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An Approach to Art for Preadults

by

Phillip J. Hampton

Since music, painting, sculpture, architecture, drama, and all forms

of human expression are progressively becoming more meaningful

entities, they are receiving public recognition. This public recognition

of the arts is evident by the appointment of August Heckscher as Special

White House Consultant on the Arts by President Kennedy. Subse-

quently, never in the history of America has there been given to the

arts such public recognition.

The impact of art has been felt in every significant society in history.

Since man's earliest known existence, art has been a contributing factor

to his growth—it has been at times a cause and an effect. Art, some be-

lieve, preceded the first intelligible word uttered by man. To be sure,

the written forms we regard so highly today, evolved through many
stages from the pictures men once drew.

An absolute definition of art is as nebulous as its origin. Throughout
history ment have dwelled upon the subject at great length; each in-

dividual has his own answer. It follows, then, that art is a personal

thing; it is created by individuals for individuals. More specifically,

it is a thing which an individual has brought into being. It is to be

viewed and experienced by individuals and to be interpreted by each

individual in relation to his own experiences. It is, indeed, a thing

that is intimate with human emotions.

Plato had much to say about art. At one point, particularly, he felt

that art for children is the beginning of reason. Herbert Read, one of

this century's foremost thinkers, believes as did John Dewey that
".

. . existence itself is only possible on an aesthetic level." 1 Bernard
Shaw has a similar belief; he thought of the fine arts as the only

teacher.

If we are to accept the belief of Read and Dewey that "existence itself

is only possible on an aesthetic level," then it necessarily follows that

the creative mind can only exist on an aesthetic level.

The creative mind is capable of dealing with complex variables

without the impediments of blind conformity. It is almost instanta-

neously aware of traditions that thwart men's progress. It is the first

to seek change. A mind which has developed to aesthetic awareness

and is able to immediately recognize the intrinsicalities of a work of

art, should also be a mind capable of discerning, and, in some part,

understanding complex human situations. Art, in other words, seemingly

has potential that no other one thing has for the development of the

sensitivities of the human mind.

1Logan, Fred, Growth of Art in American Schools. Harper & Bros., 1955,

p. 223.
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The curricula makers have for many years ignored, wholly and in

part, the potential of art. For over one hundred years, the curriculum

has experienced change—too often erratic change. We, as curriculum

makers, are still groping, adding, and deleting subjects with no com-

plete understanding of the total curriculum as it relates to human
existence. It appears that our only concern is to compound a curriculum

of subjects and only subjects. It is often said that a good curriculum

is composed of good subjects, and, of course, good subjects are the

three R's only.

In order to establish status and respect for the subjects in art, the

art teacher is forced to pattern the study of art after the good subjects.

Notwithstanding that good is a relative condition, much art taught in

public schools today is sterile and imitative of other subjects. If the

effects of the art program in the secondary schools seem to be effective,

it could well be that they have not been free to develop along the unique

and natural courses that art must, indeed, travel.

The dangers of a too traditional, controlled and adult-dictated cur-

riculum must be recognized if our youth are to develop into persons

who understand first, themselves, secondly, others, and finally, them-

selves in relation to their neighbors. Moreover, and significantly, a

strong but flexible curriculum will be able to produce a productive

and creative individual who possesses in a kinesthetic-like manner a

working relationship with his highly developed senses and his learned

abstract knowledge. The curriculum should not inadvertently continue

to produce an individual crammed full of facts, formulae, statistics,

and quotations without providing an opportunity for an equally de-

veloped individual who feels or senses also his relation to these learned

patterns and who can, through his total intellect, make successful

application of all these experiences.

The three R's or good-subject-content-curriculum-maker is in honest

innocence progressively perpetuating intolerance of other ideas. We
must remind ourselves that no one group or human intellect is

omniscient. It seems to follow, that the curriculum, and all concerned
with the curriculum, should provide an environment conducive to

learning, an environment which will help the student select his own
medium. His development will come faster when his selected medium
correlates with his need and when his sense of freedom develops his

true personality; then he is not at all afraid to express his true self.

There is evidence, not only in scientific and technological findings,

that our curricula may be in for other revisions, if the revisions have
not already begun. It is becoming increasingly evident that the individ-

ual with a high I.Q., although he is a desirable and an enriching

commodity to any community, is by no means a paragon of educable

material worthy of exclusive treatment. Psychologists are now aware
of other mental dimensions such as that of the creative child, who in

many cases does not show up too well on examinations requiring

memorization of desired socially acceptable data, but who is charac-

terized by depth of thinking, originality, and flexibility. Too often this

type of child, not being able, or certainly not desiring, to follow tradi-

tionally accepted efforts in terms of conforming like his peers, or
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suffer the consequences of becoming an object of ridicule. It is this

writers opinion that the next great age will not be one of materialism

as we now know it, but rather an age of mental and emotional

dimensions.

