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Abstract 
 

 This research looks at the process of developing contemporary art curriculum my 

colleagues and I underwent in the Fall of 2013 and the months leading up to that time. 

Discussions between art educators about what needs to change and how to implement change in 

art education curriculum were an integral part of the study. The project focuses on the work of 

several art educators attempting new curricular practices in their art classrooms. Participants 

were surveyed about their implementation of the new art curriculum, and the results were 

critically analyzed exploring the experience of teaching the new curriculum at the beginning of 

the school year. The survey results document my exploration in current practices in art education 

and journey through collaborative curricular change. The research was summarized in a 

manuscript to be submitted for possible publication to art education research journals.
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My curiosity about developing an art curriculum began two years ago when I was placed 

on my school district’s art curriculum writing team. Using the backward design model of 

curriculum design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2011), a group of two other art educators and I set out 

to write the curriculum for the elementary schools in our district. Before this endeavor, the 

district had not developed any curriculum for elementary art. After a year and a half, we found 

ourselves in a debate about the value of teaching elements and principles of design and the 

importance of big ideas in art curriculum. The elements and principles have been the prevailing 

approach to teaching art in our schools for several years; while the use of big ideas to create 

more meaningful art lessons has become more predominate in recent years (Stewart & Walker, 

2005). We realized then that we were all in different places based on how we were trained and 

what we knew about contemporary, art curriculum practices and their influence on art 

education. This situation raised many questions for me about what an art curriculum should 

look like and how I could make suggestions to my colleagues.  

 Through my capstone research, I studied the process of making change and 

contemporary curriculum practices for art educators. To this end, I produced a survey that 

documented the implementation of a new art curriculum in our school district.  Then I wrote an 

article that summarizes the results and recommendations that emanated from the first six weeks 

of implementing the new curriculum.  

Statement of Problem 

 My research relates to the adaptation and implementation of contemporary curriculum 

practices in the art classroom. I have come to the realization that change is constant in education 

and educators need to be supported in our efforts to learn and grow professionally. Art 

educators should be informed by current art and educational theories in order to implement best 
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practices in curriculum. Through discussion with art educators in my school district, I have 

found a disconnect in what is being presented in university courses and in contemporary 

publications in art education, and art educators’ ability to put recommended concepts and 

strategies into practice. This disconnect is recognized as an issue in art education, and I think 

that this is attributed to art educator’s tendencies to stop learning and reading literature as they 

leave their university studies. I believe that this problem is relevant to art educators beyond my 

school district who are similarly looking to instruct students using contemporary art education 

practices.  

Purpose or Goals of the Study 

 The purpose of my research was to investigate the process of designing and 

implementing a new art curriculum in my school district. For my capstone project, I examined 

how the art educators in my school district approached the changes presented in the new district 

art curriculum. I produced an online survey to initiate discussion among my colleagues about 

contemporary art curriculum practices, to capture the changes that have already been made, and 

to facilitate future planning for our district. The results of the district art educator survey will 

aid in future planning for the curriculum implementation.   

Research Questions 

 This project was guided by inquiry into how curriculum is developed by a team of art 

educators at the local level.  Within the challenge of implementing curricular change within my 

school district, questions arose about the state of contemporary art curriculum and how art 

educators are demonstrating best practices in their classrooms. My research questions were as 

follows: 

 1. How do you enact change in art curriculum? 
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  a. How do previous teaching experiences affect an art teacher’s willingness to   

  change? 

  b. How do past educational paradigms affect changes in art curriculum? 

  c. How do contemporary studio art practices inspire and inform art education   

  practices? 

 2. How does a professional learning community develop reflection among participants?  

  a. How does technology bring people together when introducing curriculum? 

  b. How can the process of discussion build a sense of a community of  

     practitioners?   

  c. How does the process of ongoing feedback build a sense of community? 

Rationale and Significance of the Study 

  I discovered observed a gap between what I know and have learned about contemporary 

art education and what art educators in my district often implement. I initially saw this through 

my first meeting with the art educators in my district that included each art teacher sharing their 

favorite lesson plan. There wasn’t a set curriculum we needed to follow, so we were all teaching 

different concepts, skills, and techniques to our own interpretations of the state art standards. 

Many art educators seem deeply entrenched in past art educational paradigms, while others are 

open to change and implementation of best practices. The reason behind the study is the need 

for art educators to have opportunities to discuss the practices being presented in contemporary 

publications in relation to the practices enacted in their classrooms, and to be able to act 

meaningfully on those discussions.  
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 The art teachers who participated in teaching the new curriculum in my district and 

reflected on it for my study had the opportunity to develop ideas and converse about the ways 

that they are implementing new, art curriculum practices.  This project provided art educators an 

avenue of discussion about contemporary art and art education practices as they engage in the 

process of implementing changes in our district art curriculum.  

