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Talking With Young Children

Art

Robert Schirrmacher

Faur-year-ald Justin, holding his drip-
ping.wet painting by its two upper
carners, rushes up to vou, The running
¢olors have formed several dark
blotches. Beaming with pride, he thrusts
his painting at you and says expectntly,
“Look what | painted”

ust what can you say? Should

you praise i, encourage more

painting, critique the work, ar
fesnain nonjudgmental? What is the
best way to talk with young chil-
dren about their art?

As adults, we are [ascinated with
children’s art. We know that it pro-
vides us with a belter under-
standing of chiidren’s-develop-
mental status {Gardner, 1980;
Goodnow, 1977; Schirrmacher,
J98(). Even 30, there has been little
empirical research on creativity In
the early years (Smith, 1982).

Because wa know 5o little about
the artistic and aesthetic behaviors
of young children (Taunton & Col-
bert, 1984), teachers and parents
are often unsure about the best way
to respoad to children's artwork.
This articte will take six traditional
approaches to children’s art and
analyze the impact eackh one has on
the child artist, We wiil then offer
alternate, and more appropriate,
ways 1o respend.
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Traditional approaches to
children’s art

Complimentary approach

Comments like “That's a begu-
fiful painiing™ or “OA, how lovely™
or “Yes, very stice” are typicai of the
complimentary approach. In turn,
the chiid will often smile, say
“thank you."” and walk away.

How many opbortunities for a
rich verbal dialogue were missed!
in addition, these vague expres-
sions have become [ittle more than
overworked platitudes. Mice, for ex-
ample. as in “Have a nice day,” has
bean used so freely that it lacks
meaning and sincerity, What is a
nice or premy picture? Who sets the
standards? How might more spe-
¢ific feedback emhance the child's
artistic development?

Judgmental approach

Similarly, with the judgmental
approach the adult tefls children
their art is good or grear—"That's
great work, Susan{” Most of us do
ot want to rank children’s art as
good, better. or best. so we simply
tett all children that any and all of
their art is good. Beiore long, these
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terms, too, hecome overwerkad and
meaningless. As a result we lose
aur credibility with the chiidren.
How can one child's impulsive
scribble and another’s derailed
scene hoth be good? Such empty
judgmments convey a rubber-stamp,
production line attitude,

Valuing approach

When we teil chitdren “f lize that
a lo” or “Oh, I just foue itf* we are
using a valuing approach. Children
should create to express them-
selves, not to please adults. It is im-
portant that you tell children that
you appreciate ail the ime and of-
fort they spend creating their art.
However. rewarding and encour-
aging a <hild for the process is [ar
differsnt irom putting your personal
stamp of approval on the finished
product. Valuing the product over
the procass is a very limited way of
viewing art, especially since the
process is often much more impor-
tant to the child than the final
product {Francks, 1979). .

All too oftan. stereotypic, imper-
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Figure 1. Alf i often. stereotvine, impersonal arr is what we hang on the bullenn
board or refrigeratar door.

scnal art is what we hang on the
bulletin board or on the refrigeratar
door: a drawing of a square house
topped with a trianguiar roof and a
smoking chimney, flanked by trees
and flowers. Often there are two
windows with parted curtains and a
smiling sun in the sky (Figure 1).
Many children create art that is
personal. Much of this exprassion
in the early vears will qot be repre-
sentational. and therefore not
always recognizable by adults. But
the art is still very important to the

_ artist and to our understanding of

90

the artist's development.

Questioning approach

With the questoning approach,
an adult directly and bluntly asks
“What i5 #t?" or “What & that sup-
posed 1o be?” An older or very
verbal child may respond. but many
children cannot verbalize what they
have represented go a very per-

|

sopal level, How daes a child say “f
painted how | feel when everyone
ignores me” or “[ enjoyed watching
the blue painr drip onto the red™?

When we demand to know what
something is, children may shrug
their shoulders, cast their eyes
downward, say “f don't know.” or
walk away. If we persist, “Well; is it
a person or an animal? childran
are likely to verbally play along
with us just to end the interroga-
tion. Consequently, they certainly
will not feel very positive about
what they have created.

Much of young children’s art is
private, egocentric, and not in-
tended to lock like something,
Therefore, it is unwise and even
harmiut to ask a child at this stage
“What is ie?” {Smith, 1983). The pri-
mary value of nonrepresentational
art may be the activity leading to
the develapment of physical knowl-
edge (Kamii & DeVries, 1978}, Chil-
drert detight in brushing, dabbing,

swiriing, and smearing paiat or
glue. for example. The finished
product may be of no consequence.

Alsa. early efforts at renresenta-
tion may not be recognizable to an
adutt. How disappointing it can be
o a child il we do not immediately
recognize theiwr spiash of watery
veilow paint as a galleping giraife!
But how can we know?

