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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to create a ceramic arts curriculum rich in 21st 

century skills and facilitated through educative use of social media in high school art 

students. Students created personal webpages and used social media as a vehicle for 

looking at, sharing, discussing and critiquing artwork, both their own and that of historical 

and contemporary artists. I created a social media infused curriculum unit, and utilized an 

action research approach to guide the study how students responded to the curriculum. 

Field notes from observations, informal discussions within the classroom, online 

discussions, examination of student artworks, and posts to social media were collected and 

analyzed as data. Findings suggest that through use of selected social media, encouraging 

open-ended classroom and online discussions, and using inquiry-based lessons, 21st 
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century skills were fostered. My capstone project consists of my curriculum and 

documentation of student work, both can be found at: www.fhsroom1405.weebly.com. 

This capstone paper accompanies my project and shares the background information and 

the findings from my study. 

 



ENGAGING	  CRITICAL	  THINKING	   	   6	  

Table of Contents 

Title Page .........................................................................................................................................1 

UF Copyright page ...........................................................................................................................2 

Acknowledgements ..........................................................................................................................3 

UF Formatted Abstract  ...................................................................................................................4 

Table of Contents .............................................................................................................................5 

Introduction ......................................................................................................................................7 

Statement of the Problem .....................................................................................................8 

Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................................8 

Assumptions of the Study ....................................................................................................9 

Definition of Terms ..............................................................................................................9 

Study Limitations ...............................................................................................................10 

Literature Review ...........................................................................................................................12 

Methodology ..................................................................................................................................15 

Subject Selection, Site, and Description ............................................................................17 

Research Methodology ......................................................................................................17 

Data Collection Procedures ................................................................................................17 

Data Analysis .....................................................................................................................18 

Outcomes and Findings  .................................................................................................................21 

My Curriculum ...................................................................................................................21 

Observations about Student Behaviors and Learning ........................................................27  

Additional Thoughts about what Happened  .....................................................................29  

Discussion  .....................................................................................................................................29 



ENGAGING	  CRITICAL	  THINKING	   	   7	  

Conclusion  ....................................................................................................................................30 

References ......................................................................................................................................31 

Appendix A ....................................................................................................................................34 

Appendix B ....................................................................................................................................35 

List of Figures and Figure Captions ...............................................................................................40 

Author Biography ..........................................................................................................................41 

  



ENGAGING	  CRITICAL	  THINKING	   	   8	  

The hallways where I teach are filled with drawings, paintings, sculptures, and murals, all 

showing the amazing talent and hard work our students exhibit. These student created artifacts 

are the end result of student learning that happens within the art rooms. But they do not tell the 

whole story from within the classroom walls; the planning, the research, the brainstorming, the 

classroom discussions and critiques that helped each artist/student develop along the way. The 

creative, critical, and cognitive processes that each student has engaged are buried within the art 

hanging on display. The journey of creating art is just as important as the final product. 

Our world is evolving at an ever faster pace, thus requiring our students to go beyond 

knowledge and to develop their higher order cognitive skills further than ever before, and have 

the capacity to think critically, problem solve, and be good decision makers. 21st century skills 

include the ability to manipulate multiple media(s) (Trilling & Fadel, 2009). I am interested in 

giving my students every tool I can for them to succeed in my class as well as once they enter the 

college and or the workforce. This includes developing 21st century skills through the use of 

social media and technology based applications.  

Social media plays a very prominent role in the lives of most teenagers today, particularly  

in terms of how they develop skills and access knowledge. These young learners now have the 

ability to retrieve information in vastly different ways than their parents and teachers ever did. 

Digital and electronic media and communication venues add new ways in which knowledge and 

skills are now acquired (McWilliam & Haukka, 2008). A survey conducted by the Pew Internet 

& American Life Project showed there is a constant increase in the use of online social network 

sites (Lenhart et al., 2010). Their study also showed that one of the most popular activities within 

social networking is posting pictures and commenting on friend’s pictures. Many teens access 

social media sites via a mobile device, 73% of teens own a cell phone, with 37% being a smart 
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phone (Lenhart et al., 2010). Eight out of 10 teenagers use some sort of social media site, 

whether it be: Facebook, Twitter, and/or Instagram. 

Statement of the Problem  

In conducting a literature review for my study, I began to see there was a fairly new and 

growing body of literature in the area concerning how social media can be utilized in an art 

educational setting. Art education researchers such as Castells (1996) were innovators in making 

the connection between art education and the use of the Internet for social interactions. More 

recently, Castro (2012) investigated the possibilities for using social media to form online 

discussion groups in art education settings. In my study, I investigated investigate how to use 

social media to prepare 21st century learners in a high school ceramics classroom.  

Purpose or Goals of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to learn how I could adjust my teaching practice to best 

serve the needs of my students, as well as to prepare them for life after high school. As an art 

educator, I strive to establish an environment that promotes 21st century skills. My goal was for 

students to learn how to make the connection between utilization of social media for educative 

purposes, specifically how their study and creation of art might be shared and discussed via 

social media and the Internet. Students and myself used Instagram and Twitter, student websites 

and online discussion forums via a closed Flickr group to develop these skills. Through the 

findings of this research I hope to reinforce the importance of providing explicit instruction in 

using social media to facilitate higher order thinking skills and to allow them to take these skills 

with them to other classes, to college, or into the workforce. I also would like my students to 

understand that social media has many uses, besides sharing the funny meme’s.  

The goals of this study include the following:  
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1. Encourage the development of 21st century skills in my students. I developed lessons 

and strategies (including choice and inquiry based lessons) to encourage critical thinking and 

problem solving skills, while both my students and myself used social media to creatively plan, 

share, and discuss works of art. 