Assumptions 

 I assume that changes need to be made to art curriculum to bring them in line with 

contemporary theories and practices of artmaking, teaching, and learning. I believe this process 

can be prompted by access to professional development related to contemporary art education. I 

also assume that individual art educators who so choose to enact change may sometimes 

struggle to have a voice in presenting current practices to their colleagues. Based on my 

personal experience, I assume that other art educators are encountering challenges in their 

attempts to promote contemporary practices in their districts.  

Definition of Terms 

Art Education Paradigm.  A paradigm is a pattern or model of art education practice 

that a community of art educators value or practice. Changes occur as art educators accept and 

implement different paradigms. Changes in the model of curriculum over time include looking 

at the continuity, revision, and depth-and-breadth of instructional practices in art education. 

Through the practices of educational visions, the conceptual system shared by a group of 

educators becomes a paradigm (Efland, 2004). 

Backward Design Model.  Backward design is a method of writing educational 

curriculum based on targeting the knowledge and understanding students need to have as a 

result of the instruction before selecting the method of instruction or assessment. In the three 



	   	   11	  

stages of writing curriculum using backward design, the creation of the lesson plan is the last 

step. Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe developed the backward design model. The format looks 

at critical questions and focuses on what students truly need to understand for more meaningful 

instruction (Wiggins, 1982).  

Big Ideas. Big ideas is the term for core concepts, principles, theories, and processes 

that serve as the focal points of curricula, instruction and assessment. Big ideas create a 

connection between art and subjects in general education. These concepts guide the curriculum 

and are similar to themes, topics, or issues that reflect big questions that are investigated over 

time (Stewart & Walker, 2005). 

Creative Self-Expression. This is a modernist movement in art education focusing on 

the individual personality of the child through the concept that children are instinctive artists. 

Freudian psychoanalysis and expressionist aesthetic lead to the child-centered pedagogy in 

Progressive Schools in the 1920s. In this model, children are seen as innately creative and 

influenced to create by the artist-teacher. The idea of art education being free from restrictions 

and based in children’s experience began through finger painting, which led to the ideology of 

self-expression through child art as popular culture (Stankiewicz, 2001). 

Discipline Based Art Education (DBAE). This is a movement in art education that 

focuses on aesthetics, art criticism, art history, and art production. This model provides 

opportunities for students to discuss and respond to artwork in addition to artistic expression. 

The five –year project “Transforming Education Through the Arts Challenge” (TETAC) built 

upon DBAE theory and practice in art education leading to interdisciplinary teaching with a 

comprehensive approach to arts education (Stewart & Walker, 2005). 
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Essential Question. Essential questions are used in the backward design model of 

curriculum writing. The essential question organizes your unit of study for student reflection on 

a real-world, experience driven question. Essential questions engage and focus learning with life 

questions that foster thinking about a concept or issue (Wiggins & McTighe, 2011). 

 Integrated Curriculum. Integrated curriculum is instruction based in connecting 

social, historical, cultural, or other subject area content with the art instruction. In the context of 

the school curriculum, the subject areas can include, but are not limited to, science, social 

studies, history, language arts, or math. In an integrated curriculum, different subject areas are 

blended together to create meaningful connections (Stewart & Walker 2005).  

Professional Learning Community (PLC). The purpose of professional learning 

communities is development of collaborative learning with colleagues in your field. They are 

used in schools to aide teachers working in groups for sustained improvement in the schools and 

districts. Professional Learning Communities are built with a common goal, mission, vision, and 

values with the purpose of reducing isolation of teachers (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008). 

Visual Culture. Visual Culture Art Education is the practice of studying culture through 

historical, cross-cultural, aesthetic, and social contexts. Visual Culture Art Education is focused 

in enriching and enhancing student learning through connections to art. In art curriculum, 

artworks are studied in their contexts with the history of the images for authentic instruction 

based in issues that affect student’s culture. It allows students to begin to question and 

understand the contemporary world around them by viewing the artistic process behind each 

visual idea they view, and addressing how the images and designed objects are meaningful to 

visual culture (Duncum, 2002). 
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Limitations of the Study 

 This study had limitations due to its focus on a sampling of discussion between art 

educators that I know and who were willing to participate. The study did not include art 

curriculum recommendations that should be used as contemporary best practice, but rather a 

collection of data to support implementing change. The study is limited to the discussion of 

participants in my school district who committed to participating in the survey, and had a small 

sampling of about twenty, elementary art educator’s opinions and experiences.  

