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Abstract

Reading Works of Art: Adapting Beth Olshansky’s Art-based Literacy
Strategies for Museum Teaching Purposes

Ariel B. Spiegelman, M.A.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2017

Supervisor: Paul E. Bolin

The purpose of this investigation was to learn the art-based strategies developed by
educator Beth Olshansky and perceive how they might be adapted for museum-based
teaching. The research was comprised of two parts of data collection. The first was a case
study, which included an in-depth document analysis regarding Olshansky’s publications,
observation at Olshansky’s Picturing Writing professional development workshop, and a
semi-structured interview with Olshansky. The second part was practitioner research,
which consisted of a pilot study at the Blanton Museum of Art and a questionnaire
completed by participants of the pilot study. This research is intended to encourage
educators to utilize art to teach literacy, and provides ideas for how to accomplish this.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
The arts have the ability to enhance communication and language, and play a
major role in the development of cognitive, motor, and social-emotional skills
(Goldhawk, 1998). Children are often introduced to the arts before gaining literacy,
which provides an excellent opportunity to utilize the known skills of drawing and
interpretation to develop proficiency in reading and writing. Wachowiak and Clements
(2006) state, “Drawing precedes writing and is an important element in the “prehistory”
of children’s writing, just as hieroglyphic pictograms probably preceded written
alphabets, and drawing continues to be a valuable supplement and complement to written
language in more sophisticated communication” (p. 6). In the most simple form, art
enables children to communicate their ideas without words (Danko-Mchee & Slutsky,
2007). It provides an outlet for youth with limited vocabulary skills to build on what they
already know and make meaningful connections between school subjects and areas of
life.
My research focused specifically on the methods developed by Beth Olshansky,
an art-based literacy educator from New Hampshire. Olshansky developed two
approaches to writing: “Picturing Writing: Fostering Literacy Through Art” and “ImageMaking Within The Writing Process,” affirming “Together, Picturing Writing and ImageMaking provide a colorful, enticing, alternative pathway into writing which has
demonstrated its effectiveness, particularly for at-risk students” (Olshansky, 2017).
Olshansky has numerous published books and articles and leads professional
1

development trainings for teachers both on school campuses and offsite. While
Olshansky’s workshops are primarily attended by classroom teachers, art museum
educators can learn how to help visitors increase literacy skills by studying these
techniques and applying them in their practices.

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The purpose of this study was to explore the following questions: (a) What art-based
literacy approaches can be learned by studying the work of educator Beth Olshansky? (b)
What responses do the approaches receive when utilized in a museum setting?

PROBLEM STATEMENT
It is often seen in low income schools that students do not pass mandated tests or
are considered “at risk,” especially lacking proficiency in language and literacy (Genishi
& Dyson, 2009). Their backgrounds, home life, and preferred ways of learning are
commonly disregarded: “There is a very puzzling contrast—really an awesome
disconnect—between the breathtaking diversity of schoolchildren and the uniformity,
homogenization, and regimentation of classroom practices from pre-kindergarten
onward” (Genishi & Dyson, 2009, p. 4). With the typical one-size-fits-all ways of
teaching, many students with the potential to succeed lack motivation to do so.
What can teachers do to help these students connect with learning? Utilizing
visual art to teach literacy “offers ways to ask questions and respond to ideas and feelings
in terms of colors, lines, movements, rhythms, textures or perspectives” (Piazza &
2

Potthoff, 1999, p. 3). Art and literacy share many commonalities, including critical
thinking, problem solving, creativity, and innovation. If more schools and museums
begin to recognize the parallels between art and literacy and utilize these connections,
there may well be an evident improvement in the academic success of students.

MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH
Thrown into the world of gallery teaching at the Blanton Museum of Art during
August 2015, I was timid and unsure how to engage elementary-aged students in looking
at art. I wanted to share my passion and help students, many from Title 1 schools who
had never stepped foot in a museum, gain insightful and inspiring experiences. As a
Graduate Teaching Fellow, a creative writing activity I (along with other fellows) used
was inspired by The Mysteries of Harris Burdick by Chris Van Allsburg. The book
consists of a collection of unrelated images paired with a title and a single sentence with
purpose to encourage readers to build off the sentence and create their own stories. I
handed students a prompt that consisted of one or two sentences responding to a work of
art in the museum, typically something abstract. With this prompt, students had
approximately eight to ten minutes to expand on these sentences and let their
imaginations run wild. While some students were immediately consumed in their writing,
others did not know where or how to begin. Numerous school teachers expressed
gratitude for this exercise, referencing its connection to the State of Texas STARR test.
While I was grateful they appreciated this activity, I saw much more in this exercise than
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helping students prepare for a test. The responses some of the students shared opened my
eyes to the potential art has to inspire and enhance the writing of students.
Ann Alejandro, a Texas elementary school teacher, was also inspired to use
artwork to teach literacy, especially through her students’ responses regarding the reading
prompts from state tests. Alejandro (1997) described her time working in public schools
in rural Texas, where her students were all Hispanic, and many considered “at risk.” She
used art to teach her visual language courses, influenced by the many similarities the two
subjects share. By recognizing the connection between studying books, artworks, and the
life-events of students, she believed children could begin to understand thematic wholes.
Though Alejandro resigned her teaching position due to the testing pressures present at
that specific school, her third grade students’ writing test scores had increased from 38
mastery in 1991 to 88 mastery in 1992. In the same period, their reading scores improved
from 28 mastery to 80 mastery (Alejandro, 1997). This improvement can be associated
with Alejandro’s choice to use the arts to teach literacy. Alejandro’s story created a
deeper curiosity within me about the ability art has to build literacy skills, specifically for
young learners, and ultimately inspired me to further study this powerful interplay.

RESEARCH METHOD
My study required a combination of case study research and practitioner research.
Case study research examines a single instance to describe complex phenomena, such as
important issues or programs, and how people interact with them (Moore, Lapan, &
Quartaroli, 2012). I performed a single case study, where I solely focused on art-based
4

literacy educator Beth Olshansky. I analyzed a variety of Olshansky’s publications to
better understand her motivations, beliefs, and teaching strategies. I then travelled to New
Hampshire, where I participated in a workshop led by Olshansky titled, “Introduction to
Picture Writing.” This workshop demonstrated Olshansky’s intended means of teaching
her developed strategies and provided resources for educators to do so successfully.
During this workshop, I took a significant number of notes and engaged with the material
introduced. Following the workshop, I conducted a semi-structured interview with
Olshansky. I designed questions to further comprehend her background, teaching
philosophies, and personal experiences with her techniques of instruction. To present
accurate information, I used an audio-device to record my interview, and transcribed the
audio to further code and analyze the collected data. I deconstructed the information
gained from the interview and observations from the workshop by assigning codes to the
numerous categories evident. This helped me organize my data and determine what
information was most meaningful and relevant.
After collecting sufficient data on Beth Olshansky and her developed approaches
to writing, I entered the realm of practitioner research. Practitioner research typically
begins with an issue or topic of interest (Lapan, 2012). While Olshansky’s methods were
initially created for classroom teachers, my interest laid in how museum educators may
utilize the same techniques to enhance student learning. Rather than developing my own
teaching strategy for trial, I used my newfound knowledge of Olshansky’s methods in an
institutional setting.
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I crafted a pilot study that took place at the Blanton Museum of Art in Austin,
Texas with seven of my colleagues from The University of Texas at Austin who acted as
my participants. In front of two works of art, I led one of the activities I was taught
during the workshop I attended in New Hampshire. Following the activity, each
participant was provided with a questionnaire, to help me better understand their
museum-based learning experience. Additionally, I video recorded the pilot study to
reflect on my own teaching and the responses of the participants. With practitioner
research, it is important to note that “a primary aim is to design studies that assist in
changing and improving everyday professional practice, not necessarily to look for direct
results in audiences” (Lapan, 2012, p. 302). The intended purpose of this pilot study was
to gain an idea of possible student reactions when Olshansky’s art-based literacy methods
are used in a museum setting. Furthermore, I envisioned this pilot study to act as
encouragement for museum educators to incorporate art-based literacy in their practices.
A thorough discussion of all aspects of the research methodology is found in Chapter 3.

DEFINITION OF TERMS
•

Art: Creative expression—communicated through the art-making process. Art is
creation, a means to communication, imagination, problem-solving, critical
thinking, and discovery (Donahue & Stuart, 2010).

•

Art-Based Literacy: Using art to enhance literacy.

•

Arts Education: Refers to the disciplines of the arts, including visual art, music,
dance, theatre, and media arts.
6

•

At-risk: “students or groups of students who are considered to have a higher
probability of failing academically or dropping out of school” (Glossary of
Education Reform, 2013).

•

Creativity: A way of thinking. A natural part of human behavior that anyone is
capable of through using your imagination, creating new ideas, or finding new
solutions (Kelley & Kelley, 2013).

