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Abstract

Visual Thinking Strategies (VTYS) is a student-centered teaching methodology that encourages active learning
and fosters communication skills and critical thinking skills while looking at works of art. In the United States,
the positive impact of VTS on art learning and across disciplines is well researched, particularly among students
in junior high school. In our multi-disciplinary research study, we seek to learn about the impact of VTS on visual
learning, verbal responses and physical responses to works of art in a democratic learning environment among
college students. We also considered the relevance and applicability of VTS in art teacher training and English
language learning. While VTS is embraced by many, the rigidity and limits of the approach have also been
criticised by researchers and educators in the field of art and museum education. These limits were also

examined in the Japanese context.
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1. A Critical Reflection on VTS lesson conducted by
Ms. Jeanne Hoel, Associate Director of
Education, School and Teacher Programs,
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, USA.

A small group of colleagues in the field of art and
museum education gathered in Tamagawa Educational
Museum to look at an image of an artwork projected on the
screen facilitated by Ms. Hoel. We were presented with an
image of a lumbering figure of a boy in midair who
appeared to have fallen from the tree and about to hit the
ground (Jeff Wall “Boy Falls From Tree”). The facilitator
encouraged discussions among the colleagues using VTS,
continuously posing the same three non-threatening
questions — What do you see? What do you see that makes
you say that? What more can you find? One colleague
pointed out that this was a suburban backyard in the United
States as the boy appeared to be Caucasian. Others readily
chimed in to support her observation by pointing out clues
such as the tall trees, well-kept lawn, a dingy shed, a swing
hanging from the branch and a football in the lawn. The
discussion shifted to why the boy might be falling from the
tree. Omne colleague felt the boy’s out-stretched left hand

might suggest he was trying to reach for something. Another



colleague thought he might have slipped while climbing up
the tree but someone else suggested the boy could be falling
from the precarious roof of the shed. After about ten minutes
of speculation, the facilitator showed us another image of an

artwork projected on the screen.

The second image was a black and white photo triptych.
The series of three photographs (Ai Weiwei “Dropping a
Han Dynasty Urn” ) showed the sequence of a man who
appeared to be dropping a vase. Like before, the facilitator
encouraged discussion among the colleagues using VTS,
continuously asking, “What do you see? What do you see
that makes you say that? What more can you find?”
Discussion about the work lingered around where the place
was and what the man was doing. One colleague remarked
the man could be in some part of Japan because the wall
reminded her of a specific spot she had been to. Another
colleague said it could be a place in China as the man
looked ethnically Chinese. After a few back and forth about
the locality, the attention was turned to the action of the
man. One commented that he might have accidentally
dropped the vase while another said he could be performing
a magic trick. And then another colleague remarked that
the man might not like the vase and so decided to smash it.
Building of that, someone said the vase probably was not of
much value as it looked ordinary with no ornate
decorations. The discussion came to an end when no one

responded to the question “What do you see?”

Discussions at both works of art would be considered
typical VTS-type conversation. All viewers were welcomed
to share their observations and form their interpretations
about the artworks. The facilitator remained objective,
was diligent in paraphrasing the responses, and did not
provide any information about either artwork. Further,
both artworks appeared to have obvious narratives.
Wall’'s work showed a boy suspended in mid fall and Ai’s
work showed a man dropping a vase. Their actions were
compelling to discuss and the settings ambiguous enough
to encourage speculations. Both artworks would be in
line with Yenawine and Housen’s recommendations,
which is to select a work of art that emphasizes narrative

so as to make it accessible for beginning viewer’s whose
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capacity is to construct stories.

