Developing Minds for the 21st Century

Part 1

Seeing the list of skills for students recommended by the Partnership for the 21st Century Skills, the busy art and design educator might well feel “This can’t be my responsibility.”  Actually, it’s the responsibility of all teachers, but arts teachers are in the best position to achieve these outcomes.  The good news is that working toward these outcomes will enhance students’ achievement in the arts – and in the normal work of the art and design classroom!

In a recent book, 5 Minds for the Future, by Howard Gardner, the author posits five ‘minds’ – actually, three habits of mind and two dispositions – as necessary for success in this new century.  They include but go deeper than the list of 21st Century skills.  This column will discuss these habits of mind and suggest ways to promote them in one’s teaching.
Gardner describes a somewhat sequenced approach to achieving the first three states of mind, beginning with a thorough grounding in at least one discipline (the disciplined mind) as a basis for the ability to synthesize and connect aspects of different disciplines (the synthesizing mind) and to develop one’s creative potential (the creative mind).

The Disciplined Mind

Thinking in the discipline is the goal.  There seem to be roughly three levels in acquiring this ability.  First is knowing and being able to use the knowledge, skills, and processes of the discipline, ranging from the basic to advanced abilities in creating and responding to art.  This is represented in the Wisconsin Art and Design Standards, which, for many reasons, should form the basis of all art programs.

A higher level is typified by the ability to find and define an art and design problem; develop and implement a solution to it; analyze the task in progress, both process and product; reflect on what is working, what isn’t, and what would improve it, and then improve it.  This has been described elsewhere as the skill set for success not only in school but also in the adult world.  It can be readily developed in the regular work of the classroom, enhancing student achievement as well as providing them the key and motivation for lifelong learning.  For instance, when students are involved with the teacher in determining the intended outcomes of a learning task; how it should look and what it should contain at different proficiency levels; and how to achieve those outcomes, students are developing a higher level of thinking in the discipline.  And when they analyze and reflect on their work, they are developing the discriminatory powers of the connoisseur.  This heightens their ability to think in the discipline, resulting in higher achievement, higher order thinking, intrinsic motivation, self-directed learning, and fewer discipline problems.
The next progression of the disciplined mind is characterized by fluently and automatically “thinking in art and design.”  Examples are the ability to have the hand automatically follow the mind’s eye in creating artwork; expressing meaning through line, tone, form, color, and texture in one’s own work; and deriving meaning from them in others’ work.  These are the ‘teachable’ aesthetic aspects, and teachers can help students attain this level by helping them note and then use these expressive elements in their work.
Becoming adept in a discipline is the focus of almost all instruction in the traditional school but is just the first step in developing the skills needed in the future.  That will require disciplinary experts who can also make connections within and across disciplines – the act of synthesis.
The Synthesizing Mind
Making new entities from combinations of familiar and/or disparate ones is the mark of the synthesizing mind.  Artists who have made innovative syntheses of art’s elements within the discipline are recognized as the creative geniuses of their time – Da Vinci, Renoir, Monet, and Picasso are examples.  However, the present needs those who can relate the concepts and principles of one discipline with another.  One way of developing this habit of mind in the classroom is through projects that involve other disciplines.  This is an important part of the Wisconsin Art and Design Standards.  For instance, a simple project might have the students research and write the notes to accompany an exhibition of their work.  Graphic organizers such as webbing or mapping help students relate unlike elements and concepts from different fields of knowledge to each other, an important ability for the synthesizing mind.  
The Creative Mind

A thorough grounding in at least one discipline enables one to think in the discipline, which is a necessary skill for a synthetic habit of mind – a natural precursor to creativity.  Helping students develop their creativity involves teaching creative thinking tools, making opportunities to use these tools available, and providing a climate that is conducive for creative thought.  The 13 thinking tools described by the Root-Bernsteins (1999) are important for students to develop, but for the busy arts educator trying to develop students’ creative potential, a more manageable approach is through the four processes of fluency, flexibility, elaboration, and originality.  
Fluency involves developing many ideas that focus on a given problem, and a teacher- or student-led brainstorming session on an authentic problem can readily introduce students to this process.  They should be encouraged to use the process to clarify or solve problems they confront in creating or responding to art.  For example, how can one improve one’s present technique and use of the elements of art and design (e.g., line, tone, form, color, texture)?
Flexibility asks the question, How many ways can a given problem be approached or an idea be used, interpreted, or applied?  Elaboration entails expanding on and embellishing a given idea or proposal.  Originality involves ‘thinking outside the box,’ pursuing curiosity, ‘wondering about’ – natural activities for childhood, which is usually the most creative age.  Asking for solutions to an authentic problem is a natural activity in an art classroom: What are unique ways to accomplish “x”?
In all these creative activities, students should be asked to analyze and write down their thinking processes so they will develop an arsenal of strategies to use in other situations and other disciplines.  This not only enhances their achievement in art but also equips them for the future.  