•

Literacy: Ways to communicate language and generate meaning-making. Often
by way of reading, writing, understanding, and interpreting.

•

Image Making: An art-based literacy technique that integrates visual and
kinesthetic ways of thinking throughout the writing process (Olshansky, 2017).

•

Picturing Writing: An art-based literacy technique that integrates visual ways of
thinking throughout the writing process with crayon-based practices (Olshansky,
2017).

•

Success: Something that shows signs of improvement; the accomplishment of a
purpose.

•

State of Texas STARR Test: The State of Texas Assessments of Academic
Readiness, which was implemented in the Spring of 2012. The test includes
reading and mathematics for grades 3-8, writing for grades 4 and 7, science for
grades 5 and 8, and social studies for grade 8 (Texas Education Agency, 2016).

•

Title 1 Schools: Part A of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act,
determined by the U.S. Department of Education, which “provides financial
7

assistance to local education agencies (LEAs) and schools with high numbers or
percentages of children from low-income families to help ensure that all children
meet challenging state academic standards” (United States Department of
Education, 2015).

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
This study was purposefully narrow. I interviewed only Belth Olshansky, who
developed the concepts behind Picturing Writing and Image Making. I focused on
Olshansky’s methods used to prepare teachers to incorporate art into their classrooms, her
tools for collaboratively teaching art and literacy, and how her strategies can be applied
within art museums. I did not speak with teachers or students who participated in her
workshops at any given point. Due to time and other obstacles, elementary aged students
were not used for the pilot study. However, having graduate students from The
University of Texas at Austin participate in this pilot study provided a general idea of
what these methods could look like when taught with students in a museum.

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION
This study is intended to aid museum educators in recognizing the importance of
connecting art and literacy, and provide one of many ways to incorporate this relationship
in their practices. It encourages more art museums to partner with local schools and
English teachers. It also has the potential to furnish an approach to museum educators
who may struggle to make connections with literacy. My case study recognized the
8

benefits of Picturing Writing, which can help schools and museums utilize these methods
or develop approaches or programs with similar goals. Overall, I hope to provide school
and museum educators with a tool to help them to explore commonalities between art and
literacy. Additionally, I hope the results of my research give educators confidence to
reconize that this pedagogical combination and collaboration has the ability to make a
difference in student learning and success.

CONCLUSION
To gain an understanding of how to implement Olshansky’s methods in a museum
setting, it is necessary to examine written material related to this study. A closer look at the
existing literature regarding art-based literacy practiced in museums is beneficial, yet there
is a severe lack of such research. Chapter 2 reviews the purpose of museum education, a
brief history of art in public schools, arts integration, and the connection between art and
literacy. Together, this range of topics provides the reader with knowledge of the important
components of art-based literacy along with the ideas that influenced this study. Chapter 3
discusses the methodologies used in this study, including multi-method research, case
study research, and practitioner research. Chapters 4 and 5 detail the specifics of my data
collection. Finally, Chapter 6 summarizes the entirety of this study.

9

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
This review of literature analyzes several topics pertinent to this study. The range
of subjects addressed includes an exploration of the purpose of museum education, a brief
history of art education in American public schools, arts integration, and a focused look
at the relationship between art and literacy. This chapter outlines both key historical
figures and current practitioners in arts education and arts integration. This analysis also
incorporates arts-based literacy pedagogical ideas within the different topics pertinent to
this study and demonstrates its value in the art museum.

THE EDUCATIONAL ROLE OF ART MUSEUMS
It was crucial for my study to explore the purpose of museum education and how
its role has shifted throughout history. The principal focus of my investigation was artsbased literacy and its possible application in the art museum. Furthermore, this analysis of
museum education demonstrated a lack of conversation in museums regarding not only
arts-based literacy, but the broader concepts of arts integration. Gaining an understanding
of the many purposes and drives of museum education can help place arts-based literacy
within this context.
For five days in November 1987, twenty-five important art museum educators
gathered in Denver, Colorado to help define what should be the make-up of art museum
education. This event marked the first time in history anyone had officially tried to
accomplish this task, which suggested the growing importance of museum education at
10