The creative child is usually a dreamer. Further, the creative child

is highly individualistic and physiologically opposed to seeking the

good graces of others, especially at the expense and sacrifice of his

own sensitivities. Thus, he does not conform to customary standards

of stimulus and response.

Groups of psychologists have determined that the creative child, as

opposed to the child with a high I.Q., possesses the following charac-

teristics:

a willingness to take a calculated risk larger than others would
take in a given situation; an ability to sense and also question the

implicit; a capacity to be puzzled; traits that might be called

"bohemian;" an openness to the seeming "irrational" in himself;

considerable sensitivity and exuberance, and a greater acceptance

of himself than is the norm. 2

It follows, then, that other measurements must be effected and new
approaches to learning must be found for the person suspected of

high creativity. This is, and must be, preferable to subjecting the

creative child to a teacher who cannot understand the child and who,

in defense, tends to humiliate the child and eventually force him to

withdraw and shut out his environment. The child, therefore, becomes
of no value to his group nor to himself.

It is suggested by the experts that the creative child could be best

helped through a creativity test along with an I.Q. test. They suggest

further that academic programs be revised so that they might stress

noncreative activities. A program should be developed which permits

the creative child to develop his own ideas, no matter how absurd

they may seem. Without question, he should never feel that he will be

punished or ridiculed for his ideas. For it is this kind of independence

and free expression which our da Vinci's, Wright brothers, and Jules

Verne's experienced during their childhood. It is the purpose of the

art educator to contribute to the opposition of conformity and blind

tradition.

Art should, as Plato reasoned, begin in childhood. It should, by all

means, extend into adulthood. Although it is desirable for art to

begin in the earliest age of childhood, it is understandable that such

possibilities cannot always take place. However, somewhere along the

line between childhood and adulthood art should have been a con-

tributing force.

It is the view point of Victor Lowenfeld 3 that the adolescent period

is a period of crisis. It is the last chance for a youth to participate in

preadolescent experiences before he reaches maturity. Especially is

2
Brossard, Chandler, "The Creative Child." Look, 25: 111-112, Nov., 1961.

3Lowenfeld, Victor, Creative and Mental Growth, The MacMillan Co., New
York: 1957.
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this true if he has previously been denied the privilege. Adolescence

is a twilight zone between childhood and maturity. Adolescence is a

time when mental, physical, and emotional characteristics are passing

from childhood to maturity and also a time when he is subjected to

great amount of stress. Many art educators feel, with good cause, that

a well-conceived art program can help ease this adolescent crisis,

particularly since the adolescent often reveals much of his personality

through his art.

Comparing the younger child with the adolescent, it is found that

the younger child has no problems creating or responding to various

art media. Victor D'Amico made this point quite clear when he wrote

that at six years of age the child is an instinctive creator. '"Realism

and reason mean nothing to him; he has something to say . . .

4 He
adds that the American child becomes barren after he is twelve years

old. He is no longer, as creative.

Art for a child is very fresh and free. He is not bound by adult

concepts of realism. In his painting or sculpture, he reveals a situation

relying more upon how he feels a situation to be than on how he sees

it. At this stage realism and proportions are of little concern to him.

The child will draw largely upon those things on which he places

greater emphasis.

On the other hand, it must be understood that the adolescent resents

childish things and ideas. Therefore, an attempt at teaching art to the

preadult must be skillfully administered. The teacher must know
generally what to expect from the adolescent. There are two possible

dangers in teaching art to the teen-ager. One is the danger of a too-

childish approach and an insistence on the danger of the teacher

imposing the fresh, free, and innocent artistic expression of the elemen-

tary school child upon the preadult. The second, is the other extreme of

imposing adult, professional perfection upon an individual who is

alternating between an adult and a child.

The best approach is the in-between-approach. Admittedly, it is

difficult to know when one is on the right path. According to Lowenfeld
the adolescent prefers movies and literature that have romance and
adventure. 5 Moreover, Havighurst and Taba, revealed the fact that

the "selfdirected person" out-numbered all other personality types.

They state that pertinent attributes of this group are ambition, persis-

tence, introspection, self-doubt, and self-criticism.6 This fact would
then seem to indicate that these writers share Lowenfeld's point of

view that the adolescent is ".
. . by no means a realist . . . The adolescent

has a tendency to withdraw from reality . . .

7

It is apparent then that an adolescent must have an art program
that will help him develop self-confidence and provide an emotional

4D'Amico, Victor, Creative Teaching in Art, International Textbook Co.,

Scranton, Pennsylvania, 1942, p. 2.