Literature Review 

 Paradigms throughout the history of art education led to ideas reflected in contemporary 

art education practice (Efland, 2004). Art classroom practices changed over time, reflecting 

prevailing theories about what art is and how it is made and best taught. Several scholars have 

explored the modifications and development of art education scholars including Freedman 

(2011), Gude (2004), Efland (2004), Stankiewicz (2001), and Duncum (2002). Through their 

work, we learn that art education is always changing.  

A Brief History of Art Education 

 By understanding past movements in art education, art educators can cultivate new ideas 

and practices as leaders in the field (Freedman, 2011). Based on the research of Rousseau and 

Pestalozzi, Friedrich Frobel initiated a child-centered curriculum known as kindergarten for 

young children focused in the development of sensory, creative, and hands on learning 

(Sienkiewicz, 1985). When art education was brought into higher-level classrooms, it was 

viewed as a means of teaching representational drawing from nature for the development of 

technical skill. With the decorative and representational arts, the Industrial Revolution allowed 

for the emergence of the art specialist as the expert to provide constructive art education in 
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technical drawing skills (Stankiewicz, 2001). As art education began to evolve in this country, 

studies based on research of children’s growth and development took the forefront in giving 

students imaginative, self-expressive, learning experiences (Eisner, 2004). These beginning 

initiatives set the foundation for art education as we know it today. Based on the idea that 

anyone can draw, visual arts formed as a language all students could learn through public 

education (Stankiewicz, 2001).  

 Creative self-expression was founded in emerging social reform about childhood and  

artmaking in the twentieth century (Duncum, 2002). During this time, children were seen as  

instinctive artists who followed universal developmental patterns (Stankiewicz, 2001). After art 

education turned from structured study to creative self-expression, art became a means to make 

life special, to occupy time away from work, celebrate community history, and bring people 

together (Stankiewicz, 2001). The addition of aesthetics or aesthetic theory led to the emphasis 

of analyzing visuals and forms as a part of art education. The beauty and appreciation of art led 

to the development of terminology to discuss artwork. Building on the work of Arthur Wesley 

Dow terminology was developed to discuss artwork with the elements and principles of design 

(Walkup, 2001).  

 The elements and principles of design have had a profound impact on the teaching of art 

production and discussion since the early twentieth century, and are seen as a way to judge and 

evaluate an art product. The use of the elements and principles of design are still seen in 

contemporary art classrooms, and are often the foundation of the curriculum. As art education 

evolved over the twentieth century, Discipline Based Art Education (DBAE) was instituted as a 

framework for creating a rigorous curriculum focused in art production, art history, art criticism, 

and art production (Stankiewicz, 2001). Research on the influence and reformation of Discipline 
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Based Art Education (DBAE) was explored and implemented through the Transforming 

Education Through the Arts Challenge (TETAC) (Hutchens & Pankratz, 2000). TETAC was a 

task force of art educators from six regional organizations that worked to develop curriculum 

guidelines (Stewart & Walker, 2005). The reform in curriculum continued to progress through 

the development of National Standards for art education over the next few years.  

 Contemporary art education curriculum reform efforts include multicultural education, 

visual culture art education, and thematic integrated curricula guided by big ideas (Efland, 

2004; Stewart & Walker, 2005). These movements look at educating students through the 

examination of art from diverse cultures, the examination of visual experience in everyday life, 

and blending art with other school subjects. Amid the change, there is still ongoing, and 

unquestioned dependence on past models of art educational practice in contemporary art 

curriculum.  In some cases, this has led to the lack of addressing the contemporary best 

practices of teaching 21st- century skills and big ideas that are a part of contemporary 

movements in art curriculum (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005). Writing curriculum based in big 

ideas and addressing critical questions provides art educators with the ability to focus their 

teaching on what students truly need to know and understand (Wiggins, 1989).  

The Art Curriculum 

 There is the educational saying that you teach the way you’ve been taught. With these 

past, shifting models in art education, there are often misconceptions about what should be 

placed in contemporary art curriculum. Art educators are taught about current practices through 

their courses of study during their professional training. Student teaching and professional 

teaching experience further shapes the knowledge and effectiveness of art educators as they get 

a classroom of their own.  
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 There is an overwhelming amount of information on the different approaches to creating 

art curriculum. All of the past movements seem to find their way into contemporary art 

curriculum. Gude (2004) addresses the need to move away from past traditions in contemporary 

art curriculum. She specifically speaks to the need to move away from the modernist philosophy 

that the elements and principles of design are the essence of artmaking in art curriculum (Gude, 

2004). The constant exploration and restructuring of art curriculum is often a pitfall for the 

misconceptions and lack of support for art education and art educators.  