Finally, a safe, supportive, and collaborative climate, the seedbed of creativity, is paramount.  Teachers must promote a bond of trust and a ‘community of learners’ atmosphere so that students have a sense of ownership and are willing to risk the unsafe response, pursue learning independently, and work with their peers in pursuit of solutions.
Recap

The skills needed in the global environment coincide neatly with the skills that can be developed in the arts.  Strong grounding at least one discipline that enables the student to think in the discipline(s) prepares the student to combine (synthesize) aspects of one body of knowledge with another.  And from that, creativity flows, often at an unconscious level.  It is important to note that these are not discrete stages but instead often combine or merge seamlessly one to another.
Gardner suggests these three habits of mind are a necessary but not sufficient preparation for the effective person in the new century.  The two dispositions he describes in his book that give direction and purpose to these habits of mind will be discussed in Part 2.
Part 2

The previous section discussed the three habits of mind described in Gardner’s book, Five Minds for the Future.  This section will explore the last two “minds,” – the respectful and ethical ‘minds,’ actually dispositions – and their role in education.  This column is not meant as a preachment, since we all know the value of respect and ethics.  Sometimes, however, it is interesting to learn another perspective on familiar subjects.  

Gardner notes that a lack of respect will at the least “poison the workplace and the commons,” and a lack of ethics results in fraud and corruption in both high and low places.  It is important for the common welfare that respect and ethical behavior pervade the culture.  A goal of education and educators, including art and design educators, must be to help our students become exemplars of the highest and best ideals of citizenship.  

Respect

Like other social animals, humans typically form groups.  The cohesion of the group varies directly with the level of respect within the group.  Respect enlarges the individual’s sense of belonging and provides the basis for a positive classroom climate.  This is an important consideration for teachers.  Respect is not taught but “caught” from precept and example, and studies have shown that in the classroom the teacher’s interaction with the students is the strongest factor in establishing a positive, respectful, and supportive climate.  

In the Classroom

Teachers can model respect by showing interest in the students as individuals through such practices as 

· teacher/student interviews, in which the teacher learns of students’ backgrounds, plans, desires, etc.; 

· collaborative teacher/student assessment of student work, in which the teacher takes student opinions and judgments seriously and gives non-judgmental feedback; 

· student journals that provide communication between student and teacher; 

· requests by the teacher for students’ suggestions about an artistic question.  This fosters intrinsic motivation by showing the students that they and their ideas are valued and respected by the teacher.  
Respect is also evident to students when the teacher acts as a facilitator of their efforts, taking the stance of an ally of the students who is working with them to improve their competence rather than as a judge for whom they must prove their competence.  And, of course, respect must be genuine, not a façade.

Such examples will tend to engender respect among the students.  Teachers can nurture this by providing a non-competitive, collaborative atmosphere by 

· using teaching strategies that promote collaboration rather than competition such as small and large group work toward such shared goals as solving an art or design problem
· encouraging students to use each other as learning resources
· setting up peer interviews, which help students learn about and identify with each other
· helping students learn to make constructive – and respectful – peer assessments and use them in their own work as learning tools
Ethics

There is no hard and fast line between respect and ethics.  Both include “other-centeredness,” but respect involves one’s relation to others while ethics concerns one’s conduct as, for instance, a member of a profession or a citizen of a community.

Like they develop respect (or not), students adopt ethical (or unethical) behavior from significant individuals in their lives.  Parents, relatives, and other adults are important influences, as are peer groups.  However, after the age of six, students spend more time with teachers than with most other persons or groupings.  Because of this, teachers can be crucial models for students.  

In view of such a heavy responsibility, teachers might consider such questions as “What does it mean to be a member of the teaching profession?  An art and design educator?  A shaper of the future through young minds?  Is my work drudgery or an opportunity?”  

In the Classroom

One’s ethics are manifested in one’s interaction with others – peers, superiors, students, aides – or on controversial issues.  The dispositions described in Wisconsin’s Standards for Teacher Development and Licensure offer a perspective on the ethics of the profession.  Taking the lead from that document (see www.dpi.wi.gov/tepdl/pdf/10kdp.pdf ), a few examples follow.  

An art and design educator

· keeps abreast of new developments in art and design education

· is committed to continuous learning and self-improvement

· helps students to feel valued as people and to value each other

· has respect and tolerance for diverse talents, backgrounds, perspectives, and individual development

Finally, this has been presented as a model for others’ benefits – students, student teachers, etc.  However, the greatest beneficiaries of ethical behavior are those who practice it.  Beyond modeling these stances, teachers can help students apply these positions in the real world of service – mentoring younger students, bringing art services to retirees and retirement homes, or advancing to the public an awareness of the underserved locally, nationally, and globally.

Recap

The abilities needed in the rapidly changing global environment are precisely those that can, with a studied approach, be developed in the arts.  Parts 1 and 2 of this paper address the preparation of students for the world of the 21st century through important habits of mind and dispositions.  A thorough grounding in a discipline that enables one to think in the discipline prepares one to synthesize one body of knowledge with another, and from that, creativity flows.  The dispositions of respect and ethics are catalysts that add value to the products of disciplinary, synthesizing, and creative minds.  These are the bases that will prepare our students to add to the quality and richness of their and others’ lives in the culture as well as enhance their contributions in the marketplace of the future.  Besides these long-term ends, these ‘minds’ will enhance both student achievement and the quality of the classroom.
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