Titled Boy Falls From Tree (2010), the photography
work by Wall allowed each of us to share our unique
perspectives but also encouraged us to contribute to a
group narrative about how the boy came to be in this
moment of infinite suspense. Wall is an artist who is very
much invested in constructing scenes that conjured
personal memories. Besides the title, the artist offered no
further explanation about the artwork. As such, all our
observations and interpretations about his work were
equally valid. However, most of the observations about
Ai’s work, while supported by visual evidence in the
artwork, were straight up wrong. The man in the photo
triptych was the artist and he was dropping a valuable
2000 year-old Han Dynasty urn. Ai, who is a political
activist and openly critical of the Chinese government,
intended for this work to be a provocative gesture that
would challenge viewers to re-examine cultural values and
social history (Brougher & Mami, 2012). In this case, not
providing critical contextual information about the art and
artist would in fact be doing a disservice to the viewers
and an injustice to the artist.

Contrary to the belief that information could taint
students’ experience and stunt their engagement with the
artwork, many educators skilled in open-ended dialogical
approach to learning in the art museums and classrooms
believed that information, when inserted at strategic
moments in an open-ended discussion could expand and/
or deepen students’ understanding. In an article titled
Productive Information: Contextual Knowledge in Art
Museum Education, Hubard (2007) stated that
“information can foster more detailed perception and
open up viewer’s perception. It can change, guide, and
develop the way people see, deepening and enriching
their experience.” (p. 18). Likewise, veteran museum
educators and authors Rika Burnham and Elliot Kai-Kee
also reminded educators to “think of [art-historical and
other contextual information] not as an end in itself but as
a tool to be used for the larger purpose of enabling each
visitor to have deep and distinctive experiences of specific
works.” (2011, p. 115). Veteran educator and author of
Classroom Confidential (2004) proposed that one of the

three basic moves of inquiry approach to teaching is to
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“insert information at key points.” (p. 95). She went on to
say, ‘Inquiry isn’t just a matter of uncovering what your
students already know... there comes a point in every
discussion where kids need new information to get to the
next level.” As such, in looking at Ai’s work, revealing
critical contextual information like the title and the artist’s
intention, could enrich the conversation by transitioning
from sharing observations to discussing the role of the
artist as critic of political, social and cultural issues. It
would in fact be irresponsible of the facilitator to allow the
viewers to be trapped in generating endless possibilities
of the setting and multiple erroneous explanations for his

action.

Beyond Storytelling

Adhering to Yenawine’s and Housen’s guidelines about
carefully choosing works of art with “strong narratives”
will severely limit the types of artwork viewers can
encounter at the museum or in the classroom and
relegating the role of the artist as a storyteller. As
educators, we want to expose our viewers and/or students
to an array of artworks and introduce them to the multiple
roles of the artist in society. The art museum houses a
treasure trove of artworks that showcase artists not only
as observers of the world or telling juicy stories. As
mentioned earlier, artists like Ai weiwei also express their
opinions about various political, social and/or cultural
issues through the works they create. Other artists
experiment with materials and challenge the idea of what
art can be. Conversations focused on the role of the artist
as critic and posing questions about what makes this art
are equally engaging and critical even for the novice

viewers.

Beyond Posing Three Questions

A VTS facilitator does not stray from asking the three
questions and neither does he/she deviate from the three
facilitation techniques. The facilitator would “stick to the
script” during an hour-long museum visit where viewers
would encounter three to four works of art the same way;
The facilitator would “stick to the script” regardless of
students’ learning needs and prior learning in the

classroom. However, veteran educators (myself included)

who are skilled in leading open-ended discussions know
we should be armed with a repertoire of teaching
techniques not only to cater to the diverse learning needs
of our students but also, some artworks just require us to
teach in a different way. Burnham & Kai Kee reminded
fellow museum educators that “good museum teaching
comprises many skills that enable instructors to engage
visitors, inspiring them to look closely and understand the
works of art they are viewing. It is vital that we know our
audiences and the collections from which we teach.”
(2005, p. 67). Developmental psychologist Howard
Gardner advised educators to both individualize and
pluralize their teaching as much as possible. From his
experience as an educator and research in Multiple
Intelligences, Gardner knew that the “one size fits all”
philosophy would not work with a class of students as
they have diverse learning needs. He challenged
educators to individualize our teaching by “learn [ing] as
much as you can about each student, and teach each
person in ways that they find comfortable and learn
effectively.” Equally crucial is the need to pluralize our
teaching by “teach [ing] important materials in several
ways, not just one... In this way you can reach students
who learn in different ways. Also, by presenting materials
in various ways, you convey what it means to understand
something well. If you can only teach in one way, your
own understanding is likely to be thin.” (2013). His
advice would be particularly pertinent in art museums,
schools and even school districts where VTS is adopted as
the only approach to facilitate open-ended discussions
about works of art.