 By knowing the past of art curriculum in schools, one is able to understand how other art 

educators have been trained in the past. When writing art curriculum using contemporary 

practices, big ideas allow for teaching for understanding over the basic knowledge and skills 

(Walker, 2001). Big ideas allow for art educators to build meaning beyond basic elements and 

principles of design and focus on real-world, life concepts and issues. The elements and 

principles of design could each be seen as big ideas, but instruction is not solely based on the 

design concepts. This interdisciplinary approach to art education allows for students to reflect 

on essential questions. This reflection connects art to real-world experiences and builds 

knowledge on a topic throughout life encounters with the subject matter (Stewart & Walker, 

2005). The use of big ideas and essential questions fall are a fundamental component of the 

backward design model of writing art curriculum. Through this model, educators are able to 

look at what they want students to understand and be skilled at first, so that they are able to then 

create a lesson or unit that builds to the knowledge students need (Wiggins & McTighe, 2011).  

 Through connections to and progress from the past, art educators can develop changes in 

art curriculum as effective advocacy and leadership for art education. When defining 

curriculum, it can roughly be defined as “what students have an opportunity to learn (and not) 



	   	   17	  

(May, 1990). The process of implementing new art curriculum practices leads to many points of 

view about art curriculum. May (1990) describes the theoretical framework of implementing 

change and reveals the different lenses in curriculum deliberation. The lenses include the 

teacher’s personal knowledge, the collaborative conversations, and the context of the formal 

meeting. As I found in my research, these discussions rely heavily on the communication 

between art educators and lend themselves to the formation of professional learning 

communities among art educators. Community built between educators allows for organization 

of teachers, development in accountability, quality pedagogy, and increased understanding of 

teaching standards (DuFour, DuFour, & Eakers, 2008). 

Methodology 

  This study was completed as participatory action research. Lodico, Spaulding, and 

Voegtle (2010) define action research as studying the process of enhancing and improving 

current practices in a specific classroom, school, or district. In participatory action research, we 

study a process that we are a part of and use our own experiences to gather information we 

reflect on to learn more about ourselves and our communities (McGinty & Waters-Adams, 

2006). The aim is combining knowledge and action for change and community improvement. 

This study combined experiential knowledge and action to make recommendations for 

how curriculum is revised. The initial collection of data occurred during curriculum writing 

meetings through documentation of discussions between the three art educators writing the 

district art curriculum. The participants in the study analyzed the process of implementing 

curriculum by conversing and reflecting about current research and curriculum theory. Along 

with the conversations, a survey was taken by each participant to reveal their improvement and 
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practices in the art classroom after the implementation of the curriculum. The action research 

study focused on the perspectives of the art educators and the examination of their experiences.  

The new curriculum was written based on the backward design model template provided 

by our school district. The curriculum writing team consists of two elementary art educators 

from my district and myself who wrote the content of the curriculum. The curriculum 

implemented in the study was written by the three of us over a two-year period of time during 

district-organized curriculum planning meetings. Using the backward design model as our 

template for the art curriculum, we began by establishing the desired results of our student 

learning including goals, student understandings, essential questions, and big ideas. The art 

curriculum was written according to the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), which 

are the state of Texas’ standards for students. The TEKS were recently updated and adopted for 

implementation in 2015. The art curriculum is written with the new changes in mind following 

the newly adopted TEKS.  

Along with the art curriculum format, we have developed several resources for 

interpreting the TEKS and implementing big ideas. Some of the resources include a big idea 

bank that lists suggested big ideas, essential questions, and contemporary artists that art teachers 

can select to teach in their lessons, a rubric evaluating student performance levels according to 

the district’s standards based report card, and a media chart displaying when the TEKS define 

which materials and techniques must be used by each grade level. Each art teacher in our district 

has the ability to select their own big idea and learning plan to meet the criteria of the learning 

goal of the unit and the evidence of learning on the district rubric. The art curriculum is seen as 

an outline of what student should know and be able to do by the end of each unit, while each art 

educator has the ability to instruct according to their own learning plan. 
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The research took place when the art educators participated in the implementation of the 

new art curriculum over a six-week period. The study also included training in contemporary art 

education practices, and the backward design model provided by Daisy McTighe, Nancy 

Walkup, Dr. Christina Bain, and the curriculum writing team. Participants were encouraged to 

contribute to discussion occurring in the district professional learning community meetings, and 

used the time to reflect on their understanding of the art curriculum. The participants were asked 

to complete a survey at the end of their new art curriculum implementation, as a resource for 

reflection on the continued journey of writing curriculum.  

