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Abstract	  
	  

This	  capstone	  project	  was	  intended	  to	  record	  the	  events	  surrounding	  and	  effects	  on	  

children’s	  problem	  solving	  and	  creativity	  of	  choice	  based	  art	  education	  in	  a	  non-‐

profit	  setting.	  	  I	  conducted	  research	  and	  observations	  in	  the	  classroom	  in	  order	  to	  

transform	  an	  art	  classroom	  into	  a	  functioning	  art	  studio	  complete	  with	  

demonstrations	  for	  new	  materials	  and	  ideas.	  I	  transformed	  and	  organized	  the	  

classroom	  for	  easy	  access	  to	  all	  materials.	  	  The	  goal	  was	  to	  create	  a	  truly	  creative	  

environment	  where	  children	  attending	  the	  non-‐profit	  could	  have	  more	  control	  in	  

their	  personal	  art	  endeavors	  and	  learn	  to	  problem	  solve.	  To	  reflect	  on	  and	  document	  

the	  transition	  I	  created	  a	  blog	  that	  can	  be	  accessed	  at	  

http://choicebasedartafterschool.blogspot.com/.	  During	  the	  time	  period	  of	  the	  

project,	  life	  changes	  brought	  a	  new	  teaching	  position	  for	  me	  that	  came	  with	  a	  

completely	  pre-‐written	  curriculum	  that	  was	  designed	  to	  meet	  state	  art	  learning	  

standards	  and	  benchmarks.	  	  This	  change	  to	  a	  more	  prescriptive	  art	  curriculum	  

caused	  intense	  reflection	  on	  curriculum	  styles	  and	  teaching	  approaches.	  The	  
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following	  paper	  addresses	  my	  findings	  and	  reflections	  on	  transforming	  a	  classroom	  

into	  a	  choice-‐based	  art	  studio,	  the	  mixed	  emotions	  of	  returning	  to	  a	  teaching	  

environment	  with	  a	  prewritten	  curriculum	  and	  how	  I	  hope	  to	  return	  to	  the	  Promised	  

Land	  of	  a	  Choice	  Based	  Art	  Learning	  Environment.	  	   	  
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Copies to Choices 
 

 As an art educator you model ideas, information and techniques for your children 

hoping that they will take a creative route naturally, expand on the lesson and present you 

with artwork of their personal ideas. In my short time as an art educator I have noticed 

one thing is certain, if I make an example of the project I will end up with 25 copies of 

my example. This used to be one of the most frustrating moments when walking around 

the classroom to see the progress made on a project. After noticing this common 

occurrence I decided there had to be a better way to teach and to allow my children to 

develop more creative solutions during the art making process.  

Through trial and error and research I found a way to make this moment of 

frustration cease to exist. I transitioned to a choice-based approach to teaching art and let 

my children make more of their own decisions about their art making. In this style of art 

education, children are treated like real artists and make many, if not all, of the decisions 

about their personal artwork. (Douglas, 2012) My classroom became their art studio. It 

became the creative environment I strived to establish earlier in my career. Each center I 

created was its own small studio with a variety of materials for drawing, sculpture, 

printing and stamping, ink and collage. I created all of the menus, signs and resources for 

each center. These resources would help to inspire the students, give them ways to use 

the materials and keep the center organized. Every week a new center would be 

introduced and the children were taught how to use it, maintain it and keep it organized.  

 In this capstone paper I will detail my research on choice-based art education and 

my evolving understanding of this instructional approach, and then I will narrate the 

effects a transition to a choice-based setting had to my classroom environment, teaching 
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practices and the change I saw in my children. The product of my research project is a 

complete transformation of the learning environment and a reflective blog about my 

experience facilitating a choice-based art-learning environment. 

The evolution in my teaching practices allowed me to give up control, see the 

creativity in my children and to hold them accountable as artists. Maintaining a choice- 

based learning environment was hard work for the children and myself but the results 

were very close to what I had hoped for in my student outcomes and my classroom 

structure. I felt like I reached the promised land of art education, with only a few issues 

in the process.  

Only a few short weeks after my journey in adopting this teaching model known 

as choice based art education, I accepted a full time art teaching position in my school 

district.  At the new hire meeting I met the Fine Arts Coordinator of the county and she 

handed over a stack of curriculum maps. I cringed—feeling unsure of what I had just 

walked into. I had just seen the amazing outcome of teaching in a choice-based 

environment and now I was back to a curriculum of “cookie cutter” projects.  When I 

finally arrived at my classroom I was handed a curriculum plan book for each grade that 

took the thinking out of creating and the craft away from professional teaching. I thought 

it would be a nightmare. With every lesson I read I tried to modify the lesson plan and 

allow some creative freedom in the art making process, but it just didn’t compare to art 

created under the choice-based model.  

Statement of the Problem 

 I have frequently encountered children that believe there is one correct answer to 

everything they do in school.  These children often follow this expectation in art class by 
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interpreting the teacher’s example as the one correct response, so they attempt to produce 

the same result. After this occurred several times in my art room, I asked my children 

why they made their work exactly like mine. Their response was simple, “we want to be 

right and yours is right.” There began my fascination with wanting to really motivate 

children to make original work that expressed their own ideas based on their personal 

interests. My children’s response also further fueled my dislike for standardized art 

education practices that require little to no critical or creative thinking from children.  

Without critical thinking it becomes hard to problem solve.  In the curriculum guides that 

were provided in my classroom every moment of class was dictated for me. The 

conversations and prompts were laid out, timed and even provided examples of expected 

responses from the children. This made me feel as if all the creative thought the 

discussions that occur naturally had been removed from the art making process. 