Moreover, if the intention of a group encounter with an
artwork is to encourage collective meaning making in an
open, free and imaginative way. The “stick to the script”
approach to teaching certainly takes the spontaneity out
of the art discovery journey. Teaching is responsive and
improvisation is often required. Doggedly posing three
questions and unyieldingly adhering to the facilitation
technique turns the learning experience into an extended
question-and-answer session. Burnham and Kai Kee
proposed “gallery teaching as interactive play” as the
group dialogue would evolve in “unpredictable and

surprising ways” (p. 126) if it was indeed built upon



viewer’s collective observations, interpretations and

understanding.

Beyond Dialogical Approach

VTS is a dialogical approach where viewers gain
knowledge and understanding about an artwork by always
looking back to the artwork and constantly searching for
evidence within the artwork to substantiate their
observations. It is steeped in the tradition of intellectual
reasoning by articulating one’s ideas and thoughts using
words. However, Hubard (2007) pointed out that non-
dialogical ways of knowing are equally valid and
important, and could intensify viewers’ aesthetic
experience. She proposed an integration of embodied
engagement such as responding with poetry to tap into
viewer’s immediate response to an abstract painting;
creating a soundtrack by imagining the sounds heard in a
scene; becoming the work to help viewers experience the
structure of a sculpture; and sketching details to help
viewers gain insights into an artist’s process. Gardner’s
theory of Multiple Intelligences (MI) also supports this
idea of knowing an artwork in different ways. MI theory™
suggests that children and adults possess a broader range
of distinct intelligences than traditionally defined (2011).

VTS, being a dialogical approach, would essentially
cater to viewers with linguistic intelligence (“word
smart”) and logical-mathematical intelligence ( “number/
reasoning smart” but specially reasoning and logical
thinking in this case), which according to Gardner is
already getting the most attention in our schools and
culture. As such, to optimize viewers’ ability to learn,
educators should make a concerted effort to incorporate
embodied engagement that would activate spatial
intelligence (sketching details), bodily-kinesthetic
intelligence (becoming the artwork), musical intelligence
(creating the soundtrack); interpersonal intelligence
(working in small groups); and intrapersonal intelligence
(sketching independently). The implication is also to
challenge viewers who might possess a set of intelligences
to encounter the artwork in different ways, which could
only foster a more personal engagement help expand and
deepen their understanding about the artwork

Further, not all viewers, adults and kids alike, enjoy
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speaking up. Author Susan Cain (2012) highlighted the
rise of the “extrovert ideal” where speaking up in a group
and expressing an opinion about an issue is seen as the
more appealing character trait in our society. Cain
reminded us that the power of being quiet and
introspection are equally important traits to possess “in a
world that can’t stop talking.” As such, some embodied
activities (such as sketching details) and even writing
activities could provide opportunities for introverted
viewers with much needed time to work independently, to

be quiet and to introspect.