The Survey Instrument  

The participating educators completed an anonymous survey to help the curriculum 

writing team learn more about the art education community in our district. Participating art 

educators gave information from their teaching and life experiences by logging on to a survey 

website that displays five questions with a space for typed responses. The survey asked for 

information on the art educator’s experience with art curriculum and curriculum changes.  

1. What big idea did you implement in the new 5th grade art curriculum? And, how did 

you teach it? 

2. What do you feel worked well in the new art curriculum?  

3. What do you wish you had more information about relating to the new art curriculum? 

4. Where did you see a need for improvement in the new art curriculum? 

5. How do you think we should implement the new art units of curriculum next year? 

What is doable for you? 

 These questions built on the professional learning community discussions, and provided 

additional opportunities for the participants to express thoughts on their experiences. Some may 
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have found it easier to be honest in the anonymous survey than in person. I aggregated the 

results of the survey and created visuals that displays the results of implementing new art 

curriculum and changes suggested by the participants. The data was recorded and used to 

update and continue the process of writing contemporary art curriculum for the school district.  

Subjects  

In addition to implementing the new backward design model curriculum, the group of 

elementary art educators who participated in this study were also asked to complete a survey. 

Participants included the twenty (out of twenty-one) art educators from my school district that 

committed to taking the anonymous survey and implementing the new art curriculum. I 

expected this group of educators would offer different perspectives in the process of 

implementing change.  

 The survey was conducted online, and discussions that took place in our professional 

learning community through meetings in the schools and via email. The research took place 

over the Fall 2013 semester, and was used to generate the supplemental resources and 

information that came from the participants’ discussions.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

 I analyzed the data collected through the survey for themes based on big ideas, 

participation, and aspects of the curriculum (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). Through 

discussion occurring at the professional learning community meetings, the art educators were 

able to discuss the success of implementing the art curriculum. The discussion was mined for 

trends, patterns, and themes, and then used to create visuals that interpret the discussions of the 

particiapants. Looking across information collected from the participants via the survey, I was 

able to create generalizations about the process of implementing contemporary art curriculum. I 
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aimed to explore, interpret, and understand the contexts of the participants’ teaching situations 

through observation of the discussion and taking an interactive role in understanding the 

experiences of each art educator. All of the information and data collected is reported using 

narrative rather than numbers (Lodicio, Spaulding, & Voetle, 2010).  

To analyze the information and discussions found in the online survey, the data was 

entered into visual organizers. The participant’s responses were placed in charts and tables to 

group participants with similar ideology and relay information about the growth of the art 

educators. The survey data was analyzed thematically, coded, and categorized and put into the 

graphic maps. When the maps were completed, member-checking by participants occured for 

feedback on the display of their ideas (Creswell & Miller, 2000). 

Limitations  

 Due to the span of the project, the implementation and survey took place over a six-

week period of time. It was also limited to participants that I had contact with and could 

participate within the time span.  

Findings 

 The goal of the study was to explore the process of applying contemporary art practices 

within a school district, and the exploration of art educator’s growth through reflection and 

training in curricular practices. This was investigated through the collaborative development 

and implementation of new art curriculum written in the backward design format featuring fifth 

grade instruction at twenty elementary schools. This was done while questioning the process of 

enacting change in art curriculum and the development of reflection in the professional learning 

community.  

 This section looks at the experience of the twenty art educators as they implemented the 
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new art curriculum and reveals the discoveries in the process of making changes in a district-

wide curriculum implementation.  It also reports on the building of community among the 

participants in the study as they engaged in the art curriculum implementation.  

 Analyzing the survey, I was able to see what big ideas the participants were comfortable 

with using during their first implementation of the art curriculum. Though the art teachers in the 

study were given a resource with twenty-six big ideas listed with connecting essential questions 

and contemporary artist, the participants were most comfortable with using six different big 

ideas. The big ideas used in the first implementation included community, communication, 

environment, fantasy, history, and perspective. The most commonly used big idea was 

community followed by environment. The results of the study in relation to the use of big ideas 

can be seen in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. The use of big ideas by participants in the new district art curriculum 
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2, the participants overwhelmingly felt that student understanding was improved through the 

implementation of the new art curriculum. The participants also felt that the use of big ideas 

was a successful aspect of the art curriculum. Part of the curriculum the participants felt worked 

with the implementation of the curriculum included improvement in discussion about art, using 

essential questions, provided resources, and help with organization. The participants were also 

asked in the survey about what didn’t work well for them during the first implementation. The 

participants’ felt that they need more time and training in regards to the new art curriculum, and 

that in the next meetings together we should share lesson ideas and provide examples of the 

curriculum’s learning plans. One participant stated, “It would have been nice to see a completed 

lesson plan. An example of what you chose as the big idea and what lesson plans you used to 

support that idea.” The results of this question can be seen in Figure 3.  

