not,
however, sufficient by itself for an
ability teo participate in the
construction of art education
realities. It is the consciousness

of choice, the weighing of alterna-
tives, and the explicit acknowl-
edgement that one has engaged in a
process of selection and interpre-
tation that are the decisive factors
which distinguish acting existenti-
ally from merely acting. Educators
who merely have recourse to what
currently exists in art education
without consciousness of its impli-
cations and Tlimitations are still
cperating within the natural atti-
tude of taken-for-granted knowledge.
For example, although much has been
written about creativity, individu-
alism, and self-expression in art
education, these concepts are still
often wutilized primarily on an
uncritical, taken-for-granted level.
More recently, information on
discipline-based art education
(DBAE) has been likewise presented
with 1ittle published discussion and
debate on its more problematic
aspects (Hamblen, 1987a). In this
sense, a thorough knowledge of
current DBAE 1literature would not
necessarily result in an ability to
exercise critical existential choice
regarding the implementation of DBAE
programs. One's operating hypothe-
ses, though large in number, may be
merely part of the ceorpus of main-
stream ideas that have been presen-
ted programmatically. When acting
within this stock of knowledge, the
art educator is in effect being
created by, rather than creating,
the professional character of art
education.

Jean Rush (1985) had described
research as providing a form of
"consumer protection" (p.195).
Research can:

lay out the relative merits of
different approaches and
reveal a range of curriculum
options. Lacking this base
of reference, teachers have
to rely on choices that are
made for them. [Rush calls
for credible research]
conducted from a variety of
perspectives and a variety of
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academic and foundational
affiliations...[to] reveal
the problematic nature of a
given issue and present a
range of <choices (Hamblen,
1987a, p.73).

The critical stance of exis-
tential choice is contingent upon an
ability to recognize art education
theory and practice as humanly
created choices with different
types of applications and implica-
tions. An informed, existential
access to research and theory is
contingent upon an ability to
examine historical origins and
philosophical biases, to have
recourse to alternative perspec-
tives, to imagine other possibili-
ties, and to develop conceptual
distance.3 Bowers suggests that
curricula need to be devised which
will increase the options and hence
competence of students in under-
standing and acting upon their
assumptions. In a similar vein,
Shulman (1986) describes education-
al professionals as those who not
only act, but also know how and why
they act as they do. Taking
responsibility for the consequences
of one's choice is integral to the
existential, critical stance
discussed by Bowers (1974; 1984).

In this paper, criteria for
research choices are not specified
either in regard to conducting or
applying research. Within existen-
tial choice, criteria for selection
and application are themselves
variable and humanly constructed.
1 do, however, believe that re-
search should be both conducted and
selected according to criteria
which foster choice and broad-based
participation. Bowers (1984), for
example, discusses curricula that
tap students' phenomenological
worlds, that offer alternative
modes of problem solving, and that
provide information reflective of
our pluralistic society. In a
similar manner, it is proposed that
research from diverse points of

view provide instances for existen-
tial choice by providing a more
complex professional repertoire of
meaning as well as by providing
consciousness of that repertoire and
its implicatians in terms of
Timitations and capabilities.
Choice, as Apple (1979) notes,
cannot be avoided. The exercising
of choice is not synonymous with
consciousness of choice nor does
choice necessarily entail active
participation 1in the construction
of knowledge. Choices among art
education research findings and
theories are continuaily being
made, but choices are more often
than not exercised on a taken-
for-granted level.
Rescaxrch foxr
I.idminal States
of
Cxritical
Consciousness
When research is available from
a variety of perspectives and is
subject to an ongoing debate that
probes its complexities and
philosophical biases, the probliem-
atic nature of research - and hence
practice - 1is thrown inte sharp
relief. When these conditions are
present, a liminal state of height-
ened critical consciousness is
achieved. According to Bowers
(1984), this is a time when mean-
ings are renegotiated, and no
single answer holds sway by virtue
of tradition or authority. The
human authorship of ideas and the
sociopolitical implications of
their possible application are
revealed. "Existential choice is
not grounded in the individual's
accumulated recipe knowledge, but
in those areas of liminality not
already stabjlized and deproble-
mized by the natural attitude"
(Bowers, 1984, p.40).
Anthropologists, such a Turner
(1974), have described how certain
cultural rituals and practices can
be used to gain a state of con-
sciousness that reveals the under-



lying meanings of taken=-for-granted
behaviors. For the sciences, Kuhn
(1970) has termed the liminal state
as constituting revolutionary
science. It is at such times that
past and current scientific prac-
tices are questioned, the complexi-
ty and relativity of current theory
are revealed, and a new Tframework
of scientific investigation may be
developed.

