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Introduction 

For this paper I will be looking into the strategies and methodologies that can be employed for 

middle school teaching while keeping in mind the different theories of artistic development and 

psychology. For this I will be reflecting back on my experience as a middle school teacher, and 

the practices that seem to be common in our context and can be worked on keeping in mind this 

particular age group and its challenges in the changing landscapes of society, technology and 

education. 

After completing my bachelors in architecture, for a year I worked as a teacher’s assistant for 

foundation year architecture students. Foundation year is the first taste that the students get of the 

university. This is where they test waters, become familiar with the responsibility and 

independence that comes at this stage and with the choices that are made. But this is also the 

time where they transition from the sort of education they were experiencing in schools and the 

sort that comes in universities especially art schools.  

In this time, after observation and interaction with these students, and remembering my own 

years in art school, one realizes the huge gap that exists between school and university education, 

and how unprepared students seem to be and sometimes completely at a loss. However, this also 

rests on the individual. Some cover this gap in a stride, some struggle and this struggle can get 

intense and put them at loss. 

This all became a little clearer as I took on a teaching position as a middle school teacher. The 

school under discussion was trying to transition towards an education which would be a better fit 

for the twenty first century. The intentions of the school are not to be doubted, as they want to 

move towards a more suited education for the current and the changing times. But the transition 

period can be much smoother if learners and teachers both were involved, so the change does not 
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hinder but works as the propeller. For this, teachers training and parent conferences with 

understanding of the age appropriate developmental theories would become extremely important. 

The subject that I was to take, albeit new, was an exciting one. To initiate a move towards 

inquiry-based learning in a prevalent mainstream system (non IB), the school had introduced a 

subject, the inquiry program, for elementary and middle school. It was not an art class, but 

rather, the aim was to have a multidisciplinary approach, for this one subject, with limited 

number of classes in a week.  

The one basic issue that became apparent at the very start was the lack of curriculum for this 

particular subject. The need for it was crucial but the teachers were not given autonomy to device 

one or even help in the production of one. This led to the curriculum being brought in from the 

other branch, in another city, which did not address the available resources and other limitation 

of this particular school. This is where one realizes how education sometimes does need to return 

to the basics where the relationship between the teacher and the student is prioritized over the 

peripheral considerations. These administrative and sometimes bureaucratic considerations take 

away from the experience of education for teachers as well as learners. 

Discussion 

When talking about inquiry based learning, one also needs to look into constructivist theory. 

Constructivists believe that knowledge is constructed by the learner based on his or her prior 

knowledge and past experiences. A learner experiences and learns. It is different from the 

traditional approach of education as accumulation of information. It is more about the individual 

and how he or she constructs knowledge. Here I think it is also pertinent to look into the work of 

Jerome Bruner, an American psychologist and constructivist theorist.  
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In his research of cognitive development of children (1966), three modes of representation, 

enactive representation, which is action based, iconic representation, which is image based and 

symbolic representation, which is language based. “Bruner’s constructivist theory suggests 

Bruner's constructivist theory suggests it is effective when faced with new material to follow a 

progression from enactive to iconic to symbolic representation; this holds true even for adult 

learners.” (McLeod, Saul, 2008). Contrary to some age stage theorists like Piaget, he also further 

emphasizes that learning and concepts are not age stage specific. Rather, it is about building 

understanding by revisiting concepts that have been covered before with increased complexity at 

later stages. 

When introducing a lesson, or unpacking a line of inquiry, at school, we were encouraged to 

show students videos and images. It definitely proved to be a very effective tool in a class of 

thirty pre-adolescent/adolescents. Not only are videos an engaging medium that grabs the 

attention of all, but one can find exemplary ones that also help with explaining concepts in 

simpler and engaging ways.  Now, when I look at it in light of Bruner’s theory, I think the three 

steps of representation could’ve been an excellent tool for planning and executing classes to 

assist the learners experience. From, engaging them in active, hand-on activities, exploring 

related visuals to reflecting about it through dialogue and the written word. 

 

Figure 1 Class watching video in the media room 
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One of the works that I would like to share is a song writing and composing workshop that was 

conducted for the seventh-grade students who were looking into the various ways that people 

express and understand each other. Howard Gardner’s multiple intelligences implies that people 

have a range of intelligences, and not just one gauge of intellectual ability, as is conventionally 

believed. He has outlined eight various intelligences including musical/rhythmic, spatial, 

linguistic, intrapersonal, interpersonal, naturalistic, bodily/kinesthetic and logical.  Now when I 

look in retrospect, at aforementioned workshop that we had conducted, Gardner’s theory seems 

to be very relevant. During this workshop, I observed a couple of students, who were generally 

shy and reserved, blossom into these learners who were thriving. They were so zealous, not only 

in the song writing but also involved about composing those lyrics into songs. Hidden talents 

became apparent as the students, without instruments, ended with a song they had written and 

composed themselves. Shared is an image of the words to the song that the student had come to 

through collaborative effort. (figure 2) This also gives us a glimpse into the thoughts of 

adolescents and what they would’ve found difficult to say or write about becomes easy to 

express through a song.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 The song that was produced after a collaborative 

effort of seventh grade students in a song writing and 

composition workshop 
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One of the commonalities that we can find amongst the works of the theorists is the self-

consciousness that develops at adolescence. Victor Lowenfeld’s pseudo Naturalistic age, 

Gardner’s literal age (the bottom of the U curve), Marianne Kerlavage’s artistic challenges, 

Burton’s ideas and more ideas in search of form; all talk about the self-conscious and critical 

look at themselves and others that characterizes the adolescent. This becomes very apparent 

when one is teaching middle school adolescent learners. 