that time. Organized by Susan Mayer and Patterson Williams, the Denver Meeting
provided the opportunity to question major practices, discuss important issues, and share
thoughts and ideas relating to the field of art museum education (Kai-Kee, 2011). The
undertakings of the conference were recorded in the Journal of Museum Education’s fall
1988 issue titled, “The Denver Meeting of Art Museum Educators.” This issue consisted
of seven articles, each written by a prominent art museum educator who attended the
meeting.
To understand the context of museum education in the late 1980s, when the
Denver Meeting occurred, it is important to consider some events that occurred twenty
years prior. During the 1960s the number of museums in the United States drastically
increased, which created an opportunity to rethink and reconsider the teaching practices
in place at the time, as well as possibilities for the future. A group of art museum
educators met in Cleveland, Ohio in 1972 and established that an important goal of all
museums should be to reach the broadest audience possible (Kai-Kee, 2011). With this
declaration came a subsequent increase in the amount of resources and importance given
to the field of museum education. During this time, museums saw the growing need to
identify volunteers that would provide educational opportunities to all visitors. With such
a distinct increase in volunteers, the status of museum educators as a professional body
began to subside and even deteriorate (Kai-Kee, 2011).
In 1978, the Council of Museums and Education in the Visual Arts published The
Art Museum as Educator. The book was created to document a series of reports related to
art museum education. The preface states:
11

The aim of the book is to broaden understanding of the educational aspect of
museum operations, to stimulate thought about it, to encourage new kinds of
thinking, and at the same time to improve the ways in which museums help all of
us to perceive the world around us – both the world we have inherited and the
world we have created. (Newsom & Silver, 1978, p. 4)
This book marked an important time in the field, as it directed a spotlight onto the status
of museum education nationally, and motivated open dialogue about both new and old
practices being used in the museum setting. The chapters in this book discuss interesting
and exciting topics focused on school children and volunteers, as well as existing
concerns in the field. The text also contains interviews with important figures in
museums such as Katherine Kuh, and contains a variety of case studies from museums
that were developing innovating programs within the education department at the time.
Because of the publication, museum education began to shift to its current state, with
increasingly inspired educators and creative approaches becoming more common.
While the 1970s demonstrated a time of new ideas, concerns, and questions, the
1980s represented a period of uncertainty and confusion for many museum educators
(Kai-Kee, 2011). In 1982, Patterson Williams published "Object-Oriented Learning in
Art Museums" in Roundtable Reports. Williams addressed the question circulating the
field at the time: What is the importance and purpose of objects in museums? In this
article, Williams emphasized the value of active museum visits, where visitors do not
learn about objects, but rather deeply connect with them (Williams, 1982). She pointed
out how museums differ from schools, as they are places that largely focus on the
individual experience of learners. In order to maintain active experiences with objects,
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Williams gave suggestions regarding looking and reacting to exhibits, as well as drawing
cultural connections between people and objects.
In 1986, two years prior to the Denver Meeting, the Getty Center for Education in
the Arts commissioned professors Elliot Eisner and Steven Dobbs to compose a report
titled The Uncertain Profession: Observations on the State of Museum Education in
Twenty American Art Museums. Though there was extensive discussion and shared goals
in the field, this report supported a position that the fields’ practices were largely nonuniform (Kai-Kee, 2011). The uncertainties that Eisner and Dobbs highlighted showed
that significant clarification needed to be made. It was at this point that Mayer and
Williams came together with their concerns in order to organize the Denver Meeting. The
planning began in the winter of 1986-87 with hopes to bring together important museum
educators and leaders in order to discuss the purpose of museum education.
The twenty-five participants at the Denver Meeting had a goal of defining
museum education, though all those coming together were drawn from different
museums and various backgrounds. The definition of art museum education the
participants developed at this meeting reads as follows:
Art museums function as educational institutions by presenting original works of
art and by making these primary resources accessible to broad audiences. The
purpose of art museum education is to enhance the visitors' ability to understand
and appreciate original works of art and to transfer these experiences into other
aspects of the visitors lives. Such education of the public can be accomplished
through the responsible application of learning and teaching principles to the
actions of interpreting, exhibiting, and collecting works of art. The art museum
educator is a knowledgeable, creative, and skilled teacher, visitor advocate, and/or
manager who causes meaningful interaction between people and art through a
variety of educational endeavors. (Pittman-Gelles, 1988, p. 21)
13