 Overall, I found that change is a slow process and though I may be able to change my 

teaching practices in a short period of time, others implementing the same art curriculum may 

find it a challenge and require more training or encouragement to continue on the journey of 

change.  

 

Figure 2. What worked well when instructing with the new curriculum 
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Where do we need to improve? 

• More planning time. 

• More dialogue about curriculum. 

• Planning time together. 

• Collaboration on lesson planning. 

• Provide examples.  

 

Figure 3. Where do we need to improve 

Enacting Change, Slow but Steady 

 At the beginning of this process, it took the curriculum writing team a lot of reading and 

research to understand the importance of backward design. Also, this was the first time my 

school district has implemented any type of district-wide art curriculum. Though we did not 

have one hundred percent participation with this first implementation period in August, the 

survey showed an eagerness to accept the changes and learn new concepts to continue 

implementation throughout all of the grade levels (see Figure 4). Even with the professional 

development in the area of current art education practices, the art educators felt that they still 

need more training in understanding big ideas and there needs for simplification of the 

formatting grid work of the art curriculum. A participant stated, “I don't feel like I am familiar 

with the new curriculum. It was like a crash course with a lot of information presented quickly. 

While I understood what was presented, I feel like I don't know it well enough to use it. I would 

like to learn this in pieces.” This finding reminds me that this study is just a glimpse into the 

start of a long journey of change. I now know that slow and steady collaboration with 



	   	   25	  

participants of this study will encourage change and the continued implementation of the 

backward design model art curriculum.   

 

 
 

Figure 4. Visual representation of participants from my school district 
 

  

 One example of the slow process was seen in the art educator’s discussion during our 

professional learning community meeting about future implementation. As you can see in 

Figure 5, the participants are leaning towards only implementing the backward design model 

for one grade level throughout the next school year. Out of the six grade levels that we teach, 

only one would experience the new curriculum, building on the first unit taught this school year. 

The art educators were hesitant about implementing more units without a full understanding of 

the units they just completed. With further training and continued support the process of 

enacting change is gaining support. 
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Future 
Implementation Rate 

Number 
Supporting 

Multiple Grade Levels 6 

A Single Grade Level 
For a Year 

9 

One Grade Level Half a 
Year 

4 

One Unit 1 
 

Figure 5. Suggested future implementation rate 

 

Communication is Key, You Must Listen To Be Heard 

 Throughout the process of implementing the new art curriculum, the art educators in the 

district have begun communicating with each other about teaching practices more often than in 

previous years. In the past, our professional development mainly included museum and 

technical training. Though those resources are important components of classroom instruction, 

the meetings about the new art curriculum, training on big ideas, and discussion about the 

changes helped us create a community of reflection and discussion. The creation of the 

professional learning community within the elementary art teacher group allowed us to find a 

common goal and mission. We have shifted the focus of our professional development to be 

about contemporary art education practices, making sure that each art teacher understands the 

teaching practices and potential to enhance student learning.  

 The art teachers involved in this project have started relying on each other through 

constant email communication with questions and resources they have found. Through online 

communication the participants are gaining a better understanding of the art curriculum 

implementation process. The development of a professional learning community amongst our 
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art educators has developed a sense of mutual understanding, with a common goal along with 

the mission and values of our group.  

The use of professionally learning communities (PLC) in my school district started six 

years ago. During the implementation of the PLC, the art teachers in the district at that time 

were able to develop a mission for elementary art education in our district. We used this mission 

to develop a goal for each school year. The PLC was a source of strife between the art educators 

in the district for the first couple of years due to the debate over what should really be taught in 

elementary art and how students should be evaluated according to the implementation of 

standards based report cards.  

Since PLCs were started throughout the district, administration then provided the 

elementary art PLC with meetings dates throughout the year. It started with two meetings one in 

August and one in January. We have stressed the importance of these meetings and this school 

year we were provided with two in August, one in October, and one in January. Two years ago I 

became the leader of the PLC and started the process by making a goal of helping the art 

teachers focus on learning about contemporary art education. I have used this position to help 

provide literature and resources for the art teachers to read and respond to during our meetings, 

and I have brought in several presenters to help support this endeavor. Through the frontloading 

of information, resources, and presentations two years ago, the art teachers were open to the 

training the curriculum writing team presented at the beginning of the art curriculum 

implementation. Over the past two years, the PLC has come to rely on each other and with each 

meeting we become more knowledgeable about art education together. 