5Lowenfeld, Victor, op. cit., p. 281. (Lowenfeld was reporting some of the
works of others: V. H. Fleege; Robert J. Havighurst and Hilda Taba, respectively.)

eIbid., p. 281.

7Ibid. p. 281.
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outlet and an opportunity to seek self-expression. These needs should

influence the development of the art program 'without special regard

for the student with or without talent.

These descriptions of adolescents seem to indicate that the adolescent

is naturally inclined to the kinds of work which requires much skill

and offers great challenge to his feelings of adulthood. The writer

firmly believes this. However, the teacher of art might misconstrue

this inclination on the part of the preadult to be an easy avenue to an
art program. For instance, some teachers might feel that because the

adolescent can produce objects which reflect adult and even adult-

professional skill, no more should be desired of their art program.
Moreover, a teacher may find that stressing adult standards is a very

easy approach, principally because the students will seem to derive a

great amount of pleasure from their work.

Too often emphasis on skil l and technique is frequently used as a

cover up for inadequate creative powers on the part of the teacher

and the student. With a little more effort on the part of the teacher.

skill and technique can be combined with creativity, thereby contri-

buting more satisfaction to the student and more to his entire develop-

ment. If the adolescent possesses intelligence which enables him to

discern and to relate, the teacher will very soon realize that the art

product emphasizing mere technique and =ki11 is lacking something.

and ultim ately the student will loose interest in all art activities. He
will feel or think of them as unfulnlling devices. He will realize that

the mere pursuit of skill and technique offers him little romance and
adventure and little opportunity to express himself. It can further aid

in destroying his self-confidence, and it can without question prevent

his ever fading: anv affinity for art or for that aura of life which is art.

Suggestion? for Effecting Art

Experience? for Adolescents

Because of the adolescent's strong desire to pursue adult standards

of skill and technique, crafts would become a major part of the sec-

ondary school art program. As a brief guide to the not-so-sure-teacher

-

of-art. it might be well to remember that the achievement of one of

the foremost goals of art—mental, emotional, and professional growth.
— the art project must permit thinking, feeling, and perceiving.

A teacher can explain and demonstrate how a project can be made:
this is teaching, but a teacher can only introduce the idea of developing

an individual technique. Techniques cannot be taught. Technique is

closelv related to human personality: it is derived from one's total ex-

periences, and this fact makes it reveal an important part of the

individual. With the close correlation of procedure, permission and

individual technique stimulation, development and individual driving

forces derived from human emotions, a truly creative work can be

effected and a truly gratifying experience of accomplishment can be

achieved.
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It must be remembered that when technique is taught or copied, the

student is isolated from individual expression: thus, the project which

began with honest intent, becomes a mere handicraft. A mere handier afi

can restrict individual growth. This can be said especially and explicitly

of such crutches as drawing books, how-to-do-it books, and other

supposed aids for teachers. Certainly, these aids may help the teacher,

after some peculiar fashion, but they can cripple the adolescent when
these are applied and used in a rote fashion.

For the teacher who finds art as a new teaching experience. ::

might be well to recall, when confronted by a group of preadults in

a class, that simplicity will beget success, especially in the initial effort.

The initial effort should help the teacher to understand and to learn

the students, and he should ascertain their work habits and determine

what their potentials are. In the first project, the rnedfum or material.

and the procedure used should offer little resistance to the student.

The entire process should be designed so that it might inspire the

less confident to more courageous adventure in the next project.

Even with a relatively simple project for the initial experience, the

teacher can expect students to make mistakes. The teacher should be
on the alert for these mistakes: in fact, they should be welcomed, for

it indicates that thinking is taking place. It could mean. then, that the

student is overly critical of himself, or that further instruction is

needed. In any case, if the student makes too manv mistakes, it mav
indicate that the help of the teacher is needed.

Before the initial experience is completed, the teacher should have
planned the next project. The new project should be closely related

to the first project. For example, if crayons were used in the first

project, pencil might be the next experience, then brush and ink and
finally a wall painting. The latter would, of course, depend upon age

levels, time, and conditions. It should be noted that each project should

be progressively more resistant. This helps to keep alive the spirit of

adventure. It will be recalled that the adolescent loves adventure and
challenge.

It should further be remembered that art for growing young people

is not for just a special group. It is not for the stupid nor the incorrigi-

ble. It is a means of expression for everyone. If it is properly handled,

it can help to develop personality and creative expression. It can
also ease the pangs of the preadult.

If we are to create within our youngsters an appreciation and an

awareness of beauty and the aesthetic life, then we must insist that all

teachers of art provide all American adolescents with enriching

satisfying experiences.
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