The first part of the definition that was developed throughout the weekend states that
museum education must be an integral part of the museum’s mission. Serving the public
is a main goal of museums, and it is essential that museum educators are therefore seen as
significant contributors to this service application. The purpose of museum education is
to help visitors connect their museum experience with their daily lives, through the help
of master teachers and visual literacy. Lastly, the definition states that the museum
educator must be knowledgeable, often in many areas, in order to successfully complete
all tasks that might be handed to him or her. This definition constructed at the Denver
Meeting was an important mark in determining the future of museum education.
In the 1990s, visitor-centered education and meaning making were popular topics
of exploration in museum education. Interest in these topics was influenced by
constructivism, a theory that suggests we construct our own knowledge, often based from
past experiences. Jeffery-Clay (1998) defines different outlooks of constructivism: “Some
place more emphasis on what an individual knows as opposed to societal knowledge;
others believe that all knowledge exists only in the mind of the individual or community;
still others believe in some sort of objective reality” (p. 3). In museums, constructivism
implies that visitors come with a wealth of information and educators should encourage
them to create their own meaning in order to provide fuller understandings and
appreciation of the artworks and objects they encounter. Another concept developed in
the early 1990s was known as Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS), developed by Philip
Yenawine and Abigail Housen. This strategy enforced three main questions that enabled
not only art educators, but any educator, to facilitate conversations about a work of art,
14

where students were empowered. These questions include: (a) What’s going on in this
picture? (b) What do you see that makes you say that? and (c) What more can we find
(Visual Thinking Strategies, 2016)? This strategy continues to be used in many museum
practices today. While the components of museum education have shifted over time,
many of the concepts and approaches introduced over the years have carried on.
Willumson (2007) suggests, “The skills involved in the reconfiguration of the museum in
the 21st century—understanding and respecting the knowledge of the museum audience
and collaboration—reside in the portfolio of the museum educator” (p. 93). There is not
one specific definition of museum education today. While the role of museum education
may shift from institution to institution, education continues to play a significant role in
museums, if not larger than ever before. This can be seen through the many publications
regarding museum education, along with the increasing educational roles present in
institutions.
While arts-based literacy and arts integration are not given these labels within the
history of museum education, many of the pedagogical approaches mentioned earlier
suggest a place where art-based literacy might fit in. William’s object-oriented learning
proposed that visitors should connect with objects, rather than solely learn about them.
Literacy approaches that make connections to everyday life and cultures, such as
storytelling, might engage visitors with objects and also enable them to learn new
vocabulary. Yenawine and Housen’s Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) not only
encourages visitors to interpret works of art, but also to back up their beliefs with
concrete examples, an important tactic when supporting an argument or writing a paper.
15

Moreover, the fact that art-based literacy is not mentioned in the history of museum
education does not lessen the capability it has to strengthen existing fundamental
pedagogies.

ART IN AMERICAN PUBLIC SCHOOLS: A BRIEF HISTORY
While the history of museum education spans over a somewhat short period of
time, the presence of art in American public schools dates back much further. A cursory
understanding of historical foundations in art education is useful in order to comprehend
how arts integration concepts emerged, and more specifically how arts based-literacy
strategies were initiated. My interest in arts-based literacy in museums is largely tied to
elementary aged students, who often attend museums on fieldtrips with their schools.
Additionally, Olshansky’s arts-based literacy workshops are highly attended by public
school teachers and her methods are taught to school children. It is crucial to study
significant events and art educators throughout the past, outside the museum realm, in
order to recognize its impact on art education today. Furthermore, this exploration might
provide clarity into how Olshansky’s arts-based literacy methods, initially developed for
school teachers to employ, can be adjusted for use in museum settings.
The arts hold a tenuous place in the history of public education in the United
States. Art was largely absent from the “common schools” when public education began
to take shape in the mid 1800s (Sanchez-Purrington & Renyi, 1993). Common schools
were a result of the effort to establish state-supported schooling. A noteworthy
benchmark for the inclusion of art education in public schools of this country occurred in
16