2. Develop the best way to assess and evaluate 21st century skills in the art classroom. I 

used action research to collect weekly data of observations (photographs, reflections, journaling), 

analyzing, and planning to enhance the direction of my art curriculum. 

3. Develop 21st century skills in my students to allow them to be lifelong problem 

solvers, by teaching them skills they will utilize throughout their lives both in and out of the 

classroom. I used the curriculum model choice-based education (Hathaway, 2008) and inquiry-

based learning as a means to encourage critical thinking.  

Research Questions 

The following questions will guide my investigation:  

1. What is the best way to engage social media in ways that facilitate development of 21st 

century skills in art students enrolled in a high school art course?  

2. What skills are high school students developing, enhancing, or extending through the 

use of social media?  

Rationale and Significance of the Study  

In traditional art classes all students are often given the same lesson to complete in the 

same time frame, with all students on the same step at the same time. This does not address the 

needs of students in a diverse classroom with a variety of learners. While completing tasks 

geared to producing a certain product that may have been valued around the time of the 

Industrial revolution, these skills are obsolete in the 21st century. Today’s classrooms need to be 
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reinvented to meet the ever-changing needs of society.  

 I am interested in helping my students to increase their ability to be more creative, 

improve communication, and to problem solve, all of which are an outcome of learning to think 

critically and use 21st century skills (P21, 2011). Not only is the need for thinking and expressing 

oneself important for life satisfaction, it is needed to be a productive citizen in today’s changing 

economy (P21, 2011). The significance of this study lies in the addition of social media to foster 

21st century skills. Technology and media were introduced to enable my ceramics students to use 

social media in a new way.  

Assumptions  

 The key assumption to this study was that students would make an effort to complete all 

tasks in a timely manner. The introduction of social media was assumed to be a motivational tool 

through which much learning could take place. I thought that through the use of tools the 

students are extremely familiar with that they would be excited and enthusiastic to complete new 

projects.  

Limitations 

Using social media in the school setting can be a controversial issue, as well as one that is 

new to the education world. Student pre-conceptions about how social media were used were a 

small roadblock at first. Some were taken back at first at the idea of their social life and 

educational life using the same profile. Several were concerned with what friends might think if 

they posted images from art class. Some students prefer to use Twitter over Instagram, although 

my initial idea was to use Instagram exclusively. I allowed students to make some choices: they 

had the option to create a profile for this class exclusively. They could also use either Instagram 

or Twitter to allow students to feel at ease and comfortable to share.  
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Definition of Terms  

21st Century Skills. 21st century skills are broken up into 3 categories: learning and 

innovation skills, life and career skills and technology skills (21st Century Skills, 2009).  

Critical Thinking. Critical thinking is a focused thought about how to problem solve 

when there are multiple solutions to a given problem (Johnson, 2012). 

Social Media. Social media can be defined as the use of digital technologies through 

which a social interaction can take place. Castro (2012) defined social media as digital 

technologies that enables social interaction through a variety of forms and channels. This 

interaction can take place anywhere from an Internet browser to a smart phone to a tablet.  

 Inquiry based learning. Inquiry-based learning is a student-centered method of 

instruction that is teacher-guided. Students delve into real world applications and questioning 

using a thematic approach. Inquiry-based instruction complements traditional instruction by 

providing a way to apply learning in a way that connects with student interests. Students acquire 

and analyze new information, develop questions, provide solutions, and design technology and 

arts products that demonstrate the thinking process and making what learning is taking place 

visible. Alison King, an educational psychologist, researches inquiry based learning, to stimulate 

critical thinking (King, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1995, 2002). Educational reformers are also asking 

teachers to alter the methods used to teach, getting away from textbook based, rote memorization 

to inquiry-based learning. Inquiry-based teaching and learning is closely aligned with 

constructivist educational theories, which also reflect 21st century goals. “The constructivist 

theory recognizes that students need to be exposed to experiences that enable them to construct 

their own knowledge and promote their thinking skills” (Bobby, Watson, & Aubusson, 2003). 
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Choice Based Art Education. Choice based art education is an educational pedagogy 

that allows students choices within the art room. “This concept supports multiple modes of 

learning and teaching for diverse needs of students” (TAB, 2011). A choice based classroom is 

set up in a different way than the traditional art classroom. In a choice based art room, “the 

teacher designs the lessons, gathers supplies, gives motivational demonstrations and examples, 

and then coaches students to be able to make the preconceived end product” (Douglas & 

Gaspardi, 2010).  

Literature Review 

The goals of my study were to make connections between 21st century skills, critical 

thinking, and social media use. The Partnership for 21 Century Skills (P21) is a national 

organization that advocates for the 21st century readiness of every student. P21 defines 21st 

century skills as a blending of knowledge, skills, that one must posses to succeed in work place 

and life. 21st century learning puts an emphasis on digital-age literacy, divergent thinking, 

effective communication, and high productivity. 21st century skills are much more than technical 

skills, they also include the ability to communicate, to be creative, inventive, and to also work 

well with others. Learning for the 21st Century, published by P21 (2002) expresses concerns over 

the state of education today and the effects on businesses and surrounding communities. The 

report sites the key elements the partnership believes should be essential to 21st century learning. 

They include: 

• Emphasize core subjects 

• Emphasize learning skills 

• Use 21st century tools to develop learning skills 

• Teach and learn in a 21st century context 
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• Teach and learn 21st century content 

• Use 21st century assessments that measure 21st century skills (p. 4)  

For my study I looked at the second and third elements, emphasizing learning skills and using 

21st century tools to develop learning skills. 