Choice-Based Art Education is a classroom studio and delivery method approach 

that encourages children to be artists and create art based on their own fascinations while 

giving them choices about how they make their ideas come to life (Douglas, 2004; 

Hathaway, 2008). I found that a Choice-Based approach improved artist motivation, 

stimulated critical thinking and creativity, and improved problem-solving skills because 

the children were genuinely interested in their work. What if children were able to make 

their own choices about subject matter, art materials and techniques, and even the length 

of time they spent on their work? I asked myself if changing the delivery method to a 

choice-based art education approach could really work in my classes? Now that I knew 

all of the wonderful results and possibilities of choice-based art education, how could I 
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adapt this model to a classroom run by learning standards and benchmarks set forth by 

the state? 

There is a need for current and future generations to be creative problem solvers, 

and creativity is considered a 21st century skill (Robinson, 2006). With an increasingly 

innovative society and demand for these skills there needs to be a elevated level of 

critical and higher order thinking skills that are developed from a young age. Art 

education provides a platform for learning critical and higher order thinking skills as well 

as problem solving skills. I feel that a choice-based approach promote these skills through 

educational experiences that facilitate a self-directed learning environment. This type of 

environment has the potential to provide children with choices in every aspect of the 

creation process, which create natural problem-solving situations. With the teacher as a 

facilitator in a choice-based learning environment, the child artist can receive guidance 

when necessary and work independently or in groups for the remainder of the time. 

My study is relevant to other art educators looking to make a transition to a 

learner-directed or choice-based approach in their classroom. The product of my 

resources and reflections I have documented on my blog can serve as a model for other 

educators looking to prepare their classroom for choice-based learning centers. I share the 

research and my personal reflections through a blog at 

www.choicebasedartafterschool.blogspot.com .    

Purpose and Goals of the Study 

 After working in a non-profit after school setting for three years I decided that the 

ways I was teaching my children art wasn’t always successful. My research project 

helped to improve my curriculum development and delivery methods by providing my 
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children with more choices and opportunities to develop their problem solving skills 

through art making.  In order to develop children’s problem solving skills and cultivate 

their creativity I conducted research on existing literature about the choice-based 

approach, analyzed the findings from prior studies, and drew conclusions from those 

studies. Using the materials and insights I gathered, I developed my own choice based 

art-learning environment. I created centers in my art room that contained instructions 

about the art materials and methods provided in each center, resources about artists, ideas 

for projects, and cleanup expectations. Creating these centers was a part of changing the 

classroom atmosphere and structure to a more student centered environment.  

The goal of the research project was to study the effects of implementing choice 

based learning on children’s problem solving skills in a non-profit setting through the use 

of a choice-based learning environment which provided the students with more creative 

freedom in their artmaking. The goal has since been modified to better understand the 

benefits of choice based learning and to be able to apply them in a more formal public 

school art room setting that requires targeting certain learning standards and benchmarks. 

My ultimate goal is to find a happy medium to encourage creative problem solving in 

students while addressing state art learning standards. 

Research Questions 

The main focus of this capstone project began with the question “How do art 

educators encourage creativity and improve problem-solving in children?” This question 

inspired me to look for different approaches in the classroom that would target these 

abilities. Due to the change in my teaching settings I have also reflected on ways to 

modify a prewritten art curriculum. Below are questions that guided my capstone project:  
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1. What are the best practices of choice-based art learning?  

2. How does choice-based art learning encourage problem solving? 

3. What happens when I implement a choice-based approach during my art classes? 

4. How do art teachers inspire creative thought and problem solving when teaching a 

prewritten art curriculum? 

Rationale and Significance 

This study is important because of our need to shift the way we provide art 

education to children. We must shift from a limited choice of answers and replications of 

teacher art examples to encouraging the expression of children’s own ideas with materials 

of their own choice. When children are personally invested in their artwork it is generally 

of higher quality. As children create artwork based on their own interests and desires they 

also explore, experiment and solve their problems as they arise. This is the type of 

thinking, I believe, is required by the next generation. 

Assumptions of the Study 
 
 In conducting this study I assumed that the choice based delivery approach and 

classroom structure would be beneficial to my children. I also assumed that children 

would be motivated enough to embrace choice-based method of instruction and still be 

productive in the art making process. Finally, I assume that a choice-based type of 

approach could work in any educational setting and that a prewritten art curriculum that 

encourages “cookie cutter” projects can be modified to inspire creative thought and 

problem solving.  
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Definition of Terms 

Creativity is “the process of having original ideas that have value.”(Robinson, 

2006) Csikszentmihalyi (1996) defines creativity in psychology as the production of 

ideas or actions that have value. 

Problem Solving is a “form of decision making through spontaneous 

investigation, exploration and experimentation”(Pitri, 2013, p. 42). Britz and Richard 

(1992) (as cited in Pitri, 2013) believe it means to pursue understanding, look for 

answers, try out a few possibilities and finding out whether the work or not. 

Choice-Based Art Education is a classroom studio and delivery method 

approach that encourages students to be the artists and create art based on their own 

fascinations while giving them choices about how they make their ideas come to life 

(Douglas, 2004; Hathaway, 2008).  

Study Limitations 

The focus of the research is on my delivery method and transformation of an art 

classroom and what students do as a result. My original study was limited to the middle 

school children who attended classes in a nonprofit organization during an eight-week 

summer program. Since the change of my teaching setting, I no longer have contact with 

the students who learned under this delivery method. As a result, my study became 

limited to the observations I have made in the short time working for the school district 

with only the beginning implementation of the curriculum guide.   
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Literature Review 

Introduction and Defining Terms 

 At a certain point in children’s life, schools tell them it is time to start learning 

and stop playing (Robinson, 2006). The lack of opportunities for play while in school 

hinders students’ creative thinking and in turn deteriorates their problem-solving skills 

because children are no longer encouraged to explore their world (Pitri, 2001). In order to 

teach these valuable skills there needs to be a change in the way our students are 

educated. Freedman (2010), Perkins and Carter (2011), and Pitri (2013) call for a change 

in arts curriculum that would encourage exploration and foster the development of 

problem solving skills. Bronson and Merryman (2010) express their concern with the 

perceived decline of creativity in America because they feel children are spending too 

much time in front of the TV and playing videogames instead of involved in creative 

activities. I believe that play and creativity are related, and that creativity requires play. 