Probing approach

With the prebing approach. the
adult attempts 10 draw from chil-
drea some hino. title, or verbal
statement about their art: “Please
telt me all about it"” ar “What would
you liRe to say adout this?™ Probing
is less forward and abrasive than
queszioning, and it does support an
integrated approach o curriculum
deveiggment in which ars relates o
other activities. It does have value
in encouraging children to tatk
about their art. and does not. like
the other approaches. place more
value on the product than the pro-
cess, ar on the adult’s judgment
rather than the child's.

Dimondstein (1374), however,
beliaves thar the arts have value in
themseaives and should not be
viewed solely as a means to achisve
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othter educational or social goals.
The art speakts [or itself througn its
symbolism and does not nezd
verbal language or storvtelling to
sanction it Children's art is itself
valuable, and is not merely a
springbeard to the other basic (and
oiten erronecusly considered more
important) curriculum areas.

Although the prabing approach
has merit. it should be used spar-
ingly, since it grows stale with re-
peated use. First-grader Adrian told
the other children in the clags noc
to show their artwork to the new
student teacher, because “She will
make you tell a real long swory
about ft and then you have 1o wait
while she writes {t gcross your pie-
ture.” Encouraging, but not man-
dating. that children talk ahout
their art is sound practice.

Correcting approach

When a child shows you his
drawing of a tiger, it is tempting to
reply, “Very good, but next time re-
member to draw stripes on your
tiger. Tigers have wide stripes.”
This well-intentioned approach
supposedly wiil enable children to
improve their art by more closaly
approximating reality. But chil-
dren’s art is not intended as a copy
of the real world. Child artists may
freely choose to add or omit dezails.
Children know what their face looks
like, yet their self-portraits may
lack ears. eyebrows, or other tea-
tures. Lowenleid (1968) wams that
the adult's corrections or criticlsms
only discourage chiidren and do
not foster artistic growth. Chil-
dren’'s deveiopment cannot be
rushed.

More effective approaches

Then what is bast for parents and
teachers to sav or do about chii-
drea’s art? Seversl alternatives
have heen proposed:
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e Liow cniigren 10 90 adoudt
the:r arusiae discoveries without
YOu COMPAariy, Cormecing. or pro-
jecinyg voursell into their art
(Franuis. 1973

« 3nii from searching for repra-
sentaton o children’s art to a foqus
on ihe abstrage, design qualities. or
Tseniax’ e, shape and form;
(Eismer. 19745, 1987: Dimondsze:n.
1872: 3pariing & Sparling. 1273:

pause, and sav nothing at first. Tais
sefves two purposes. [t gives you
Hme o study the children’s art and
to reflect on what you want to say
before you speak. It gives you tme
te think of a better response than
an impulsive, banal comment like
“Thae's nice.” Second, and more im-
partaatly, it will give children an
opporwunity to talk first if they sa
choase. This provides a lead-in and

. agenda lor your subsequent com-
i ments. -

The elemeats of art provide a

" good Iramewark for responding to

| children. You can identify and or-

. ganize the artistic elements in sev-

. eral ways (Fisher, 1978; Lasky &

! Mukerji. 1980; Hardiman & Zesmich,

Smigh. 1983: Kellagg, 1979) to en-
courage the development of ags-
thetic awareness and potential
{Wachowial. [985).

s Use reflective dialogue in
talking with chiidren abaut their art
(Taunton. 1934).

A combination of these ap-
proaches would sesm to be most
appropriate. Also. since children’s
ideas are fresi and their interest in
sharing their art is high immedi-
ately aiter thev have finished their
art, then is probably the bast time
for us to taik with children about
their work 1 Smith, 1983},

Tae nex: time children show vou
whar thay have created. smile.

 1981). There is no conisensus on
- which list is best, however, the [ol-
: lowing list of elements (Mardiman
: & Zernich, 1981) seems both man-
- ageabie and developmentally ap-
. propriate for talking with young
* children about their art:

i. color

. line

. Tass or volume

. pattermn

. $hape cr form

. Space

7. texture

Beiore using these elements

W S N

when you discuss art with young

children, you will want to become
familiar with them yourself. Do
some reading or take a course in art
appreciation, visit muscums, study
art work in an art history book, or
engage in art projects yourseil,
Then vou will be ready to incorpo-
rate these principles inte your con-
versation. For example, you might

ask “Who has felt the bumpy texture

in Spencer’s new swearer?”, or
“Look what a beautiful paitern the
spider has made in i web!’

Alter you leel comfortabis using
these terms. you are ready to re-
spond to childrea’s drawings by
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talking about the elements e
denced in their work. As with any
technique, of course, you will want
to use it sparingiv. Just as too much
seasoning can ruin a gourmet meat,
excessive comments from an adult
can turn off the child ardst.