 This format of community allows for communication amongst all the members that 

allows for open and honest reflection. The use of email communication, and the online survey 
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served as a way to bring people together when introducing new art curriculum (see Figure 6). 

The use of an email group evolved as a result of our professional learning community meetings, 

and included all of the participants allowing for quick discussion relating to questions, concepts, 

and resources. It allowed for instant communication with others and allowed for a sense of 

community. The discussion that occurred digitally and in person allowed for increased 

opportunities for collaboration.  

 
Figure 6. Photograph of professional learning community after first curriculum meeting  

Summary Across Findings 

 The commonalities in the findings reveal the balance between open and honest 

communication with the participants’ acceptance of the proposed curricular changes. The 

findings reveal that during the process of implementing new art curriculum, art educators need 

to be able to communicate with each other to foster a willingness to change. The professional 

learning community became a place for teaching new concepts with honest feedback, along 

with being a venue for discussion about the new art curriculum. 
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Surprisingly, teaching experience or length of time in the school district did not become 

a major factor in the participants’ wiliness to change. Though the art educators involved in the 

project had different teaching experience, their acceptance of the art curriculum relied on their 

readiness to change not upon their understanding of their past teaching experiences. The past 

educational paradigms came up in our professional learning community discussion, as we talked 

about the changes in current trends in art education. Through discussion we found that there are 

important past practices, but the process of implementing the new art curriculum revealed how 

the past paradigms have evolved into the current art curriculum. This was seen during our 

lesson sharing and art techniques session during our professional development. The participants 

each shared an art practice or skill they use to inspire their lessons. The art techniques and skills 

were then discussed in relation to big ideas and the backward design model of curriculum. The 

practice of artmaking is the skill students should gain by implementing the art education 

practices.  

 The feedback given anonymously through the online survey allowed for honest 

responses to the implementation of the art curriculum that will help direct the course of future 

implementation, as seen in Figure 7. Throughout this process, the curriculum writing team has 

continued to meet and write the full curriculum for full-year elementary art curriculum. The 

curriculum writing team will use all of my findings through the survey results to approach the 

implementation of the other new units we have written. Though the survey feedback did not 

build a sense of community due to its isolation and anonymity, participants were able to give 

feedback in open discussion during our professional learning community meeting. We were 

able to judge people’s comfort levels with the implementation, and identify areas of needed 

improvement in the curriculum and resources.  
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Figure 7. Sample participant survey response 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

 The goal of the research was to investigate the process and practice of applying current 

art curriculum in a district setting. Contemporary art education practices are a reflection of the 

changes throughout art education history (Efland, 2004). The use of big ideas and critical 

questions within the backward design model of curriculum allows art educators the ability to 

focus on what students need to know and understand (Wiggins, 1989). Through the backward 

design curriculum format, my school district began the process of implementing new district-

wide curriculum. The participating art educators from my school district implemented the 

curriculum through training, discussion, and professional development. Dialogue and inquiry 

are a foundation for curriculum reform allowing the needed time and space for collaboration 

(May, 1990).   
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 After the implementation, participants completed a survey displaying their 

understanding of big ideas, along with their needs for continuation of the curriculum. As an 

active participant in the process, I was able to enhance and improve my own teaching practices 

alongside the other participants in this project. I found that change is possible if people are 

willing to imagine new possibilities and be reflective about their work. Accepting the new art 

curriculum was aided by the administration’s push to support the new curriculum though there 

is still a need for continued discussion and training. All but one participant actively engaged in 

implementing the new curriculum in their classroom.   

Discussion and Interpretation of Findings 

 This study reveals the beginning stages of implementing new art curriculum in a school 

district. The writing of the art curriculum, training of the art educators, and resulting feedback 

allow for a glimpse into the process of implementing new art curriculum in the backward design 

format. Going through this journey, I have learned about the amount of resources and ideas that 

are available to those writing curriculum, but I have yet to find many art educators that have 

experienced writing district curriculum. I feel that the process is never-ending, but with the 

implementation of the first unit this year I was able to see the practical implication of the unit 

we created and the slow process of change. I have come to the realization that providing the 

tools and resources for change allows art educators to build their own experiences implementing 

new curriculum. It is impossible to make someone change that doesn’t want to change, but the 

collaboration and communication amongst the participants allows for art curriculum reform. 

The pressures from the administration and continued requirement of implementing more units 

will provide practice to those who are building on the units they added this year. This will allow 

time for those who didn’t participate to find their place in understanding the new art curriculum. 
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The results of our collaborative writing group have been successful and I can’t wait to see how 

it continues to grow and develop. Though our art curriculum is emphasizing the important 

concepts and standards that should be taught, the slow and conceptual discussion that has come 

from the writing is the biggest take-away piece I have seen. The process is a slow moving 

tanker ship charting a new direction rather than a speedboat changing course.  