The main focus of my literature review is development of creativity through play that can 

occur in a choice-based learning environment. I also believe that creativity and play have 

the potential to foster problem-solving skills in art classes.  

Creativity is a topic that is rooted in a wealth of research that spans all subjects 

from the arts to psychology. This investigation presents information from well-known 

authors such as Csikszentmihalyi (2000), Freedman (2010), Hennessey and Amabile 

(2010), Pitri (2001; 2013), and Robinson (2006). These authors agree that creativity is the 

generation of ideas that are novel and of value, but beyond value there is little consensus 

on a definition for creativity (Hennessey and Amabile, 2010).  My literature review will 

explore differing theories on creativity, consider the benefits and strategies of play, and 
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look at choice-based learning and its interconnectedness with improving problem-solving 

and divergent thinking skills.  

Creativity 
 
 Creativity is a topic that is a mile deep and ten miles wide but even with so much 

information available on the subject, there seems to be little unanimity on a definition, 

what it actually is, who has it, and if it can be taught. Hennessey and Amabile (2010) 

present their own review of literature and studies conducted on differing theories of 

creativity ranging from the creative person/personality trait, situational creativity, affect, 

cognition and training to possible mental illness. Csikszentmihalyi (1996) breaks down 

the same creativity theories into simpler terms and describes the process of creative 

thought. He describes, in stages, the process of creativity or having an idea as 

preparation, incubation, insight, evaluation and elaboration.  He defines creativity in 

psychology as the production of ideas or actions that have value. One factor that can be 

agreed upon by Csikszentmihalyi (1996), Hennessey and Amabile (2010), and Drevdahl 

(1956) is the way we have measured creativity. Creativity in the 50s and 60s was 

measured by examining traits of fluency, flexibility and originality in people (Roland, 

1991). Fluency, flexibility and originality are evidenced by the number of ideas generated 

by individuals engaged in various tasks, how novel they are, and the ability to change the 

ideas to satisfy certain needs or situations. The ability to generate various solutions to 

problems is a valuable life skill. Currently creativity is recognized as being much more 

complex than those four traits.  Through choice-based art lessons and projects that 

encourage problem solving we can begin to build the bank of information and increase 

fluency, flexibility and originality (Pitri, 2013). Other traits that have been observed in 
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creative persons are perseverance, willingness to work through problems, and the desire 

to work on something personally motivating. (Roland, 1991) 

 While the field of inquiry about creativity is large it must be narrowed down to 

what is specifically important to my own research, which is the enhancement of creativity 

through different types of educational approaches and classroom structures. Basadur 

(2002) argued (as cited in Hennessey & Amabile, 2010), that training for divergent 

thinking skills involved a large number of sessions. If this is true it would be appropriate 

to build a choice based arts curriculum to foster creativity and divergent thinking skills. 

Freedman (2010) lays out steps to modify arts curriculum to teach creativity. Freedman 

believes that such an approach includes critical reflection based on student interests and 

that creativity is a learning process (and not a set of traits). Freedman (2010) and 

Csikszentmihalyi (2000) agree that creativity is based on personal desire, so it follows 

that in an art curriculum there has to be a student personal interest component if one 

wants to facilitate creativity. In other words, children are more likely to be creative when 

they are personally invested.  

Proponents of choice-based approaches also agree that projects and lessons must 

incorporate critical reflection as well. Perkins and Carter (2011) present a relevant 

approach curriculum delivery called “the choice, voice, and challenge model for Creative 

Instruction (CVC).” In such an approach, students must have a choice in materials and 

solutions, a voice in which students express their thoughts, and a challenge that is 

developmentally appropriate (Perkins and Carter, 2011).  This type of instruction calls for 

students to actively explore their environments and engage in open-ended thinking 

activities. Through the use of open-ended and diverse questions and opportunities 
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students can develop problem-solving skills. As noted by Perkins and Carter, these skills 

can also be fostered through the challenge portion of the CVC method because of its 

opened-ended nature. Along with these approaches and instructional strategies, play is 

another component that fosters creativity and exploration. 

Play and Problem Solving  
 
 Children learn largely by playing for several years before they begin formal 

schooling (Robinson, 2006). Before they are students in a school setting, children learn to 

communicate and become mobile without ever stepping foot in a classroom (Pitri, 2001). 

In this sense we are not discussing play as a game or as something frivolous (Burnett, 

2004) but as Schiller (as cited in Burnett, 2004) argues, play is uniting sense and reason. 

Athey (1988) describes (as cited in Pitri, 2001) the ability of play to contribute to all 

types of learning including social, physical and emotional. As Perkins and Carter  (2001) 

agree with Burnett that we must give students a choice in their learning, Burnett explains 

that we must also allow for free play to occur in the form of exploring and gathering 

knowledge about an environment. As discussed earlier, Freedman (2010) views creativity 

as based on an interest just as play is motivated intrinsically (Pitri, 2001). Pitri further 

describes what educational play looks like, using examples laid out by Sponseller (1978), 

calling play a “medium,” and discussing its functions of meaning making and active 

expression. When children are concerned with playing they are more concerned with the 

process than the product and they come up with their own rules (Sponseller, 1978). Many 

times play occurs with materials that are familiar. Other times children explore materials 

that are unfamiliar. Through play children are creating their own meaning for their world 

(Pitri, 2001). Play and art making also require inquiry, which is the basis for problem 
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solving and critical reflection. The fact that children have a choice in what they are doing 

will allow them to add this to their knowledge bank, retain it, and to refer to it at another 

time, therefore building their supply of ideas and solutions (Pitri, 2001).     

