TEACHING AND LEARNING OUTSIDE THE BOX
(Arts)
It seems to be part of the human condition that what we really want and what we do to achieve it are often quite at odds.  Such a situation occurs when we seek to reform education while retaining those overarching practices that work against change.   To think truly outside this larger “box” one must question some basic tenets of the educational enterprise.  This column will describe how the framework of the present educational system prevents it from achieving the desired objectives of education.  Finally, it will present an “outside the box” proposal that teachers have shown can accomplish education’s objectives. 
The Historical Context

Two hundred years ago the goals were quite different from the present.  Acquiring basic skills in numeracy, reading, and writing were the primary objectives.  The teacher transmitted knowledge by lecture, drill, and rote learning, with students responding with on-demand recitations and tests.  Later, with the advent of industrialization, the efficiency of the factory was introduced to the classroom.  Much like an assembly line, teachers applied knowledge to the students as they moved through each grade and periodically performed an educational triage – some were sent on, some held for further work, and others allowed to drop out.  Education was a teacher-dominated activity, with students the passive recipients and the teacher the judge.
Educational objectives have undergone a marked change since that time.  The curriculum has been broadened and deepened.  In addition to the earlier basics, also included are not only other subjects, higher order thinking skills, a disposition to learn, critical and creative thinking, and self-directed learning, but also a high level of achievement for all students.  Besides this, research findings show that instead of students acquiring knowledge by direct transmission, students must construct knowledge by manipulating, analyzing, organizing and applying the facts or the concept’s constituent bits of data.
Despite this, our current instructional model is remarkably similar to its 200 year-old ancestor.  The work of the classroom is still regarded by students as the teacher’s agenda, with the grade the major reason for student investment in class work and with direct instruction the dominant teaching mode.  Other factors still present are the pressures of the competition for grades and of the rewards and sanctions of the earlier grading system.  In addition, recent actions of the federal government have raised the intensity of these pressures to a destructive level for many students.  
Paradoxically, this is accepted almost unquestioningly by the public, despite the findings of numerous studies over the years that these conditions are counterproductive in achieving goals such as critical and creative thinking, willingness to risk an innovative response, self-directed learning, intrinsic motivation, and higher levels of understanding.  Because this model was developed to serve other needs and times, it is ill-suited to help students achieve these newer goals.  To borrow an analogy, education is putting “new wine in old skins.” 
These practices essentially thwart a basic aspect of human nature that is most important to nurture in students – the “itch” to learn.  This is a survival instinct hard-wired into our brains, and to effect real change an approach is needed that will enliven and nourish this urge instead of suppressing it with new and different ways to “do stuff to” students.  Two other such instincts that can be utilized to enhance that itch are the desire of students to grow up (fast!) and to have more control (and less external control) of their lives.  These are products of eons of evolution during which those who matured quickly and had the will and wit to learn about their environment and thus control it or accommodate to it held a survival advantage.  While these can be frustrating to teachers and parents who must deal with the “Why” questions of the early years and the drive for independence of adolescence, they can be important sources of intrinsic motivation.

An “Outside the Box” Model

Some teachers have begun implementing a model that approaches learning from the students’ perspective.  Instead of suggesting new ways for teachers to teach students “more better,” this model focuses on involving students in pursuing their own learning.  It helps them construct understanding and develop thinking skills, using the innate urges described above to motivate.  Because it was developed by researchers drawing on exemplary teacher practice, it fits well with normal classroom work.  It engages students in an ongoing “learning loop” – producing something for an authentic purpose, e.g., a design for the school renovation, a piece for an exhibition, or critique of their own work or that of a peer; analyzing their work in order to perceive its constituent elements and how they relate to each other and to the total effect; and reflecting on what is working, what isn’t, and what would improve it next time.  
At this point non-judgmental, supportive teacher and/or peer feedback on both the students’ work and reflections completes the loop and prepares the students for the next learning sequence.  This embeds assessment in the learning process, enhancing and guiding the students’ efforts, as well as indicating at any point in time the students’ progress.  And when the self/peer/teacher assessment is constructive, non-threatening, and comfortable, students will tend to use assessment as part of the learning process and focus on mastery rather than “What grade did you give me?”

Since mastering the important issues, such as the Standards, of any discipline requires in-depth work over time, this model is based on long-term projects in which students address authentic tasks, using the above learning loop.  It also involves the students in determining beforehand the project’s learning targets and the rubrics that describe the different levels of proficiency.  When students have this investment in the teaching/learning process, they will have a more informed role in assessing their own work and more ownership.  Also, when students can revise and improve earlier work, such as designs, exhibition pieces, or critiques, and see their present achievement in the context of where they were and perhaps where they might go next, it is both a learning experience and a further motivation to assume an active role in their own learning.  A processfolio containing all of a student’s work is an effective vehicle for this, as well as authentic evidence and communication of the students’ achievements and progress to home and the larger community. 
This represents three fundamental “outside the box” changes that must be actively cultivated by the teacher.  One, the teacher stands as an ally of the students, helping them improve their competence rather than as an adversary or judge to whom they must prove their competence.  Another change is a shift in the major action in the learning process from the teacher (strategizing better ways to make students learn) to the students, with the teacher facilitating their efforts.  A key strategy is designing tasks that ensure both challenge and success.  The third change is a focus on assessment used by the students as a comfortable learning tool, with supportive teacher feedback.  

This approach is based on the Arts PROPEL model.  Teachers find this an ideal vehicle for implementing the Standards in the normal work of the art classroom.  Presently a group of art and music educators in Wisconsin are involved in an action research project using this approach in implementing the Standards.  For more information on this project, please contact Mel Pontious, State Fine Arts Consultant, PO Box 7841, Madison, WI 53707-7841; 608/267-5042; melvin.pontious@dpi.state.wi.us or Virgi Driscoll, 1161 N. Lost Woods Rd., Oconomowoc, WI 53066-9299; 262/646-3404; vdriscoll@wi.rr.com 
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