 The Partnership for 21st Century skills (2002) has also developed a list of learning skills 

they feel are essential for 21st century students. They are placed into three groups: Information 

and communication skills, problem solving skills and interpersonal skills, and self-directional 

skills. Table 1 shows definitions, as defined by The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2002) for 

each of these skill sets. 

Information and Communication Skills Information and Media Skills: Analyzing, 

accessing, managing, integrating, evaluating 

and creating information in a variety of forms 

and media. Understanding the role of media in 

society.  

 

Communication Skills: Understanding, 

managing creating effective oral written and 

multimedia communication in a variety of 

forms and contexts. 

Thinking and Problem Solving Skills Critical Thinking and Systems Thinking: 

Exercising sound reasoning in understanding 

and making complex choices, understanding 

and making complex choices, understanding 
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the interconnections among systems. 

 

Problem identification, formulation and 

solution: Ability to frame, analyze and solve 

problems. 

 

Creativity and intellectual curiosity: 

Developing, implementing and communicating 

new ideas to others, staying open and 

responsive to new and diverse perspectives. 

Interpersonal and Self-Directional Skills Interpersonal and Collaborative Skills: 

Demonstrating teamwork and leadership; 

adapting to varied roles and responsibilities; 

working productively with others; exercising 

empathy; respecting diverse perspectives. 

  

Self direction: Monitoring one’s own 

understanding and learning needs, locating 

appropriate resources, transferring learning 

from one domain to another.  

 

Social Responsibility: Acting responsibly with 

the interests of the larger community in mind, 
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demonstrating ethnical behavior in personal 

workplace and community contexts. 

 

Figure 1: Definitions of 21st Century Skills (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2002. p. 9) 

What is Critical Thinking?  

There are a multitude of definitions for critical thinking. Critical thinking is a focused 

thought about how to problem solve when there are multiple solutions to a given problem 

(Johnson, 2012). Critical thinking is also a key component of 21st century skills; in order to be a 

21st century learner students need to be critical thinkers and problem solvers. Nancy Lampert 

(2006) has shown how critical thinking can be used within the art room. She observed that 

students with visual arts instruction have a stronger disposition to think critically. Having a 

disposition to think critically means that if an occasion comes up in which a student needs to use 

that skill they are more likely to be able to use that skill. 

 A study by Champions for Change, Learning in and Through the Arts, found that 

students exposed to art regularly are more likely to engage in and process thoughts in ways that 

are akin to critical thinking (Abeles, Burton, Horowitz, 1999). “Thinking creatively and flexibly, 

imagining ideas and problems from different perspectives, taking imaginative leaps, and layering 

one thought on top of another as part of a process of problem solving” (p. 51).  

Methodology 

 My study utilized an action research approach. May (1993) defined action research as 

“always field-based, in site, lending itself to ethnographic methods such as keeping field notes or 

journals, participant observation, interviewing, engaging in dialogue, audio taping, and collecting 

and analyzing documents and student work” (p. 118). The goals of my study included developing 
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my students’ 21st century skill set. This involved developing a curriculum, incorporating critical 

thinking skills, problem solving and other 21st century skills in these lessons, as well as 

introducing students to specific critical thinking skills and how to apply them. Action research 

methodology is an approach in teaching and learning that seeks to put the teacher in role of 

producer of educational theory, and user of the theory. This is both produced knowledge about 

higher order thinking and teaching, and a way of improving learning for students and teaching 

practice.  

I completed the following cycle during my action research: 

• Identify objectives for my students for each lesson to allow them to take 

ownership of their learning.  

• Plan the curriculum with appropriate materials and activities. Students were 

involved in posting and sharing ideas and artwork via social media- a key 

feature in my curriculum model is for my students' to become engaged in the 

use of social media to encourage critical thinking and the use of 21st century 

skills.  

• Place curriculum into practice through the introduction of using social media in 

the classroom. 

• Make observations on the practices and evaluation of the effects of the 

curriculum on students. Strategies include a range of on-going self/student 

reflections.  

• Reflect upon the results of the observations and discussions in order to make 

modifications when appropriate.  

My study aimed for deeper understanding of 21st century skills so that I can enact 
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changes for improving my art curriculum. I used action research to collect data of weekly 

observations (photographs, reflections, journaling via social media), analyzing, planning and 

acting upon it to enhance the direction of my art curriculum. I recorded my findings in a daily 

journal. My study was done with my high school ceramics class over a four-week period. The 

students participated in a multi-part project. For the first part of the project, students completed-

art making lessons involving critical thinking/problem solving strategies. I created lessons using 

both choice-based and inquiry-based approaches. For the second part of the project, students 

utilized personal webpages to create digital portfolios to show all processes of social media and 

to have online discussions about relevant images and media. I then observe how each of these 

activities affect student and project outcome. I used a sample of students as following critical 

case sampling defined by Patton (2002) as “The existence of a critical case sampling that is ‘if it 

happens there, it will happen anywhere’ “ (p. 236). Observations of my selected group of 

students were recorded in my journal. Students completed ceramic art lessons that developed 21st 

century skills, social media challenges, and online portfolios via student created websites. I 

observed student growth in the area of 21st century skills as defined by the Partnership for 21st 

Century Skills (2002).  

Subjects 

The study group for this research project is a group of high school students in grades 11 

and 12. These students have attended school for 20 weeks, and are currently in the 3rd 9-week 

grading period. I studied the same strategies used within one advanced art class, consisting of 

approximately 21 students. There were 7 boys and 14 girls that participated in the study. This 

class contained students of different academic abilities, students on Individual Education Plan’s, 

and English Language Learners. Student participation was voluntary; if any student wished to 
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not participate there was no penalty. Students were able to withdraw from the study at anytime. 