 To encourage problem solving through play there must be an environment that 

inspires exploration and manipulation (Bullock, 1988). With a choice of things to 

manipulate, children will explore according to their own interests, which as observed by 

Freedman (2010) and Perkins and Carter (2011) is a factor of importance in creativity and 

developing problem solving skills. Bullock (1988) further suggests that time is an 

important factor in the development of these skills because children need time to solve 

problems and explore their possibilities. Time also allows for children to try again after a 

failed attempt. In this context, on aspect of play is a form of trial and error learning, and 

in order to give the learner the time needed to develop creativity and problem solving 

skills we must also explore a shift in the style of curriculum delivery and scheduling of 

learning experiences provided in school. I believe that an instructional approach 

involving more choice for an extended period of time with multiple meeting sessions 

could be used to enhance these creative skills and dispositions being discussed in this 

literature review.  

 According to Pitri (2013), “Problem solving is form of decision making through 

spontaneous investigation, exploration and experimentation” (p. 42). Providing an 

environment in which children are allowed play and explore encourages the development 

of problem solving because they can begin to form their own opinions of their world 

through direct observation and inquiry. Torrance (as cited in Pitri, 2013) explains that 

problem solving includes both rational and irrational thought that starts as fantasy and 
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play but can then be transformed into logical thinking and analysis of a situation. So if we 

want to encourage our young people to become creative problem solvers we must 

encourage their natural desire to play and explore while acting as a facilitator and not a 

dictator.  

Choice-Based Learning 

 A choice-based art environment bustles with the sounds of making as students 

work on projects they have selected to make, with materials they have chosen and 

explored along the way. The classroom is set up with various centers with an array of 

available materials (Hathaway, 2008). Students are encouraged to make art they enjoy 

and are personally invested in; they act as the artists (Douglas, 2004). This is what a 

student-centered approach looks like. Students decide what they make and along the way 

are presented with information and choices to decide what is best for their project. A 

choice-based approach to art education allows for the student to create art according to 

their own interest, which as Freedman(2010) and Csikszentmihalyi(2000) agree is a 

motivating factor in creativity and the production of art. This approach allows for the 

student to be involved in their own learning process through the exploration of a 

multitude of materials at their own pace (Douglas, 2004, 2012; Hathaway, 2008). While 

the students explore the centers during production time they also become peer coaches 

and teachers where they pass on information they have learned from playing, 

experimenting and creating.  
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Conclusion 

 After a review of the literature it has become clear that in order to increase 

students’ creative ability to generate new ideas and solutions we must provide them with 

a different form of curriculum structure and delivery than the more prescribed curricular 

structures commonly employed in many schools today. The world is thriving on 

innovation, and unless we educate a generation of young people to solve the problems 

through innovation there will be a decline in our ability to keep up with other countries. 

The ideas of creativity and play are not new ideas but we must be creative ourselves and 

develop new ways to employ play in the art curriculum in order to enhance the 

development of problem solving skills and divergent thinking. A choice-based approach 

may foster the kinds of thinking skills required for successful integration into society. I 

hope that with various types of choice-based learning strategies and styles we can begin a 

shift to personalizing education. The choice-based approach creates a learning 

environment that encourages risk-taking and problem solving through the production of 

student-generated artwork as opposed to the common teacher-centered models. 

 Methodology 

 In order to conduct my inquiry-based research I used a mixed methods approach 

that included action research (Lodico, Spaulding, and Voegtle 2006) and curriculum 

development with some program evaluation methods. (Stake and Munson,2008; Zorahbi, 

2012) Action research is designed to enhance and improve current practice within a 

specific classroom, school, or district  (Lodico, Spaulding, and Voegtle 2006). Action 

research allowed me to answer my research questions concerning best practices of 

choice-based art education. My action research approach included curriculum 
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development, in which I implemented my research and analyzed the data collected in 

relation to my instructional goals. Stake and Munson (2008) discuss program evaluation 

and state the reason we assess programs is because we are curious, care about the 

program and want to understand it. I wanted to shift the way my classroom functioned to 

a more learner-directed environment and these methods assisted in gathering information 

to make a successful transition. 

 The transition from a teacher-directed to choice-based learning environment 

required a complete overhaul of the classroom set up in my non-profit setting. I used the 

6 tables already in the room and went around the building to look for to use in various 

ways. The classroom was redesigned to encompass five centers. Each center required a 

variety of signs, menus, pictures and supplies were all labeled and organized prior to the 

implementation of choice-based. The classroom furniture was organized for easy flow 

around the classroom and had to sit a maximum of thirty-six children at one time. In 

order to plan this I created several drawings of the classroom for visuals before actually 

moving all of the furniture. See Figure 1 for final classroom design.  

 

 

Figure	  1:	  Classroom	  Center	  Layout	  
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Site and Description 

 The subject and area of focus of part of my research project was the study of 

choice-based art education in a non-profit organization. This study focused on the 

strategies I implemented in a choice-based art setting and the set up of materials into 

different centers or stations. This transformation took place in the Art Lab of a local 

branch of a national non-profit afterschool program. The classroom transformation when 

all of the furniture was moved took place during the two-week break in between regular 

after school programming before the eight week summer program. I created all of the 

center menus, signs and resources in a four weeks span, two weeks before the end of the 

school year term and the two week break before the beginning of summer programming. 

During this time period, I decided to do a dry run of choice based art education to better 

understand this style of teaching. This worked in my favor and became part of my regular 

classroom routine.  

 Shortly after the summer program ended I was presented with an opportunity to 

teach within my local school district. This opportunity came with a prewritten art 

curriculum and was the complete opposite of how I just spent my entire summer 

teaching. It presented a wonderful opportunity for comparison and reflection.  

Subjects 

 Every middle school child that was scheduled for art class participated in the 

choice based learning environment at the non-profit facility. The choice based approach 

became part of my regular classroom practice. The children that participated in this 

program attended Title 1 schools and come from low-income homes. Many of the 

students are 1st or 2nd generation Haitian American. These children ranged in ages from 
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11-15. This demographic is in complete contrast with the students I currently teach. 