Discussing
nonrepresentational art

The symbelism in voung chil-
dren’s art is ysuailv not obvicus, so
teachiers and parents nesd to rely
heavily on the artstic elements
whesn ralking with vounger children
about their art. How would you re-
spand if you were handed the
crayon drawing in Figure 27
. Knowing the child’s age, davalep-
mental level, background, and in-
terests will help you select an ap-
propriate comment. Certainly you
will not bombard the child with an
onslaught of verbal feedback. One
of these types of responses might
seam just right for the child:

“You have filled your paper with
many lines and shapes.”

“I see one long, thin line which
frames your picture” {as you point
and trace the line with your finger).

“You used green lo make a pat-
ternt of three horizontal wavy lines
near the bottom. Each line makes a
different kind of wauve "

“There are blue lines thar make
the upper case ¥ shape.”

“You have used btue, green, pink,
and a lttle bit of crange int your
picture.*

Mot all comments need specifi-
cally to refer to the artistic ele-
ments. They might also refer to
gther aspects of the project or to
the child's specific interasts as well.
When the J-year-old artist who
drew Figure 2 handed the drawing
to his teacher, he announced, “That
house s onn fire and there’s the fire
trucks.” In situations where you
have additional iniormation such as
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this, you may want Lo comment on
ather qualities ¢i the work as well,
such as the amount of tme and ef-
fore spent. how the materials were
handled. or the meaning of the
drawing to the child, For exampie,
you might respond in one of the fol-
lowing ways:

“Your drawing cerainly depicts a
grear deal of action!”

“How hard you worked to include
the fAre rucks. the house, and the
firet” :

“ ¢an tell by your pic:u;é that
you regily enjoved using so many
different colars of crovans.”

No one piece of art will contain
all the artistic elements, but fo-
cusing on one or twa will enable
you and the child to enjoy a richer
dialogue. Texture is useful to de-
scribe a child's collage or painting
whare surfaces are rough, smoath,
or layered. Mass or volume appiies
to three-dimansional art such as
clay, sculpture, or construction.
Topal (1983) recommends that you
disquss both positive and negative
space when children are involved

with thres.dimensional media.
These projects will maore likely be
undertaken by somewhat older
children who are more representa-
tonal in their approach to art,

Discussing representadonal art

Figure [is an axample of a child's
representational art, aithough the
subject matter and trsamment lack
creativity. In responding to more
realistic drawings such as this, one
ight comment

“Wher a colorful piciure! There's
a house. g iree, and g row of
flowers. You hque used green grass
ar the bontom to form a baseline™
ar
“It looks like the sun is mrying to
peek through the cloud. The sun
and cloud on the right balance the
smoking chimney on the {efe” ’

Because the symbols are 50 evi-
dent, it would be a waste of time to
talk about a yellow round mass
with radiating lines in the sky?

Sustaining and concluding
the dialogue

Alter you bave made your initial
carmment, children may have ques-
tions or comments of their own.
They may or may not respond di-
rectly to your remarks, but you can
use their lead and what you know
about them to taifor the retnainder
of your discussion. The diziogue for
Figure 3 might go like this:

Tescher: “When I look at the right
side of your picture [ see @ pattern
of six blue points outlined with an
orange line.™

Child: “And there were straw-
berrias in the ice aeam.”

Teacher: "Did you eat strawberry
fce cream?”

Child: "Yes, and this is for my
Maommy's birthday, tna. Can you
put my aame on it?"

Teacher: “0f course. And let’s put
it in your cubby to keep until your
mother comes for you.”
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Gther wavs vou might conctude a
. - ]
conversation include

e "Thank you for sharing your
work with me.”

e "You spent a lot of me making
$0 many diffarent shapes.”

o "You worked very hard at
drawing today ”

® “You are so proud of yvour
work, grea’t vour?

A child’s unsuccessiul atrempts
or disagpointments should aiso be
discussed. For exampie, if a chiid
tries to paste tissue paper for a col-
lage and the wet tissue tears. an
aduit might say:

“That's reallv frustrating to have
tihe purple tssue tear. Would you
like some heauier paper?” or

“You worked so hard on your
collage. Whar could you do next
ome to keep the rissue paper from
tearing?”

[TV
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Summary

All of ys want young children to
grow to appreciate and creats artin
a way that is satisiving to them.
Rather than resorting to platitudes,
criticism. ot interrogations of chul-
dren abeut their are, aduits can re-
spond to childrea’s creative an-
deavors by commenting on the ar-
tistic elernents in their work. When
used sparingly, this approach will
help facilitate children’s artistic and
aesthetic development. T
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