1870, when Massachusetts passed legislation titled, “An Act Relating to Free Instruction
in Drawing” (Bolin, 1990). Art educator Paul Bolin (1990) confirms, “With passage of
this Act, Massachusetts became the first state to legislate compulsory public school
drawing education” (p. 59). The intended purpose of this act was, in the eyes of many
individuals, to prepare artisans and designers for the workforce and better the design of
industrial goods to improve economic conditions (Kern, 1985). In regards to this
legislation, Walter Smith (1873), a significant early advocate of the inclusiveness of art in
public schools, states: “The time has arrived when the government of the State of
Massachusetts has viewed the matter in the same light; and thus we are upon the
threshold of a new fabric—a system of art education for the State, which will
undoubtedly foreshadow a national system of secondary education” (pp. 42-23).
Horace Mann, another leader in the development of the public school system in
the United States, emphasized the importance of drawing by insisting its positive impact
on handwriting, the industrial workforce, and moral training (Efland, 1990).
Eisner (1965) confirms: “Drawing, Mann believed, not only developed better hand and
eye coordination but also contributed to more legible penmanship” (p. 7). Additionally,
Mann insisted:
Teaching a child to draw, then, is the development in him of a new talent, the
conferring upon him, as it were, of a new sense by means of which he is not only
better enabled to attend to the common duties of life, and to be more serviceable
to his fellow-men, but he is more likely to appreciate the beauties and
magnificence of nature, which everywhere reflect the glories of the Creator into
his soul. (Mann, 1843, in Bennett, 1926, p. 440)
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During this time, art was not considered as a form of creative expression as it might be
thought of today, and children’s art held little importance in this regard. In consideration
of the status of art education in public schools at this time, Wygant (1983) suggests:
Decorative handwork and skilled artisanship, together with the genteel cultural
aspiration and the grand civic tradition, were fundamentals to be sustained by
those who supported the common school movement, so that as schools matured,
the wish for the beautiful gained more attention, and art gradually gained
distinction from industrial drawing. (pp. 12-13)
This idea of an increased focus on the beautiful in art education refers to a growing
interest and involvement in the picture study movement, which was introduced into the
public schools in the late 1800s and early 1900s. The picture study movement, lasting
from roughly 1880 through the 1920s (Stankiewicz, 1984), placed attention on good
taste, art appreciation, accurate observation, and the expansion of the imagination (Kern,
1985). To develop aesthetic appreciation for fine art, school children were taught to
identify subject matter, moral lessons, artistic composition, and elements and principles
of art through replications of master paintings (Stankiewicz, 1984).
While references to art were present in the curriculum in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, the term art education became of common use sometime later.
Arthur Wesley Dow contributed to this recognition with the distribution of his book
Composition (1899/1913). Dow placed a focus on the elements and principles of design
in the early 1900s, which included line, notan (light and dark), and color (Efland, 1990).
His role as director of fine arts at Teachers College, Columbia University in 1904 enabled
him to communicate his ideas to aspiring teachers and educators and it is suggested that
his notions were widely used in classrooms (Hook, 1985; Mock-Morgan, 1985). It was
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not until 1915 that the term “art education” was used in a course of study published by
the state of Idaho (Kern, 1985). During this time, Progressive education theories were
introduced through John Dewey’s work, where he believed the arts “are not a segregated
realm of endeavor but [are] a quality that makes certain experiences worthwhile” (Efland,
1990, p. 170). Dewey’s research provided new perspectives on the functionality of the
arts in relation to the school curriculum. In The Integrated School Art Program published
in 1939, Leon Winslow suggested that art could be connected to all school subjects and
should be taught for cultural purposes (Burnaford, Aprill, Twichell, & Weiss, 2001).
The rise of the middle class prior to World War II marked the “beginning of
increasingly stratified access to arts education in public schools in America” (Burnaford,
Aprill, Twichell, & Weiss, 2001, p. xxxix). During this time, the inclusion of teaching
artists in private and progressive schools was common. From the 1920s-1930s, the
concept of creative expression became widespread as a result of the discovery of child art
and the notion of the growing child. The importance of child art continued through the
‘30s and ‘40s with Victor D’Amico’s ideas, specifically that art was a way to enable
children to recognize their personal experiences and learn art values (Efland, 1990). After
the war, Viktor Lowenfeld was recognized for his ideas of art as a form of creative
expression, as seen in the 1949 Ohio Elementary School State Standards, where it states:
“The primary school must build strong habits of creative thinking and so great a desire in
children to express themselves through the arts” (Kern, 1985, p. 75). The belief of art for
creative growth continued though the ‘50s and early ‘60s, as other new concepts
regarding creativity began to emerge. During the ‘60s and ‘70s, four strands of art
19