Currently the students I work with are come from a more privileged economic status. 

These are the students that are normally taught under the prewritten curriculum provided 

by the school district but with the added choices that I encourage during class.  

Data Collection Procedures 

 I collected data in journals, kept notes of observations and recorded occurrences 

in the classroom. These methods are consistent to those utilized in action research. Action 

research is meant to improve practices in the classroom. McKernan (1987) describes 

action research as a method of reflecting on practices to better understand an educational 

setting. Data regarding observations at the afterschool program were kept in my journal 

to be used for reflection. To document the transformation I took photographs of the 

centers while in production to record the progress, use and organization of the materials. I 

read several books on choice-based learning from well-known researchers in the field 

such as Jaquith and Douglas (2009). The data that I analyzed came from preexisting data 

such as books, journals, articles related to choice-based learning, and observation notes. I 

had approximately 4 weeks prior to implementation to create all the menus and resources 

for implementing a full choice based learning environment. See figure 2 for an example 

of a center resource.  

 

Figure	  2:	  College	  center	  resources 
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Data Analysis Procedures 
 
 After I collected data I reviewed and reflected upon it to find relationships and 

understand the best practices of choice-based learning. Schutt (2011) suggests breaking 

the collected data down into concepts and connecting them to find relationships. I looked 

for similarities and differences in the classroom discourse and field notes. I was looking 

for commonalities in student motivation, engagement and problem solving situations 

helped me better understand what types of approaches worked best with my students. I 

also posted to the blog to record and reflect on classroom happenings.  

Limitations 

Later studies may present the opportunity to study the impact of transitioning to a 

choice-based approach to art education. Time was not an issue in this study as the art 

program ran 5 days a week, six periods that lasted an hour and a half hour each. A 

possible limitation to this study was that it was only conducted on middle school students 

and the students I currently teach are elementary school aged. Another limitation could be 

irregular attendance of the children attending the summer program at the non-profit 

setting. Lastly, a limitation to the study could be the limited time span, only eight weeks, 

of full choice-based implementation in the classroom. 

Findings 

The goal of this research study was to transform an art lab in a national non-profit 

organization to operate under the structure of Choice Based Art Education approach. The 

shift in delivery methods and approach to art making was originally expected to 

demonstrate improvements in the students’ level of creativity and problem solving skills. 

The findings that will be presented are the best practices of choice based art education 
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and their effect on student creativity and problem solving, the children’s attitude during 

classes taught using a choice based model as well as the possible changes to be made to a 

prewritten curriculum that can be aligned to the choice based learning model. I hoped that 

a new approach and environment would encourage and inspire students to make artwork 

that they enjoy and work in which they are personally invested.  Currently the challenge 

is to create the same choice-based environment in a different setting where there is a 

prescribed curriculum and there are state art benchmarks that must be met by the end of 

the school year.  

Finding 1: Best Practices in Choice Based Learning 

 One of the major research questions of this study required delving deeply into the 

literature of choice based learning. To better understand choice-based learning I read 

books by well known choice-based proponents like Kathy Douglas (2012), Diane Jaquith 

(2009) and Nan Hathaway (2013) as well as participated in discussion forums on the 

Yahoo Teaching for Artistic Behavior website.   During my research, I discovered that 

some of the most important practices of the choice based model are routine, structure, 

organization and providing creative freedom. A set routine is important for the classroom 

to effectively run as a studio. Children are more likely to create when they know the 

routine and feel comfortable with the way the studio time will precede. I found that a 

consistent routine with both verbal and nonverbal cues help the children manage their 

creative making time better and know what is expected of them. Routine and structure go 

together, the studio time and routine must be structured to allow children the most 

amount of art making time possible.  
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 An organized studio makes for more confident students and also more autonomy. 

When students know the place of things they can be more independent. This also 

provides a certain amount of comfort to the budding artists. The classroom is their studio 

and they are also responsible for keeping it organized. This helps students be accountable 

and a good clean up routine can assist in helping the classroom structure. An example of 

the extreme organization required would be the pictures of how every mini studio should 

look at the beginning and at the end. See figure 3. These visual aids almost guarantee that 

materials will go back to their homes.  

 Lastly, the ultimate best practice is providing students with creative freedom with 

room to explore, experiment and play. Without this encouragement students can feel 

unsure of what they are allowed to do and what I found is that this trait is something that 

needs to be explicitly expressed. I found that many times children were worried about 

getting in trouble for playing but this is such a vital part of learning and exploring new 

materials. Children need to know that it is ok to make mistakes and that they have the 

creative freedom to make something they are interested in, even if it took them more than 

Figure	  3:	  Collage	  center	  material	  organization 



FINDING	  MY	  WAY	  BACK	   28	  

one try. Children are naturally curious and when their interest is piqued they continue to 

explore and try new things. This was evident in students returning to studios multiple 

times; these students showed an interest and worked at improving their skill through 

multiple experiments with the same material.  

Finding 2: How Choice Based Learning Encourages Problem Solving Skills and 

Creativity 

 One of the core goals to this research study was to discover how to encourage 

students to improve their creative flow of ideas in creating artwork and to problem solve 

throughout the process.  I found that implementing a choice based approach to art making 

seemed to improve students’ problem solving skills, their persistence and had a positive 

impact on peer relationships. This finding was evidenced through their willingness to 

work and respect for each other that developed through the time spent discusses their 

projects during share time. Children that were on task, creating their own work were 

more likely to persevere through obstacles on their personal projects than they ever did 

during a teacher-directed lesson. Their perseverance through obstacles was noted during 

observations and informal conversations.  It was noted that there were fewer behavior 

disturbances during the choice-based approach implementation. Children also showed 

enthusiasm and excitement when they were able to overcome a possible “mistakes.”  This 

was evidenced through share times at the end of a class period. As students spent time in 

different centers they began to explore new avenues of making and this lead to furthered 

exploration of materials and ideas. This excitement was shared during talk times at the 

end of class times and noted as part of a reflective entry in the blog. Students not only 

worked through their own problems but also helped each other more than they ever had. 
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The amount positive peer relationships and interactions increased and students that 

normally didn’t interact were discussing problem-solving methods and approaches. This 

classroom structure seemed to not only foster problem solving and creativity but it also 

fostered peer relationships that may not have ever occurred in another classroom 

structure. See figure 4.  