Significance, Implications, and Recommendations 

 The significance of this study is the personal experience I share about writing and 

implementing new art curriculum with my colleagues. Art educators are often isolated in their 

classrooms. The steps my district has taken to create a professional learning community 

amongst the elementary art educators have allowed for discussion, inquiry, and training of the 

art educators. The findings of this study are valuable to any educator implementing new art 

curriculum practices, building a group of educators, or looking to make a change in their school 

district.  

 Within the area of art education and art curriculum reform, I believe that it should be 

district policy to delegate time for art educators to come together to discuss art education trends 

and complete professional development together. Building a community together is in the best 

interest of student learning, and the collaboration between art educators leads to the 

enhancement of the district’s art education. Along with this, the importance of professional 

development for educators in the field of art education is revealed as necessary for collaboration 

and training within the field.  

 As I continue forward, I plan to conduct additional research within the backward design 

model and implementing new art curriculum. At this point, the curriculum writing team is 

meeting again to discuss the results I received in the survey. We will take the next step in 
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curriculum implementation next August with a second presentation to the principals and art 

educators who will have to take on teaching using the backward design model and big ideas for 

the entire school year.  

Conclusion 

 My personal journey of research in the backward design model and curriculum writing 

over the past three years preceded the research done in this study. This in-depth study has lead 

to reflection into the process of implementing change on a large scale through a school district. 

Though it is just the beginning of the process, I believe it is an important description of one art 

teacher’s experience writing and implementing a new art curriculum with twenty of her 

colleagues. I am submitting a summary of my experiences over the past three years to a peer-

reviewed art education publication in the hopes of sharing my story with a wider audience.  

Though I started the journey of writing art curriculum before entering my graduate 

studies, the research and learning I have done throughout this program has shaped the entire 

process and has helped to allow me to reflect on the process and observe the uniqueness of my 

experience. The growth in our ability to enact and engage change, as well as the development in 

communication amongst the art educators has surpassed my expectations. The survey results 

allow us to reflect, improve, and engage in dialogue to keep this process moving forward. 

Change is not something widely accepted over a short period of time, and the transformation in 

our instruction will be developed in the years to come.
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Appendix A 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Engaging Contemporary Curriculum 

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Kelley Quinn McGee, a master’s student 
in the art education program at University of Florida. This research is being conducted as part of a 
graduate capstone project, supervised by Jodi Kushins and Craig Roland of University of Florida. Your 
participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Please read the information below and ask questions about 
anything you do not understand, before deciding whether or not to participate. 

This project is designed to examine the development of contemporary art curriculum in elementary art 
classrooms through discussion on a blog and a survey concerning your experience implementing the 
curriculum in accordance with the school district’s backward design model for elementary education. 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following things over a period of 
eight weeks: 

1. Read blog posts and participate in related discussions among your peers. 
2. Brainstorm ways to enhance and improve the current district curriculum development practices. 
3. Post responses, articles, images, and other resources as comments on the blog. 
4. Participate in a survey about your personal experience implementing new curriculum concepts. 

The written information you provide will remain with me, the principal researcher, but findings from the 
research will be available to the public through University of Florida.  Your names, titles and other 
private information will be kept confidential including all blog posts. Though blog posts will not be 
anonymous on the blog site, each participate will be given an alias when discussed in the study like 
Blogger #1. Any materials I collect will remain in a locked filing cabinet or password-protected digital 
folder throughout the study. The principal investigator is hopeful that your participation in this research 
will result in us all learning more about contemporary curricular practices in the classroom and becoming 
more aware of how to create meaningful experiences for students. 

There are no potential physical risks or chances of physical discomfort that will take place during this 
research.  You can choose whether or not to be in this study.  There is no penalty for not participating.  If 
you volunteer to be in this study, you may withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind. You 
may also refuse to answer any questions you do not want to answer. If you have any questions or 
concerns about this research, please contact Kelley Quinn McGee, principal researcher at 817.845.3747 or 
email kquinn2@dentonisd.org. The University of Florida’s Review Board has reviewed my request to 
conduct this project. If you have any concerns about your rights in this study, please contact the IRB 
Compliance Hotline at (352) 294-5549.  

I understand the procedures described above. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I 
agree to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this form. 

____________________________________                          ____________________________________                                    

Printed Name of Subject                                                            Signature of Subject  Date 
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Appendix B 

New Art Curriculum Survey 
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Appendix C 

Survey Responses By Participant 
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