education were prominent in public schools: visual perception, producing art, art history,
and art criticism. As these became more increasingly well received, art for creativity no
longer dominated the curriculum (Kern, 1985). In the 1980s, Discipline Based Art
Education (DBAE) was introduced through the Getty Center for Education in the Arts,
which placed a focus on the artistic disciplines of aesthetics, art criticism, art history, and
production.
Arts education subjects became required within the curriculum according to state
and federal mandates in 1994 through the Goals 2000 Educate America Act (Smith,
2009). Since this legislation is not strictly monitored, however, many schools do not have
the funds necessary or accessibility to the arts, therefore countless students have little or
no exposure to the arts (Goldberg, 2017). In 2001, the No Child Left Behind legislation
was passed and put an emphasis on mandated tests to improve the academic success of
students. Even with the arts as a required subject, teachers focused on teaching toward
these tests, as there were consequences for schools demonstrating low student test scores.
Therefore, support for the arts declined in many areas of the country (Hetland, Winner,
Veenema, & Sheridan, 2013).
A sizable focus on mandated tests is evident in public schools today. Within this
environment, arts integration provides a way to introduce creative-based learning
activities to students and impact the education that occurs in schools, especially in those
locations which lack the necessary resources to possess an art program. The arts have the
potential to help students be seen as more than “at-risk,” “below basic,” or “proficient.”
Music (2010) explains, “Teachers need strategies and skills to create multiple entry
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points into classroom curriculum, building on the cultural gifts children bring from their
families and communities” (p. 46). Collaboration with accomplished art teachers can help
classroom teachers and administrators establish goals and enable students to gain an
educational advantage that might not be possible solely through independent subject
instruction.

ARTS INTEGRATION: HISTORICAL INFLUENCES
Integrating art into other school subjects can be a key factor in encouraging
students to think creatively in all aspects of life. While it may seem that arts integration is
a relatively new concept, it is important to look at how historical figures in the field of
both education and art education contributed to this pedagogical approach. Early beliefs
regarding child development in the 19th and early 20th centuries helped lay the
foundation for arts integration in the late 20th century. A look at the history of arts
integration indicates a lack of presence in museum settings. With the many partnerships
that have occurred between museums and schools, this overview provides insight into
how these concepts might be valuable in nontraditional learning environments.
Art educator Deborah Randolph’s (2016) dissertation titled Arts Integration
Curriculum: Building Relational Capacities makes important connections between arts
integration and the philosophies of significant educators. An early contributor to the ideas
of arts integration was Fredrick Froebel (1782-1852). Frobel advocated student play in
learning, and developed a series of play materials including geometric building blocks,
pattern activity blocks, and other tangible objects directly related to physical forms and
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relationships found in nature (Provenzo, 2009): “Forms, patterns, and other meanings
were to be discovered by the child during play or while carrying out various occupations”
(Wilson, 1967, p. 238). Froebel was largely recognized for initiating the kindergarten
movement in Germany (Strauch-Nelson, 2012), and Elizabeth Peabody has been noted as
one of the first to establish a kindergarten in the United States (Efland, 1990). In an essay
titled “The Identification of the Artisan and the Artist,” Peabody explains:
Froebel’s exercises on blocks, sticks, curved wires, colors, weaving of patterns,
pricking, sewing with colored threads, and drawing, lead little children of three
years’ old to create series of forms....By boxes of triangles, equilateral, isosceles,
right-angled, or scalene, the foundations of mathematical thought may be laid to
the senses. (Peabody in Wiseman & Peabody, 1869, p. 44)
The early kindergarten model expressed the idea that children should learn in an
environment influenced by experimentation and creativity. Both Froebel and Peabody
recognized the importance of utilizing creativity to assist student learning of other
subjects (Randolph, 2016).
In the early 1900s, John Dewey was largely associated with the Progressive
education movement and child-centered learning. He saw the importance of teachers
providing quality experiences for students, and believed that “teachers should focus on
the conditions which stimulate successful work rather than on its formal properties”
(Fishman & McCarthy, 1998, p. 40). Creativity was seen as a way to inspire students to
learn a wide range of subjects. In The Child and the Curriculum, Dewey (1902) states:
“Abandon the notion of subject matter as something fixed and ready-made in itself,
outside the child’s experience; cease thinking of the child’s experience as also something
hard and fast; see it as something fluent, embryonic, vital” (p. 109). Another leader in
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Progressive education, Francis Parker, saw the importance in encouraging children to
learn from expression. Randolph (2016) refers to him as the “father of arts integration”
(p. 14), as he encouraged teachers to integrate expression throughout all disciplines
(Korzenik, 1984).
Randolph brings attention to the work of Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr, two
women who established Hull House in Chicago in 1889. Hull House was a settlement
house for immigrants and a place where individuals new to this country were provided
opportunity for education and community support. It was a location where attempts were
made to treat immigrants well, their cultures were respected, and self-expression
encouraged. Jane Addams “viewed with deep sympathy the cultural heritage of
immigrants and encouraged them to preserve their national holidays and customs, their
dress, their crafts, and their folklore” (Lissak, 1989, p. 6). Though Addams saw the
benefits of public schools for immigrants, she also believed it necessary to integrate ritual
and tradition. As president of the Chicago Public School Arts Society, Starr advocated
the school decoration movement and the picture study movement (Randolph, 2016).
Starr’s dedication to the picture study movement can be seen through a description of the
presence of art at Hull House:
Reproductions of masterpieces were hung low in the kindergarten nursery so that
children could easily see them and talk to the Renaissance babies on the wall. For
adults there were lectures on the history of art and a circulating loan collection of
pictures that borrowers could take home with them for two weeks at a time.
(Amburgy, 1990, p. 105)
This use of art was seen as a way to introduce immigrants to Western culture and build
character and taste through contact with these masterpieces (Stankiewicz, Amburgy, &
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Bolin, 2004). Both Addams and Starr recognized how the retention of culture and
tradition could benefit immigrants in many aspects of life. Additionally, their actions
brought to light arts integration in nontraditional learning environments. Amburgy (1990)
shares that the first building added to Hull House in 1891 was the Butler Art Gallery.
While the intent of this space was to teach Western cultures and traditions, it
demonstrates an early example of arts integration in gallery settings, where arts-based
literacy strategies practiced in this space might have been equally valuable to those who
visited Hull House.
In 1900, systematic drawing was recommended for primary and secondary
schools in Vermont (Kern, 1985). At this time, drawing was seen as moral training and a
way to develop character: “This reference to the teaching of drawing for moral training is
the first instance found that recommends the teaching of art for some other, non-art end”
(Kern, 1985, p. 41). The idea that art is an outlet to help facilitate learning in other
disciplines and aspects of life has been present for many years. It is necessary to
acknowledge how educators from Froebel to Parker helped support arts integration
concepts, as doing so provides foundation for understanding the importance of arts
integration today.