Final Thoughts
Sustained engagement with works of art through VTS

hones viewers’ observational skill, critical thinking skill
and communication skill are well researched and
documented. It is an effective approach for museum
educators and classroom teachers to engage beginner
viewers who have had little exposure to art and artist in
open-ended discussion. It is also a simple and
straightforward teaching tool for novice educators and
teachers in art and across disciplines who might not be
familiar with how to lead an open-ended discussion.
However, VTS cannot be the only approach used in art
museums or in classrooms as it is far too limiting to
encourage collective meaning making in a free and
imaginative way that still uphold the integrity of the art
and artist. An effective educator would be well versed in
various learning methodology and arm himself/herself
with a repertoire of teaching approaches so as to cater to
viewers with various interests, prior knowledge and
learning needs. (Ai Wee Seow)
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2. Proposal to Incorporate Visual Thinking Strategies
when Teaching English in Art-Focused Classes.

One of the goals of Arts Education I and II, and Arts
Criticism classes is to provide opportunities for
undergraduate students to learn the English language.
Another goal is to encourage open-ended discussion and
conversation. Achieving these two goals has been
challenging in two ways. Firstly, most students were
resistant to learning English as they did not see the need
to learn the language if their intention was to live and
work in Japan. Secondly, students were particularly
uncomfortable with sharing their views and engaging in
open-ended discussions since they were used to being
lectured at by teachers and professors. However, in this
increasingly globalized economy, there is an urgency for
our students to learn English in order to remain
competitive on the world stage. Further, the ability to
communicate and collaborate are increasingly recognized
as key skills necessary for the complex life and work
environments in the 21* century.

Given that most students were at the beginner level of
speaking English and also new to discussion-driven
classes, incorporating Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS)
while looking at works of art have been effective in
encouraging students to share their ideas and views in
English. The egalitarian method allayed students’ fear of
making mistakes as all responses were equally valid as
long as they could substantiate their observations with
evidence apparent in the artwork. Further, by carefully
selecting works with obvious narratives and/or familiar
settings (as stated by Yenawine and Housen), students
were able to focus on gaining confidence in expressing
their observations and ideas in English. As the weeks
went by in the semester, students became more familiar
with the approach and began to internalize the three
questions. On some occasions, they were willing to share
their observations about a work of art without being
prompted.

Below is a sample lesson plan and a sample course



outline incorporating VTS in two art-focused classes
targeted at second and third year students in the Arts
Education Department. The sample lesson plan (p.51)
shows how other types of open-ended questions are posed
to activate students’ prior knowledge and connect to
personal experiences. Bearing in mind that students are
young adults who are capable of processing complex
ideas and issues and engage in abstract and hypothetical
thinking, critical contextual information about the
artworks are also introduced to take students to the next
level of understanding. In the sample course outline
(pp.51-52), students will learn about benefits and
limitations of VTS protocol and facilitation guidelines,

which is part of a larger focus on audience engagement.

Sample Lesson Plan

Arts Criticism Session 1

Theme: Consider the role of the contemporary artist as

social commentator.

Objectives: In the duration of the 100—minute class,

students will:

1. Engage in close looking, share observations and
formulate interpretations of artworks.

2. Consider the role of the contemporary artist as active

51

citizen who is engaged in social issues through his/
her practice.

3. Examine social issues that might be pertinent in Japan
now.

4. Learn a set of English adjectives that would describe

nouns in greater details.

About the artwork:

Still Life #30 by American artist Tom Wesselmann is a
large still-life composed of a table laden with images of
fresh and packaged food, balanced by a pink refrigerator
door, replica 7-Up bottles, and a window with a view to
the city. According to art critic Sidra Stich (1987), Still
Life #30 exudes an upbeat Americanism that reflected the
optimistic national mood in the 1960s under Kennedy’s
leadership. The ideal American life, as presented in this
work brightly-lit kitchen, was filled with abundance and

affluence was growing among the middle income family.

Reference:
Stich, S. (1987) Made in U.S.A.: An Americanization in
Modern Art, the ’50s & ’60s. Berkeley: University of

California Press.

Sample Course Outline

Arts Education II: Learning in the Museum

Action:

Objectives:

1. Begin by posing the three VTS questions, asking
students to focus on the objects they see in the artwork
— meat, pancakes, hotdog, oranges, flowers, bottles,
refrigerator, etc.