University of Florida IRB and school district approvals were needed to conduct this research and 

has been submitted.  

Research Site 

The research took place in Fairfield High School, a suburban high school in Southwest 

Ohio. The school is one of the largest high schools in the state of Ohio, with over 2500 students 

in grades 10, 11, and 12. The research was conducted within 1 of 4 art classrooms in the 

building. The building operates on a 7 period day with 45-minute class periods. Permission to 

conduct research has been approved by the assistant superintendent and building administration.  

Data Collection Procedures  

While looking for the answers to the research questions I posed, I observed and annotated 

my findings in a journal, and discussed with my students the outcomes of projects and online 

discussions. Data collection consisted of an introduction of new curriculum strategies, classroom 

observations and discussions, as well as journal logs from me, and website and Flickr discussion 

posts from my students. The data was collected within daily 45-minute class periods during the 

course of a four-week period. I collected the data inside my own art classroom. I conducted and 

recorded observations to aid in data collection as students worked on projects within the 

curriculum designed to elicit critical thinking. These observations were what students said, 

details of body language and attitude, and descriptions of the environment during the 

observation. These notes helped provide clarity to the questions that are given throughout the 

study. I also used screen shots of student’s posts to Instagram and/or Twitter, discussions in our 

closed Flickr group and student created webpages as evidence of my findings. I stored all 
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images/screen shots on a flash drive for analysis. Images of student’s work and the process to get 

to the final product are also included.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

According to Patton (2002) "Teachers try to become more conscious of what they are 

thinking and feeling as they plan for and engage in practice, and pay closer attention to what 

students say and do in class in an effort to understand what sense students are making of their 

learning" (p. 453). . I analyzed student sketchbooks, my own teacher reflection notes/journal, my 

own classroom observational notes, and project outcomes. As I analyzed my data, I looked for 

patterns and themes and an evidence of student 21st century skills use. I also looked at the 

progression of how students shared images and what discussions were brought about from the 

images I documented particular behaviors observed in the art classroom and then tried to find a 

commonality among these student behaviors. I informally looked for an increase in the following 

dispositions which show critical thinking: reasoning, evaluating, decision-making, analyzing, 

and evaluating (Bailin, Case, Coombs & Daniels, 1999). I also looked for an increase in the use 

21st century skills within the classroom. To enable each of my students to master the 21st century 

skills I looked for, I ensured that my assessments and my learning outcomes were aligned with 

each other. Performance based assessments allowed my students to show that they had mastery 

of a specific skill, and thus showing higher order thinking is happening. Performance 

assessments were a perfect match for a ceramics class where skills are to be mastered. 

“Performance assessments can measure students’ cognitive thinking and reasoning skills and 

their ability to apply knowledge to solve realistic, meaningful problems” (Hammond & 

Adamson, 2007).  
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Outcomes and Findings 

My outcomes include the curriculum I created for this research project, along with what 

students said and did as the curriculum unfolded. Throughout my curriculum unit, I observed 

how students reacted to lessons taught which incorporated 21st century social media skills. What 

happened? Did students notice a difference in the type of lesson introduced? Will my students 

continue to use these skills in other tasks? I integrated 21st century skills into art lesson content 

by using choice and Inquiry based approaches. The following paragraphs share my curriculum as 

it unfolded and how the students responded. 

My Curriculum 

The school district I am in is very progressive with its use of technology. I discussed the 

idea of using social media in the classroom with my administrators. Administration showed 

support and offered that as long as it is used for educational purposes it would be permitted. The 

district office and all administrators regularly use Facebook and Twitter to share information 

with parents and students. The administrators see the advantage to teaching 21st century skills to 

our students as to give them every tool to succeed. Students are permitted to have cell phones, 

and once they enter a classroom, cell phone use is at the discretion of the teacher.  

During week one of research, we began with class discussions. I wanted to make sure that 

they were on board with the ideas I was going to be presenting. I wondered how they would  

Feel about using social media within the classroom. From class discussions I felt confident that 

students would be engaged and whole-heartedly proceed. Students did a great job of setting up 

their webpages. They began with the assignment of creating their personal webpage using the 

website hosting service provided by Weebly (http://www.weebly.com). Students had the option 

to customize their site to show me something about their identity if they wished. Students had 
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creative freedom within their webpages, how personalized they made their site was up to them. 

They were permitted to use pre-created templates that can be found on Weebly or start from 

scratch and add their own photographs to create a template. It was up to the individual as to how 

far they customized. One student loves cats, and has shown that on each and every page of her 

site. Within their own web pages, students were asked to set up several tabs including: a 

biography, inspiration/ideas for projects, my projects, and my QR code. They had the option to 

add links to their own social media accounts if desired. The main goal of the webpage is to serve 

as a digital portfolio. Students are to share the creative process from start to finish. This included 

brainstorming, sketches/plans, images of the project and an artist statement that serves as a 

reflection piece, offering information about how the project changed/evolved, and what worked 

and what could use improvement. Students were asked to be honest and give thoughtful 

reflections, to think critically about their own work.  

 Students each visited the website: http://www.qrstuff.com to create QR code. Their codes 

link back to the website they have created. Each student printed out their code and placed it next 

to their projects during our district wide art show on May 4, 2014. This allows viewers to see 

other work that student has created this school year. Images were an important part of this stage. 

