Just what IS an
Research Context

Political accountability pressures have resulted in a quest for cause-effect quantitative studies
which prove the value of arts education for improving achievement in non-arts measures (such
as standardized scores in numeracy or literacy) (Hetland & Winter, 2001). However, some arts
educators advocate instead for the intrinsic value of arts education (Eisner, 2002). Another
block to the successful advocacy for arts education is the division within the arts community
about what (if anything) is common to the arts disciplines, and the divisive nature of being
considered separate disciplines (Detels, 1999).
What then is unique and common to the arts disciplines in education?
One answer: the Aesthetic Experience (Dewey, 1934)
RESEARCH QUESTION
What are the aesthetic experiences that happen at an arts school with students and teachers?

Pedagogy and
Arts Disciplines

experience?

Methodology

Practitioner research
- school principal/arts educator as researcher
- students as co-researchers

Video enthnography
- participant observation of the life/culture of an arts school (ethnography)
- video recordings of arts events & “plaid” moments
- video journals for teachers/student co-researchers
- video interviews of students & teachers
- over 20 hours of video collected over 5 months by student co-researchers
- edited down to 10 hours in 25 clips and transcribed (using Transana software)
- analysed and coded, using a Grounded Theory approach (Strauss and Corbin, 1998)

School Context

Beattie School of the Arts is a K-12 public school-of-choice that has a focus on arts-integrated learning. All K-7 classroom teachers are also arts
specialists in one or more of drama, music, visual art, or dance. Classes are organized in “pods” of 4, and share a thematic focus to cover all
curricula, supported through arts specific learning from the specialist teachers, and applied in arts-integrated learning in their classrooms.

Mini-case studies of the teachers
at the arts school provided some
tentative comparisons of
pedagogical traditions between
and within the arts disciplines. In
particular, some traditions focus on
the artistic product while others
focus on the artistic process. An
example would be creative
drama as compared to scripted
theatre (Fleming, 1994).
These
differences created some tensions
on the staff, particularly around
public per for mances (adultpolished product versus evidence
of student process).

“What is an aesthetic
experience?”
The student researchers went off in search of
aesthetic experiences to “collect”. They spent much
time struggling with the definition of “aesthetic
experience”. As a result, much of the data focused
on “feelings”.
Despite this skewed approach, broader
conceptualizations of the aesthetic experience
emerged through the data collection and analysis
These concepts developed into a typology, which
was influenced by Kieran Egan’s typology of
understanding in his Imaginative Education model
(1997), Richard Shusterman’s work in pragmatist
aesthetics (1992), as well as other traditional
aesthetic theories. This typology is not intended to be
exclusive – it is interconnected.
Each type of
response can happen and layer with other types to
create an overall experience.

A Typology of Aesthetic
Experiences
Classic
- based on a Formalist theory of aesthetics
- focuses on the elements of art and the principles of
design
- reflects Kant’s notion of a “disinterested response” as
the aesthetic experience (Kant, 2004)

Romantic - Expressive
- participation in an arts event that involves a
preponderance of creativity, self-expression, or
improvisation
- based on 19th century Expressivism (Croce - “art as
expression”) (1965)
- a response, either as a participant or an observer, that
is to the creativity itself, rather than the artistic product

Romantic - Sentimental
- based on 19th century Romanticism (Tolstoy – “art as
feeling”)
- a response to art that is primarily emotional, and
attends to the emotional expressiveness of the art

Critical
- a “non-artistic” transformative experience as a
response to art (e.g. a social justice transformation)
- empowerment of disenfranchised participants
(marginalized children performing/creating beyond
traditional adult expectations)

Relational
- an aesthetic response based on human relationships
and interaction, rather than on the art itself
- interactions may be among participants, between the
participants and respondents, and/or among the
respondents

The types of aesthetic experience
that appear to be associated with
these pedagogical traditions were
also explored and were
developed into a typology of
pedagogical practice and into an
overall framework for aesthetic
education. This framework is a “3
blossom flower” with: the typology
of aesthetic experiences at the
centre; the typology of
pedagogies as one “flower petal”;
and two additional “petals” – the
traditional curriculum of elements,
skills, and the principles of design,
and the type of content used as
the artistic focus.

Somatic
- the physical embodiment of the aesthetic experience
- engagement of the body in the arts experience, either
as a participant or respondent
- sensuous, stimulating the senses
- similar to Shusterman’s “somaesthetics” (1992)

Mythic
- simply attending to the narrative of a story generates
a response
- “wanting to know what happens”
- curiosity

Poetic - Cathartic
Poetic responses are those arising
from concepts found in Artistotle’s
Poetics, which have formed the
foundation for much of modern
theatre. They are “aesthetically
engineered” by the elements and
structures of the arts event.
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