Finding 3: Inspiring Student Interest, Creative Thought and Problem Solving by 

Introducing Choice in a Prewritten Art Curriculum 

 Upon beginning working in my new classroom in the local school district where I 

reside I was presented with curriculum maps and in my classroom I found the large 

curriculum books to go with the maps. Upon further searching I found worksheet books 

that went along with each unit. The curriculum appears to be written in a Discipline 

Based Art Education approach. There are six units in each curriculum book, each unit has 

6 lessons complete with art resources, an activity and a multiple-choice review test at the 

end of every unit. After spending time teaching using a choice based approach this felt 

like my biggest nightmare. Reading some of the lessons heightened this nightmare. Many 

Figure	  4:	  Children	  collaborating	  on	  structure 
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of the projects didn’t require any creative thought; they were based solely on technique 

and no opportunities for personal expression.  

 I could not see myself teaching straight from the book. Since I started at the new 

school the students have done projects based on famous artists with their own personal 

spin. From the beginning of teaching in my new school, I made it clear that art was not 

about making copies, if I wanted a copy I’d take it to the copy machine. I wanted my 

students to put their own ideas on paper while still learning about important art history 

and artwork that they could find interesting. I wanted to make sure that they met all the 

benchmarks for the years so I have tweaked many of the projects to be able to address 

those learning standards.  

 At first, many of the students were confused when I told them they had the choice 

to make their artwork different. Many still ask if their project is right or if that is how I 

wanted it. Now I respond with a question and I require them to dig deeper into their art 

making intentions. I’m finding that many students are responding positively but there will 

always those few children that do the bare minimum to get by. Some of the students are 

uncomfortable with how I press them for answers about their artwork because I don’t 

think that they have ever been asked to talk about their work. When I feel they are getting 

unsure or uncomfortable I remind them that there really isn’t a way for them to go wrong 

as long as they have put honest thought. I don’t know if the previous art teacher asked the 

students to discuss their work or making process. The best answer I have gotten so far in 

my public school setting when asked why a student placed a piece of pattern paper on 

each side of his tree was “I created this type of border because I felt that the best part of 

the tree was the middle and I wanted everyone who saw it to focus on the part I felt was 
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the best and most interesting.”(Garcia, anecdotal note, October 16, 2013) This child 

created an area of emphasis and didn’t need the definition; he was naturally evaluating 

and reflecting the process in his head.  

Overall it seems that student interest is high in my new classroom and students are 

responding positively to the ability to have some creative freedom in their artwork. It is 

clear that many are timid and unsure but are gradually becoming more used to making 

crucial choices about their artwork.  

Summary Across All Findings 
 
 The findings of this capstone project help to answer the research questions of the 

validity of choice based learning and its ability to improve creativity and problem solving 

skills. The children’s motivation and attitude appeared directly related to the shift in 

teaching approaches. The project’s original goal was to transform a classroom into a 

choice based learning environment to record its effects on problem solving skills, 

creativity and this objective was accomplished, but my attention as a public school art 

teacher has now shifted to expanding my creative energies to introducing choice in a 

prewritten art curriculum that address the learning standards required by my school 

district. The first finding is related to choice-based art education and its best practices to 

complete a successful transition. Across the final two findings it became clear through 

observations that a choice-based approach appears to improve and students exhibit more 

problem solving skills and creativity. Students that are usually determined to be ‘right’ in 

their art making have become more confident in their ideas and learning to discuss their 

art. As long as the best practices of choice base art education are implemented in the 

studio students can find their inner artists and express their personal voice. A personal 
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voice in their artwork speaks greater volumes than a one size fits all ‘in the style of’ 

project. I hope that in time it is possible to make changes to the prewritten art curriculum 

I now work with and allow each of my students to find their voice.  

Discussion and Conclusion  

 Originally the goals of this research were to transform a classroom into a 

functioning art studio teaching using the choice based art education approach to see the 

effects on creativity and problem solving skills. This project has become much more than 

that due to a change in my teaching situation. Learning about choice based art education 

helped me see the Promised Land and strive to get back to that style of art education. The 

time I spent teaching in choice based model made me appreciate the personal voice of 

students and allowed them to build confidence in their skills. The goal has shifted to 

finding a way back to this Promised Land in my current setting that meets all the 

standards and benchmarks set forth by the prewritten curriculum in my current art 

teaching position in the school district. “Choice based art education provides for the 

development of artistic behaviors be enabling students to discover what it means to be an 

artist through authentic creation of artwork” (Douglas & Jaquith, 2009, p.3). In learning 

about the best practices of choice-based art education, transforming my classroom and 

implementing this structure, I have been able to see authentic creations that have amazed 

me more than a “cookie cutter” project ever did. To transform my classroom was not 

enough, during the time I implemented this approach I spent much of my time 

monitoring, observing, and learning along with my students, while making notes about 

their work. The many conversations that were spurred by student art creations were more 

inspiring than seeing them regurgitate a project from a teacher-directed art lesson.  
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 In the following sections I will discuss several implications and my personal 

reflections from my findings and attempt to make sense of data collected during the 

project. I will elaborate on the best practices and what worked and didn’t in my own 

classroom studio as well discuss the importance of teaching in this approach and the 

effect it had on my students’ attitudes. Lastly I will discuss some possible 

recommendations for inserting a choice based art education into a prewritten 

school/county curriculum. 