Students were asked to take photos of their work along the way to include the entire process of 

their projects from sketch to finished product. Websites were an ongoing project that would take 

until the end of the year to fully complete. They will serve as a digital portfolio and be used as a 

final exam grade for the course. In an effort to get students to think about each other’s art work 

and to offer quality criticism that will benefit one another, we completed a discussion in Flickr 

about the images each student have posted to their webpages. Students uploaded screenshots of 

their website to be used for this discussion. 



ENGAGING	  CRITICAL	  THINKING	   	   23	  

During the second week, I noticed that a few of the students were hesitant to post images. 

They had Instagram and/or Twitter accounts, but still were not excited about posting. After some 

discussion, I discovered they were concerned with what friends would think about their art posts. 

This supports the findings of the Pew Internet Survey (2013), while teens are still using social 

media sites like Facebook, they find the increasing adult presence to be overbearing. Taking this 

into consideration, I began a closed Flickr group to accommodate everyone. Within our group we 

then had discussion threads prompted by some sort of artifact. I began our first discussion with 

an image from ceramic artist Robert Arneson and his comical self-portraits. Each student chose 

an image of his or her favorite ceramic work created by Arneson to post in our closed Flickr 

group, and discussed why he or she liked that particular sculpture. One student wrote, “I like 

Robert Arneson’s sculptures because they are funny, and down to earth. They look like a three-

dimensional selfie.” Making connections to current trends in social media was an outcome I 

didn’t expect, one I thought I would have to point out to them. 

I began the discussion, and then asked students to check in daily for a week. Students 

each needed to make at least two comments within a thread. All students actively participated 

here without the hesitation brought on by peer pressure. In speaking with the class, students felt 

more comfortable knowing only the class would see their comments versus anyone who searched 

our hashtag (#myartteacheriscrazy) or that they were friends with on Instagram. This is an 

ongoing group that will continue through the end of year.  

 During the four weeks I allotted to complete my research, there were six snow days and 

many two-hour delays, due to inclement weather. This shortened the time with this group of 

students greatly and pushed my research into about five weeks. This also allowed for different 

opportunities that I had not expected. Several students took ceramic projects home to work on to 
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ensure that they did not dry out and could be finished in a timely manner. This created a new 

opportunity, if students ran into problems they were able to communicate with me via Twitter, an 

instant response was able to be given. This was not an outcome I expected. One question that is  

 

                 Figure 2. Student post to Twitter 

interesting, had we not started sharing ideas and information via social media would this student 

have reached out to me still? Her ability to contact me created a unique opportunity for us to 

communicate and share ideas. If she had chosen to email me, perhaps it would have been twelve 
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hours before I was able to respond. Since she chose to communicate via Twitter, I was able to 

respond immediately. I have notifications for both my Twitter and my Instagram accounts set on  

 .  

Figure 3. Screen shot of one of my posts to Instagram 

my phone. This gave me the chance to respond in real time giving fast feedback that just is not 

possible through email. Through posts to Instagram, I gave my students challenges. Challenge 

#1, was given during week 1: Go home walk around your house and find a ceramic object. Take 

note of it, pick it up, touch it, look at it closely, photograph it and post that photo to Instagram or 

Twitter with the hashtag: #myartteacheriscrazy or “tag” #fhsart in the photo. This simple 

assignment allowed students to share something from home that may be fragile or valuable that 

they previously would not have been able to be shared with the class. This also allowed students 

to make the connection between everyday life and what we are doing within the classroom. 

These behaviors utilized the 21st century skill of utilizing thinking and problem solving skills.  
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In Challenge #2, I asked students to find a contemporary ceramic artist on Instagram to 

follow and to share the link with classmates. I was able to share the artist I chose by pulling up 

my Instagram account on my Smart Board at school. The group of artists that I found regularly 

shared videos of wheel throwing and the process of creating work. Seeing professional 

ceramicist at work was really inspiring as the class is currently learning to wheel throw. This 

challenge utilized the 21st century skill of understanding intent. Students were able to look at an 

artist as a real person and see the intent that person puts forth in their work. They were able to 

contemplate the question: what is the message that this particular artist is trying to convey to the 

viewer? Students shared the artist they found under my Instagram post for the assignment.  

 Students also worked on personal webpages. These served as documentation of their time 

in my classroom. Students could customize their websites to suit their own individual style, 

while also including all required information. Each student documented their projects from start 

to finish by using the cameras on their phones. Sketches/planning/brainstorming could either be 

photographed or scanned in. Seeing the process, laid out step by step, allowed students to then be 

able to give an honest reflection upon the entire process. Questions I asked them to consider: 

• Did your project turn out like you thought it would? Why did or didn’t it?  

• Explain how you came up with your original idea.  

• Explain why you made the choices you did in the creation of your art. 

• Tell me what you like about your project. What is your favorite part? Why? 

• Take a second to honestly reflect on your work, what could you improve? How can you 

use this on the next project? 

Asking the students to explain and defend their decisions in the art making process gave them 

time to reflect and to think critically about the entire process.  
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Student websites were an ongoing project that we will continue use to document the 

entire school year in ceramics class. They will serve as the student’s final exam for the course.  

  

 

Figure 4. Student webpage 

Observations about Students’ Behaviors and Learning 

The challenges given to students were in a quest to further develop the way in which we 

think about art. Harvard’s Project Zero developed Artful Thinking (2006), a report that explains 

how viewing art can promote critical thinking skills, a 21st century skill. The program goes into 

depth about how to develop routines within the art classroom through viewing and discussing art. 