“Ohhh no! Please don’t make us draw, I can’t draw, I’m so bad at art!!” are some common 

reactions that one got to hear, when an activity that involved any level of visual representation was 

introduced. And this was not the art class, that, in most schools has been reduced to is a forty-

minute lesson in a week of at least 1500 minutes of lessons that a student is taking. A class of thirty 

students, where hardly a third of that are actually interested in the drawing, painting class that the 

“art” class has become.  

Judith M. Burton in her work (Burton, 1981) talks about adolescent as the age of change. How 

the physical, emotional and intellectual changes bring about reactions that are widely assumed as 

that dreaded age: “teenage”. However, identifying and considering these changes actually do 

give us an insight into how the adolescent behave as they do. This can lead to curriculum for 

middle school, the learner are not just begrudgingly participants but become more involved and 

engaged. However, for this, teachers training is essential; so, they are not only aware of the 

challenges but the reasons behind them. 

It has been discussed by Burton how doodling actually helps the adolescent. It connects with 

their impulsive need to act with the tool, may it be a pencil or a pen or a brush. This, as Burton 

discusses can be used by the art teachers in the classroom. (Burton 1981). Doodling is also the 

expression that one can often find in adolescent notes, written pieces, school work, on their desks 
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and chairs and even their uniforms, which are prevalent feature of Pakistani schools. The little 

grid of the uniform becomes a canvas for the expressive nature of the adolescents. Figure 3 

illustrates how doodles can appear on little signs for science projects to notes and exam papers. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Doodling making an appearance on a project exploring ways of constructing 

earthquake resilient design in buildings 

 

The next project that we will be looking at is a sustainable town planning project by sixth 

graders, falling in the pre/early adolescent age. (figure 4) In this one can look at multiple 

perspective that have been adopted to draw. This could be the result of the collaborative effort of 

the students as well the need in this age to look at one thing through multiple vantage points and 

perspectives. (Burton 81).  
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Figure 4 Sustainable town planning collaborative project done by grade 7 

 

One other factor that we can discuss is the influence of social interaction, culture and the context 

on the development and learning of individuals. Many theorists have observed an increase in the 

importance of social interaction amongst children of middle childhood. “Darras and Kindler 

(1997), Piaget (1956), Lowenfeld (1982), and Vygotsky (1978) all mention social interactions in 

their research. In Darras and Kindler’s Iconicity’s 3 and 4, in Lowenfeld’s Dawning Realism 

stage, Piaget’s Concrete Operations stage, and Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, the 

importance of social interactions on artistic development at specified ages is observed by the 

researchers.” This is why a lot of the projects done in middle school are collaborative efforts. In 

retrospect I now realise how it helps the students in not only communicating, sharing ideas, 
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working together but it also helps them in overcoming the self-consciousness as a combined 

effort. What might not have been easy to overcome at an individual level becomes can become a 

bit smoother with peers. It also helps in generating dialogue and knowledge sharing. That is why, 

collaboration, is considered an essential skill of twenty first century education, amongst the other 

3 C’s, which are creativity, communication and creativity.  

Lastly, I will share a project done by eight graders. This project was examining who we are, 

through the idea of memory. The students looked into the concepts of oral history and material 

memory and this culminated in an exhibition of material memory. It was a collaborative effort 

where every student contributed by bringing in an article that they associated with through 

memories and history, which told a story that was a part of them. The students curated it 

themselves and talked about it with the visitors from the school.  

 

  Figure 5 Material memory project: an exhibition curated by grade 8 of a collection of 

memories and stories that are inhabited in materiality 
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 Conclusion 

Artistic development and psychology in art education was a course that really made me reflect on 

my former teaching practice. It made me think of the numerous ways it could have informed my 

teaching had I been more aware. This also makes me think about how important teachers training 

is in schools especially if they want to set forth on this journey of change; towards a more suited 

education for this time and date.   

Prevalent practices in art class also need to be revisited in critical light. What is the art curriculum 

in an average school, does it even exist? And what has become of the art class, that has been 

reduced to is a forty-minute lesson in a week of at least 1500 minutes of lessons that a student is 

taking. A class of thirty students, where hardly a third of that are actually interested in the drawing, 

painting class that the “art” class has become.  

At this, one does wonder what good is this doing for the rest of the students? Is it tapping into the 

creative potential of all the students or has it been reduced to skill-based activities that only a few 

thrive on? “Creativity” is not exclusive to people from the so-called creative fields, it is as 

important for a future physicist as it is for a future visual artist. That is why new avenues for 

inspiring creativity, including a multidisciplinary approach, need to be explored. The subject that 

I was taking, was an attempt, a first baby on this path. However, it needed a lot of direction. An 

insight into artistic development and psychology and a look at cognitive and developmental 

theories has given way, to a lot of reflection of my past experience and a basis for future practice 

as a teacher, learner, practitioner and even as a mother. 
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