Discussion and Interpretation of Finding 

After reading a significant amount of literature on choice-based art education it was clear 

that the best practices of the approach in general may not be possible for all classroom 

studio settings. As I mentioned earlier in the paper, the routine, structure, organization 

and allowance of creative freedom through play and exploration is crucial to the success 

of this approach. Students have to know that their personal voice and creativity is 

accepted, encouraged and appreciated. To foster this personal investment from students, 

the first thing I did to structure my previous classroom by arranging the space in a way 

that created small art studio areas that functioned differently for each media. See figure 5. 

Figure	  5:	  Drawing	  Studio 
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After this was complete I created menus, resources, helpful tips and tricks as well as a 

clean up routine for each space. The signage also helped with organization of the supplies 

at each center. One thing that I didn’t do right away was to add pictures of how each 

center should look when organized properly.  I added these quickly which greatly 

improved student organization of the studio areas. . The studio routine was followed in 

every class to ensure that students knew what was next and assisted with the proper 

management of time for everyone.  

One of the things I had to tweak the most was the tracking method I used to see 

students progress and daily creations. This proved to be difficult for me and I saw the 

need to have student also take responsibility/ownership with monitoring their progress 

and growth. Instead I created a chart that was glued to each of their portfolios. After 

every class period students had to write down which studio they had used and what they 

had created or were working on at that moment. At any time after that I could check their 

portfolio and this method proved more reliable. I would even make notes on students’ 

portfolios telling them to move on to a new center or suggest an idea to further their 

making in a center.  

While implementing the choice-based approach in the non-profit setting, most of 

the students were intrinsically motivated to create art based on personal interests. This 

was evidenced in their artmaking endeavors. I observed that many of the students came in 

with ideas and ready to create art in their chosen media or in the medium I introduced 

through the daily demonstration. Student attitudes during the class I taught at the non-

profit organization during the summer improved and many children would stop me in the 

halls to share their interests or plans about making something. During each class time, the 
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children and I would discuss how this way of making art was different than what they had 

previous experienced. Their overall opinion was that this way of learning and creating art 

allowed them to be more free and creative. At the end of the summer program at the non-

profit I had the children reflect on their likes and dislikes of the classroom environment. 

All of the reflections were posted on the final entry to the blog, which can be accessed at 

choicebasedartafterschool.blogspot.com. During this interaction the children expressed 

how this style of classroom structure allowed them to be artists and be independent.  

 These findings address the positive changes in most of the students’ attitudes 

during participating in a choice based learning environment. Students that were normally 

not interested in creating art or following along became more interested in process, 

technique and expression. This was evidenced in the artwork they created while 

participating in the choice-based art environment. Only a few students showed little to no 

interest in this classroom structure and routine but it is important to know that these are 

the same students who normally have no interest in creating. After working for the non-

profit for three years and seeing many of the same children each summer I knew which 

children would put forth their best effort no matter what the classroom approach. 

 While teaching under a prewritten art curriculum, students are not as motivated to 

think independently as during a choice-based classroom. This could be the case because 

they have always just followed the instructions that were given during a teacher-directed 

lesson. In the public school setting students are more eager to hear the instructions and 

follow along for the sake of being correct. The behavior currently exhibited by my public 

school students is the type of focus I wish I had gotten from my students at the nonprofit 

when I taught under the teacher-directed method but it is not producing the same creative 
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artmaking responses as I had seen with choice-based art education. The students are eager 

to create but are terrified of being “wrong” and this is the type of attitude and disposition 

that I want to avoid in an art class.  

Significance, Implications and Recommendations  

 This study was created as a way to cultivate children’s creativity and problem 

solving skills, what resulted was a genuine look into the creative minds of young people 

through a choice-based art teaching approach. As Hathaway (2013) states, we are doing a 

disservice to students by taking away the creative aspect of art and producing “cookie 

cutter” products in the name of art. If we want students to thrive creatively to thrive and 

prosper in art classes we must nurture creativity by allowing children to be artists, not 

copy machines. The most important aspect of this entire project that stands out for me is 

the idea of individual creations by children based on their personal interests. Children are 

more than copiers; they are paintbrushes loaded and ready to put their ideas on paper 

when encouraged, motivated to create and given choices.  See figure 6. 

This study and a choice-based approach may help any art educator looking to see 

the individual light each student holds within them. I would hope that other art educators 

Figure	  6:	  Child	  artist	  working	  on	  
personally	  developed	  collage 
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see the value of personal expression as many art educators were artists first and found the 

joy that it is to create when you are intrinsically motivated.  

 Currently I would like to recommend to my school’s administration that they 

allow me to implement a modified choice-based approach and see the difference it makes 

in students’ thought process and thinking. It is important that as art educators we can help 

others see the significant role art education can play in a students’ lives, development and 

thinking process.  

 If presented with the opportunity to transform my current art classroom I would 

take the following steps: 

• Articulate all of the unit topics presented in the prewritten curriculum  

• Create a layout for teaching techniques and subject matter so that all of the standards 

could be addressed and all the benchmarks met by the end of the each school year for 

each grade.  

• Create demonstrations that model the necessary skills and ask students to employ these 

skills in their artwork. 

• Structure the class as a studio similar to the layout of the non-profit classroom setting. 

I think that it would be interesting to find out what happens when students who 

are used to following directions and are eager to please create under this teacher 

directed approach.  

Conclusion  

 In conclusion, transforming my art classroom into a functioning choice based art 

studio has been one of the greatest experiences I have had to date as an art educator. I 

created exactly what I had hoped for—a safe, creative atmosphere that encouraged 

personal voice—with little resistance from students who turned out to be much happier 
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creating artwork. My blog, Art with Ms. Alexa can be found at 

www.choicebasedartafterschool.blogspot.com. This blog details how I transformed by 

classroom and implemented a choice-based approach. This research opened my eyes and 

gave me high hopes for the future of art education and the students I am privileged to 

work with. Choice based art education requires a balance of routine, structure, 

organization and freedom. This style of teaching takes practice from the teacher and the 

students but it is so worth every moment seeing the ideas of young people come to life. 