Included in these routines are reasoning, perspective taking, questioning, investigating, observing 

and describing, and comparing and connecting. Each of the challenges I gave to students used 

one or more of these attributes to promote critical thinking. 
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Social Media. In speaking with students during informal classroom discussions, I was 

able to understand how and why the students in my class use social media. My students use 

social media to connect with friends, viewing others profiles and or pictures, sharing their own 

pictures, playing games, watching videos, and listening to music. My students saw the 

disconnect between these uses of social media and using social media for learning new skills in 

an educational setting. I realized that to my students social media was all about the “social” time. 

As we enter into a new digital age, however, the uses of social media are changing. Facebook 

and Twitter now offer many options for businesses to connect with consumers.  

Using Social Media in the School Environment. The students in my class had a 

preconceived notion that social media should not be used in school. Despite being in a 

progressive school district that allows students to have cell phones on them through out the day, 

they still held onto the notion that they are for social use only. When the cell phone use policy 

was adopted in 2010, administrators challenged teachers to find ways to use cell phones as an 

educational tool. This has been a slow process. Using apps such as Instagram, Twitter, and Flickr 

students in my class have been able to have communication instantaneously with each other, 

with other followers, and with myself, that was previously not possible. The tools we are using 

have brought about thoughtful communication and sharing ideas. 

 I found in during discussions with students, that they do enjoy using technology in the 

classroom, as well as trying new ways to approach assignments. They are still very uncertain 

about using social media in the classroom. After seeing how professionals use social media, 

some students did begin to see the connection as well as the many possibilities that social media 

has to offer. 
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Additional Thoughts about what Happened 

 My study’s purpose was to facilitate development of 21st century skills in my students 

while utilizing social media. I first presented small challenges using social media. I built upon 

these challenges to increase critical thinking in the classroom. As well as the social media 

challenges, students worked on projects that were inquiry-based and or choice-based to increase 

their critical thinking skills and using the 21st century skill set. Student’s attitudes changed 

toward using social media in the classroom with after I offered some additional direction and 

altered assignments.  

Despite these successes, I had hoped for more interaction among students. It has been 

very slow to develop. I do not think that it is impossible, but something that will grow over time 

as students become accustomed to sharing their work and inspiration via social media. This form 

of communication is changing how and why students use social media.  

Discussion 

Based on my findings, I now have a better understanding of student’s attitudes towards 

social media and their ability to be 21st century learners. The significance of this study lies in the 

use of social media. This is unknown territory that is changing on a daily basis. While there are 

some educators that are delving into this world, it seems to me that at present we are in a 

minority. To bridge the gap between our students and ourselves we must find every avenue we 

can. If I were able to complete this study again, there are several areas that I would change. I 

now know that it would have been beneficial to encourage the use of Instagram and Twitter for 

classroom communication before I actually started my study. It took students several weeks to 

get used to using social media in the classroom and to really warm up to the idea. This caused the 

beginnings of my research to move a little slowly. Once they got the idea of my expectations for 
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social media use and how this could benefit us all, we have started to have really good 

communication. Further investigation into ways that I can use social media to encourage growth 

in my students would be useful.  

In a few short weeks I will be giving my course post-assessment to this group of students, 

according to the Ohio Teacher Evaluation System (OTES). I am looking at new ways to review 

to make sure that my students know and understand the vocabulary words, and have not just 

memorized them to take the test. I will be using Robert Marzano’s (2007) 6 steps to vocabulary 

learning, allowing my students to think about, talk about, and apply new words. We are going to 

try using social media to play and learn. In the future, I would like to develop an app where I can 

give my students assignments or challenges. I found one in the app store called CC Challenges 

that has a calendar for photography prompts and tells the user what to do on particular days. I 

would like to come up with one that I could create my own challenges and assignments and put 

in the information myself for classroom use. 

Conclusion 

Allowing time for practice, making mistakes and learning from them, and taking risks 

without first knowing how something might come out are among the ways my students grew and 

explored and developed 21st century skills during my research. These experiences are unique to 

the art classroom and are authentic learning opportunities. My hope is that from what I have 

learned during this study that, I have become better prepared and aware of how to give my 

students the 21st century thinking skills needed to better serve them in their future learning. I 

have developed lessons rich in critical thinking strategies that will impact student learning for 

years to come. 
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Getting students to learn and think in new ways, getting away from rote memorization, 

and giving them the time to attempt and to try new things were amazing outcomes of this 

research project. When students have technology in front of them they tend to be engaged. This 

time of year, in a yearlong class, engagement has been an issue in the past. Any tool that I can 

use to keep my students interested and excited about my subject is a valuable tool. 

This research has already become an important part of my own teaching practice. I have 

started to take a more active role in creating lessons which illicit 21st century skills in all of my 

students. Utilizing digital and social media to share, creating and commenting about artwork 

allows students to make connections with their everyday life.  
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Appendix A  

 

UFIRB 02 – Social & Behavioral Research 

Protocol Submission Form 

This form must be typed. Send this form and the supporting documents to IRB02, PO Box 112250, 

Gainesville, FL 32611. Should you have questions about completing this form, call 352-392-0433. 