In art education there are
liminal areas of varying intensity.
Neither  taken-for-grantedness or
Timinality are exclusive states of
being. Some events in art educa-
tion create heightened conscious-
ness, such as the Pennsylvania
State Conference of 1965 which
fostered multiple lines of theory
and research, For many  years
Lowenfeld's ideas on <children's
graphic expression were part of the
taken-for-granted knowledge of many
art educators. Although  Lowen-
feld's ideas continue to influence
art education theory and practice,
research by Pariser (1983) and
Wilson and Wilson (1982), to name a
few, have called many Lowenfeld's
tenets 1into guestion. Controversy
will, undoubtedly, continue in this
area. In Kuhnian terms, a major
paradigm shift has not yet occurred
in our interpretations of child-
ren's graphic expressions. Within
Bowers' (1984) theory, the meanings
of c¢hildren's graphic expressions
continue to be negotiated.

Research from multiple per=
spectives that is open to a free
flowing debate can be the impetus
for a liminal state in art educa-
tion. This is especially true when
researchers themselves acknowledge
the reality-shaping implications of
their research in its presentation
of particular selections and
interpretations.

It is my contention that
informed, democratic participation
and responsibility for one's
choices occur when there is a mix
of information from a variety of

perspectives that allows one to
probe the merits of various lines
of action. A liminal state does
not provide clear cut answers, nor
does it involve especially expedient
or efficient processes. A Tliminal
state s dependent on debate,
criticism, and supposition, all of
which are absent from much of

education (Apple, 18978, Bowers,
1984). In general education,
priorities placed on expediency,

efficiency, and the consensus of
selected experts has resulted in
simplification, predictability, and
severe distortions of the knowledge
base. Murray L. Bob (1986) makes
the important point that educators,
and in particular administrators,

need to accept the idea that
educational decisions are often
complex, multi-tiered, and time-

consuming. There are no easy or
final answers if education is to be
responsive to our changing, plura-
listic society.

Audible
Silences 1in
Art Education

Current developments in art
education suggest that, rather than
entering or being in a state of
Timinality, there is instead
silence on many key issues. This
is despite the fact that a major
shift is probably in the offing,
from a <child and studio-centered
instructional focus to one in which
instruction focuses on the disci-
plinary content of art in the areas
of art production, art history, art
criticism, and aesthetics, 1i.e.,
discipline-based art education
(DBAE). While one might find this
development to be highly desirable,
the manner in which it is occurring
may be cause for concern. Singular
perspectives are being presented,
and a pragmatic concern with how a
particular DBAE perspective can be
efficiently and expediently imple-
mented seems to predominate (Hamb-
len, 1987a). It has been suggested
that there is a general lessening
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of basic research in art educatieon
and that this can be attributed to
the current focus on the standardi-
zation of content and procedures
and the emphasis put on finding
practical, expedient, and singular
solutions (Hamblen, 1987b). Not
only current, but also future
options, could be effected by this
trend toward highly programmatic
and prescriptive approaches and
away from basic and applied re-
search.
Bowers (1984) refers to key
issues that are not dncluded in
most school curricula as areas of
audible silence. They are audible
in the sense that we know that they

are not being addressed, and we
allow them te remain silent. He
also discusses the 1imited

cognitive structure of children who
are "socialized to a 'culture of
silence' where existence will be
defined by external sources they
will not understand or be able to
challenge" (p.58). We are not like
children who are fairly dependent
on the information and skills
presented to them. If there is a
conspiracy of audible silences in
art education, it is of our own

making. Bowers (1974; 1984) has
stressed throughout his work that
we both create and are created by
our social milieu. Art educators,
as a group, create the field of art
education and are Timited or
empowered by their creation. As
researchers and instructors, we are
in the position of creating elabo-
rated research approaches or of
1imiting the options for both
ourselves and future professionals.
If our research and scope of ideas
are limited to School Arts fare or
the glossy promotional materials of
the J. Paul Getty Trust, then it is
of our doing.
We create
states and, in effect,
whether or not to exercise con-
sciousness. Liminality can apply
to an individual's personal experi-
ences, portions of disciplinary
investigation, or even the con-
sciousness of an entire culture. I
am suggesting that a critical
stance toward art education theory,
research, and practice could enhance
the reality constructing
power of individuail art educators as
well as vitalize the entire field.

liminal
chose

aur own
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Footnotes

As presented in this paper, research refers to formal and informal
investigations using qualitative and quantitative methodologies.
Research also encompasses theoretical constructions and models that
appear in published materials, are discussed at conferences, and are
presented in instructional settings.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the schism between
theory/research and practice and to distinguish between such concepts as
basic and applied research. Antipathy on the part of some classroom
teachers toward research generated by university professors is also a
factor that impacts on the thesis of this paper.

Opportunities to participate in the construction of art education
reality are also influenced by personal and professional networking
affiliations, access to consultancies, publication of research papers,
opportunities universities provide for professional development, etc.
(Hamblen, 1986). In addition, it needs to be noted that art education
is comprised of many areas of taken-for-granted knowledge that may be
specific to particular universities, graduate programs, and/or profes-
sors (Hamblen, 1987c).
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