- Present an easy entry point to begin discussion about
the artwork.

- Encourage students to share their observations using
simple nouns.

2. Ask students to add different adjectives to better
describe or clarify the objects they had previously
listed— chunk of juicy meat, tall stack of pancakes,
delicious hotdog, etc.

- Strengthen students’ observational skills.
- Expand students’ English vocabulary and ability to
describe objects in greater details in English.

3. Pose open-ended question to activate prior knowledge:
In what ways is your kitchen similar or different from
this kitchen?

- Connect to students’ personal experience.
- Continue to hone students’ close observation skills.
- Activate students’ imagination and reasoning skills.

4. Share information about the art with the students and
ask how Wesselmann' s work might convey a sense
optimism, abundance and affluence.

- Connect artist’ s intention to visual elements in the
artwork.

5. Pose open-ended question to encourage interpretation:
How would you convey a sense optimism, abundance
and affluence living in Japan today? Why?

- Challenge students to reflect critically on the world we
live in.

- Consider social issues that might be unique to
contemporary Japanese society.
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Course Outline:

Our museums have so much more to offer than just the
opportunity to see the real thing. While personal
encounters with works of art can be a deeply personal and
transformative experience, group encounters through
open dialogue can be equally meaningful. During this
class, students will consider both dialogical and non-
discursive approaches to museum learning, and
participatory approach to audience engagement. They
will also examine education philosophies and practices of

various museums in Tokyo and New York City.

Objectives:
In the duration of this 15—session course, students will:
1. consider of the role of museum in the 21st century;
2. learn strategies that engage audience in open
inquiry;
3. discuss ways to engage various groups of audience;
and
4. compare and contrast education practices of various

museums in Tokyo and New York City

Course Schedule:
1. The Role of Museum I: Ideas or Things
2. The Role of Museum II: Technology and Web
Presence
3. Museums and Communities I: Partnership with
Schools, Community Groups and Senior Centers
4. Museums and Communities II: Collaborating with
Artists
5. Asking Open-Ended Questions I: Visual Thinking
Strategies (VTS)
o V'TS: Facilitation method 101 and image/artwork
selection guidelines
e Context for development: Museum education as
uncertain profession
eTheoretical framework: Stages of cognitive
development; Zone of proximal Development; and
Stages of aesthetic development
o Research findings: Impact on art learning and across
disciplines
o VTS in action: Search for appropriate images and

practice VTS in small groups

o Homework: Examine limitations of VIS
6. Asking Open-Ended Questions II: “Good” and “Bad”
Questions and The Role of Information

e Discuss limitations of VIS: Rigid protocol; lack of
contextual information; and limits understanding of
artworks

eExamine “Good” and “Bad” Questions: Generate
questions that encourage multiple responses and
questions that only have one answer.

o Consider the role of information: Information about
the art and/or artist used as a tool to further the
inquiry and not presented as “truths”

e [nvestigating Art through Open-Ended Questions
framework (refer to appendix 1): Consider types of
open-ended questions.

eOpen-ended conversation in action: Search for
appropriate images and information, and practice
leading open-ended conversation in small groups

e Homework: Generating open-ended questions using
Investigating Art through Open-Ended Questions
framework.

7. Focus on Activities I: Activities that encourage close
looking and discussion
8. Focus on Activities II: Activities that engage
Multiple Intelligences.
9. Audience Engagement I: General Public and Adults
10. Audience Engagement II: School, Youth and
Family
11. Audience Engagement III: Seniors and Special
Needs
12. Case Study I: Whitney Museum of American Art
and Los Angeles County Museum of Art
13. Case Study II: Art Museums in Tokyo: Student
Presentations
14. Group Consultation for Final Project

15. Group Presentation

Grading Criteria:
Class Participation — 20%
Weekly Assignment — 10%
Generating Questions and Ideas for Activities — 30 %
Final Museum Workshop Plan —40%
(Ai Wee Seow)
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