Title of Protocol:  Your Brain on Art: Critical Thinking in the Art Room 

 

Principal 

Investigator:  

Melinda (Mindy) L. Montgomery UFID #: 65144842 

Degree / 

Title: 

 

Masters of Art Mailing Address: 

(If on campus 

include PO Box 

address): 

3875 Fenton Road 

Hamilton, Ohio 

45013 

Email: 

mindmont@ufl.edu 

Department: College of Fine Arts Telephone #: 

513-256-6400 

 

Co-Investigator(s): 

 

n/a UFID#: Email: 

 

Supervisor (If PI is 

student): 

 UFID#: 
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Degree / 

Title: 

 

 

 Mailing Address: 

(If on campus 

include PO Box 

address): 

 

 

 

Email : 

 

Department: 

 

 Telephone #: 

 

Date of Proposed 

Research: 

January/February 2014 

 

Source of Funding (A copy of the grant 

proposal must be submitted with this protocol if 

funding is involved): 

 

 

n/a 

 

Scientific Purpose of the Study: 

 

The goal of my research will be to develop an art curriculum that encourages critical thinking and 

21st century skills in the art room. Critical thinking skills are one of the many learning goals that 

students can take into other classes out of the art room, the value of quality art education in our 

schools will be made apparent to both students and parents. 

Learners will be provided with a personally meaningful, authentic art education/curriculum. By 
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asking (and answering) the question, “What do artists do?” Students will explore art and the art 

world through the eyes, hands, hearts and minds of artists.  

 

In my studio/classroom, students will be introduced to the tools, materials, techniques and styles 

of many historical and contemporary artists and art movements, through brief, whole-group 

lessons. Later, lessons will be targeted to the observed needs and interests of students and provide 

differentiated learning opportunities for my diverse classroom. Lessons will be kept short to 

maximize studio-time and to allow students to delve deeply into their artwork and interests. Time 

will be set aside for evaluation and assessment through a variety of formats including; group 

sharing, written artist statements, self and peer evaluations, and the selection and preparation of 

artwork for display. Each student that is participating, will be creating an online portfolio/website 

to share their individual artwork. Websites will serve as a platform for discussion about the 

artistic process will occur. Students will also post their own artwork to Instagram using a unique 

hashtag to encourage artistic conversations. Student will post their own artwork, sketches and 

ideas for future work as well as other works of art they find interesting. Instagram will serve as 

an archive of the experiences, work and ideas created within my classroom during this time.  

 

Students who choose to not participate in the study for any reason will be given an alternative 

assignment. Parents and or students will have the right to withdraw consent for participation at 

any time without consequence. Student ID’s will be placed on artwork and assessments for 

matching purposes, the student’s identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law. 

Results will only be reported in the form of group data. Participation or non- participation in this 

study will not affect any student’s grades. 
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Working as artists would in a community studio, students will assume the role of an artist, 

exploring their own ideas, interests and passions. Creative play, discovery-learning, whole group, 

small group and individual instruction, research, and practice are valued methods used by artists 

and students in the making of art that will be explored. 

 

A standards-based, media-rich, student-directed, constructivist learning environment providing 

rich, authentic art experiences for learners at all levels and abilities is the ultimate goal. This 

practice capitalizes on emergent curriculum - instruction initiated by students’ knowledge, 

interests or questions, providing critical thinking and learning opportunities, prescribed for 21st 

Century Learners. New social media will be used creatively. Sharing and discussing their own 

artwork and the artwork of others through the use of social media outlets will be explored. Social 

Media will be used with approval from Fairfield City Schools in accordance with board policy 

EDE-E-3 as long as it is for educational purposes. 

 

 

 

Describe the Research Methodology in Non-Technical Language: (Explain what will be done with 

or to the research participant.) 

 

I will be using action research to create a curriculum, including sample lesson plans and 

supporting materials that encourage critical thinking and problem solving in the high school art 

classroom. 
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Describe Potential Benefits:  

Time for practice, making mistakes and learning from them, taking risks without first knowing 

how something might come out are among the ways students will grow, explore and develop 

critical thinking/problem solving skills during my research. These experiences are unique to the 

art classroom and are authentic learning opportunities. 

Critical thinking skills have been identified as a skill needed by 21st century learners. Students 

will need to develop these skills throughout their education to be prepared for the future. The art 

room(s) is a natural fit for this type of learning. This research benefits students by allowing them 

to develop problem-solving skills through self-guided experiences that can be utilized in all 

subject areas.  

Additional benefits for students include: Visual art standards are covered in instruction. 

Teaching and learning addresses studio practice, art history, art concepts and aesthetics. 

Assessment supports both student and teacher growth. Higher order thinking skills become the 

norm for independent work. Differentiation addresses diverse learners’ needs. High engagement 

results in more student’s on-task, fewer discipline issues and success for at-risk learners. 

Technology is imbedded in art-making, research and assessment  practices.  

 

Describe Potential Risks: (If risk of physical, psychological or economic harm may be involved, 

describe the steps taken to protect participant.) 

n/a 
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Describe How Participant(s) Will Be Recruited: 

Students in my Painting and Ceramics classes will be asked to participate via parent and student 

consent letters.  

Maximum 

Number of 

Participants (to 

be approached 

with consent) 

50 Age Range of 

Participants: 

16-18 Amount of 

Compensation/ 

course credit: 

None 

Course credit: 1 

fine art credit 

State of Ohio 

Describe the Informed Consent Process. (Attach a Copy of the Informed Consent Document. See 

http://irb.ufl.edu/irb02/samples.html for examples of consent.) 

 

 

(SIGNATURE SECTION) 

Principal Investigator(s) Signature: 

 

 Date: 

Co-Investigator(s) Signature(s):  Date: 

Supervisor’s Signature (if PI is a 

student): 

 Date: 

Department Chair Signature:  Date: 
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Appendix B 

Dear Students, 

As well as teaching here at Fairfield High School, I am a graduate student in the Department of 

Art Education at the University of Florida. I am conducting research on the development of 

creativity, problem solving and critical thinking skills within an art curriculum. The purpose of 

this study is to develop a curriculum that promotes 21st century skills within the art classroom. 