Not only did I learn a lot about myself as an art educator but also about my students and 

their dreams in life. I loved teaching a choice-based approach and I look forward to the 

challenge of doing it all over again and improving on what I have learned through this 

project.   



FINDING	  MY	  WAY	  BACK	   39	  

References 

Bronson, P., & Merryman, A. (2010). Forget brainstorming. Newsweek Magazine. 

 Retrieved from: http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2010/07/12/forget-

brainstorming.html  

Bronson, P., & Merryman, A. (July). The Creativity crisis. Newsweek Magazine. 

 Retrieved from: http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2010/07/10/the-

creativity-crisis.html  

Bullock, J. (1988). Encouraging problem solving. Day Care and Early Education, 16(1), 

 24-27. 

Burnett, C. (2004). The art of play. Arts Monthly, 279, 1-4. 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1996). On Runco’s problem finding, problem solving and 

 creativity. Creativity Research Journal. 9(2), 267-268.  

Csikszentmihalyi, M.  (2000). Creativity: An Overview. Encyclopedia of Psychology.  2, 

 337-343, DOI: 10.1037/10517-126  

Douglas, K. (2004). Welcome to the Choice Studio Where Students Choose How to 

 Express Their Art Ideas. Arts & Activities, 136(1), 50-53. 

Douglas, K. (2012). Choice-Based Art. Arts & Activities, 152(3), 11. 

Douglas, K. M., & Jaquith,  D. B. (2009). Engaging Learners Through Artmaking 

 Choice-Based Art Education in the Classroom. New York, NY: Teachers College 

 Press. 

Drevdahl, J.E.(1956). Factors of Importance for Creativity.  Journal of Clinical 

 Psychology, 12(1), 21-26. 



FINDING	  MY	  WAY	  BACK	   40	  

Freedman, K. (2010). Rethinking Creativity: A Definition to Support Contemporary 

 Practice. Art Education, 63(2), 8-15. 

Hathaway, N. (2008). 10 Teaching and Learning Strategies in a “Choice-Based” Art 

 Program. Arts & Activities, 144(1), 36-53. 

Hathaway,	  N.	  (2013).	  Smoke	  and	  Mirrors:	  Art	  Teacher	  as	  Magician.	  Art	  Education,	  

	   66(3),	  	  9-‐15. 

Hennessey, B.A., &  Amabile, T.M. (2010). Creativity. Annual Review of Psychology, 

 61, 569-598. DOI: 10.1146/annurev.psych.093008.100416 

Jaquith, D. B., & Hathaway, N. E. (2012). The Learner-Directed Classroom Developing  

 Creative Thinking Skills Through Art. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Lodico, M. G., Spaudling, D. T., and Voegtle, K. H. (Eds.). (2006). Introduction to 

  educational research. In M. Lodico, D. Spaulding, and K. Voegtle (Eds.), 

 Methods in Educational   Research: From Theory to Practice (pp. 1-

 21). San Fransisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Maxwell, J. A. (2004). Methods: What will you actually do? In J. A. Maxwell, 

 Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach (pp. 95-99). Thousand 

  Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Perkins, E. G. & Carter, M. C. (2011). In Search of the Wild Things: The Choice, Voice, 

 and Challenge (CVC model) for Creative Instruction. Art Education, 64(1), 20-24. 

Pitri, E. (2013). Skills and Dispositions for Creative Problem Solving During the 

 Artmaking Process. Art Education, 66(2), 41-46. 

Pitri, E. (2001). The Role of Artistic Play in Problem Solving.  Art Education, 54(3), 46-

 51. 



FINDING	  MY	  WAY	  BACK	   41	  

Robinson, K. (2006). Ken Robinson says schools kill creativity. Ted Ideas worth 

 spreading. Retrieved from 

 http://www.ted.com/talks/ken_robinson_says_schools_kill_creativity.html	  

Roland, C. (Fall, 1991). Creativity and Art Education: A New Look at An Old 

 Relationship. NAEA Advisory. 

Schutt, R. K. (2011). Chapter 10: Qualitative Data Analysis. Investigating the Social 

 World: The Process and Practice of Research. (pp. 320-356). Thousand Oaks, 

 CA: Sage.  

Stake, R., & Munson, A. (2008). Qualitative Assessment of Arts Education. Arts 

 Education Policy Review, 109(6), 13-21. 

Zohrabi, M. (2012). An introduction to course and/or program evaluation. Journal of 

 Pan-Pacific Association of Applied Linguistics,15(2), 59-70. 

  



FINDING	  MY	  WAY	  BACK	   42	  

List of Figures and Figure Captions 

 

Figure 1:Classroom Center Layout 

Figure 2:Collage center resources 

Figure 3:Collage center material organization 

Figure 4: Children collaborating on bridge 

Figure 5:Drawing Studio 

Figure 6:Child artist working on personally developed collage 

 



FINDING	  MY	  WAY	  BACK	   43	  

Author Biography 
 

 Alexa Rae Garcia currently teaches art for the Collier County School District in 

Naples, FL, a position she accepted in August 2013. She was previously the Fine Arts 

Coordinator for the Boys & Girls Club of Collier County for 3 years. In her time in the 

classroom she has implemented various styles of curriculum for second grade through 

high school aged members. She currently teaches elementary art for more than 700 

students a week. Alexa graduated from Florida Gulf Coast University in May of 2010 and 

began working at The Club shortly after in July.  During her time at The Club she has 

been evolving as an educator and even more so since being accepted to the University of 

Florida Masters of Art Education program for the Spring 2012 semester. In her time at 

The Club she lead the art program to win Boys & Girls Club of America’s National Fine 

Arts Exhibit 2012 Best Group Project for their 24’ x 4’ Peter Max mural. She is currently 

striving to find a way back to the Choice Based Promised Land where students make art 

based on their personal interests and are intrinsically motivated. 

	  