The results of the study may help other teachers better understand the amount of knowledge 

gained when critical thinking strategies are engaged and allow them to design instructional 

practices accordingly. These results may or may not directly help you today, but may benefit 

future students. With permission from you and your parents, I would like to ask you to volunteer 

for this research. 

The procedure for my research will be presented to you, by me during the Painting/Ceramics 

class period(s) in the month of January/February for 3 weeks. You will participate in art lessons 

that encourage critical thinking using social media. With your permission, you may be 

videotaped during the instructional period. The video will be accessible only to my research team 

for verification purposes. At the end of the study, the tape will be erased. I will also be taking 

notes while observing your class. Your artwork and self-assessments will also be used as a form 

of data. Although you will be asked to write your name on all artwork/self assessments for 

matching purposes, your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law. I will 

replace your names with code numbers. Results will only be reported in the form of group data. 

Participation or non- participation in this study will not affect your grades. All data will be kept 

in a locked filing cabinet only assessable by me, and will be destroyed after 2 years. 

You have the right to withdraw consent for your participation at any time without consequence. 
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There are no known risks or immediate benefits to the participants. No compensation is offered 

for participation. Group results of this study will be available in March 2014 upon request. If you 

have any questions about this research protocol, please contact me at 513-942-2999 or my 

faculty supervisor, Dr. Craig Roland, at 111-111-1111. Questions or concerns about your child's 

rights as research participant may be directed to the IRB02 office, University of Florida, Box 

112250, Gainesville, FL 32611, (352) 392-0433. 

Mindy Montgomery 

I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily give my consent, _________________, 

to participate in Mindy Montgomery’s study of the development of adolescent critical thinking 

skills. I have received a copy of this description. 

____________________________ ___________  

Student Signature Date 

____________________________ ___________   

Parent / Witness Date 
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Appendix C 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

As well as teaching here at Fairfield High School, I am a graduate student in the Department of 

Art Education at the University of Florida. I am conducting research on the development of 

creativity, problem solving and critical thinking skills within an art curriculum. The purpose of 

this study is to develop a curriculum that promotes 21st century skills within the art classroom. 

The results of the study may help other teachers better understand the amount of knowledge 

gained and allow them to design instructional practices accordingly. These results may or may 

not directly help your child today, but may benefit future students. With your permission, I 

would like to ask your child to volunteer for this research. 

The procedure for my research will be presented to your child, by myself during the 

Painting/Ceramics class period(s) in the month(s) of January/February for 3 weeks. Students will 

participate in lessons that encourage critical thinking through use of technology. With your 

permission, your child may be videotaped during the instructional period. The video will be 

accessible only to the research team for verification purposes. At the end of the study, the tape 

will be erased. I will also be taking notes while observing students. Student artwork and self-

assessments will also be used as a form of data. Although the children will be asked to write their 

names on all artwork/self assessments for matching purposes, their identity will be kept 

confidential to the extent provided by law. I will replace their names with code numbers. Results 

will only be reported in the form of group data. Participation or non- participation in this study 

will not affect your child’s grades. All data will be kept in a locked filing cabinet only assessable 

by me, and will be destroyed after 2 years. 

You and your child have the right to withdraw consent for your child's participation at any time 
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without consequence. There are no known risks or immediate benefits to the participants. No 

compensation is offered for participation. Group results of this study will be available in March 

2014 upon request. If you have any questions about this research protocol, please contact me at 

513-942-2999 or my faculty supervisor, Dr. Craig Roland, at 111-111-1111. Questions or 

concerns about your child's rights as research participant may be directed to the IRB02 office, 

University of Florida, Box 112250, Gainesville, FL 32611, (352) 392-0433. 

Mindy Montgomery 

I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily give my consent for my child, 

_________________, to participate in Mindy Montgomery’s study of the development of 

adolescent critical thinking skills using social media. I have received a copy of this description. 

____________________________ ___________  

 Parent / Guardian Date 

 

 

 

List of Figures with Figure Captions 

Figure 1. Definitions of 21st Century Skills 

Figure 2. Screen shot of Student post to Twitter 

Figure 3. Screen shot of one of my posts to Instagram 

Figure 4. Screen shot of student webpage 
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Author Biography 

Growing up I always loved to draw. In fact, I won my first art contest when I was in the 

first grade. My mom always encouraged me to create art. She enjoyed art, and was inspired 

herself by my Grandfather’s artistic ability. She created for me what she called “the rainy day” 

box. It was filled with paint, brushes, glue, markers, construction paper, red safety scissors, 

colored pencils and pink cotton balls. I am not sure what the cotton balls were for, but I 

remember the fluffiness taking up quite a bit of room in my box.  

When I got to high school, I took a Zoology class during 9th grade. We dissected animals 

each week. Along with our lab reports we had to complete detailed drawings of each creature. 

The first one was a crawfish. I quickly created an accurate drawing that by far surpassed the 

average student’s rudimentary sketch. I can remember I was encouraged to take an art class. So, I 

did. I took as many art classes as I could and immersed myself in them. This became a refuge. 

This began my love of art. 

In 1996 I started college at Miami University. I didn’t have a clue what I wanted to do. I 

knew I loved art, but what could I do with an art degree? I began taking studio classes, and I fell 

in love. I learned so much about how to make, talk, and look at art.  

I now teach art at Fairfield High School in Fairfield, Ohio for the past 12 years. I have 3 

children, Zachary, 8, Mya, 5, and Cash, 2. They are inspiring and amazing, and are beginning to 

share my love of art.  

 