ARTS INTEGRATION: TODAY
The John F. Kennedy Center (2014) defines art education as “an approach to
teaching in which students construct and demonstrate understanding through an art form.
Students engage in a creative process, which connects an art form and another subject
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and meets evolving objectives in both” (ArtsEdge, 2014). To integrate art into other
subjects, teachers with non-art backgrounds need to conceptualize what art is. With this
understanding, teachers can recognize how strategies required to look at, talk about, and
create art can help them successfully relate art to other subjects. So, what is art? “At its
core, art is creative expression, and art making is the process of that expression—the
inquiry and engagement, research and experimentation, trial and error, risk-taking,
reflection and reevaluation, and growth and discovery” (Donahue & Stuart, 2010, pp. 2021). Art provides a place for students to test these skills, often without being right or
wrong; it encourages students to explore new ideas, make mistakes, reflect, and learn
from what they already know in circumstances that might be less stressful than taking a
test or answering a question out loud in class.
When considering conditions for learning, it is necessary to set up an environment
for student success. This means thinking about immersion, expectation, freedom to fail,
meaningfulness, active learning, creativity, and motivation. While it is possible to
incorporate these qualities in any classroom, arts integration “creates a different
classroom ethos” (Cornett, 2003, p. 33). It encourages teachers to develop a stimulating
environment, where art is used to help build concepts for other disciplines. Integrating
arts means that teachers expect creativity, where it can then translate to other areas of life.
Problem solving becomes creative problem solving, where students may be engaged with
a task on a personal or emotional level. Arts integration can help prepare students for
their life beyond school, where creativity is developed with goals focused on and leading
to a specific end product (Cornett, 2003).
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Aesthetic education was a pedagogical direction that greatly influenced today’s
definition of arts education. This model of education emerged in the 1960s, and
“promoted students’ self-expression, creativity, performance, intuitive and sensory
learning, understanding of discipline, emotional development, and appreciation of the
arts” (Hanna, 1992, p. 602). Building on this idea of aesthetic education, today’s
definition of arts education often refers to the disciplines of the arts, including visual art,
music, dance, theatre, and media arts. Both aesthetic education and arts education share
goals of risk-taking, problem solving, and creativity. Defining arts integration varies
among practitioners, depending on their strategies and experiences. It is not only about
utilizing art to enhance other subjects, but also about teaching art. Julia Marshall’s (2005)
proposed definition of arts integration states that this approach is a complex and abstract
process that goes beyond the concrete learning of a single subject by recognizing
commonalities between various subjects. This approach “helps students make
connections across non-art disciplines and the arts and blurs the boundaries separating
knowledge and expression” (Randolph, 2016, p. 8). Merryl Goldberg (2017) defines arts
integration as learning the skills and techniques of art forms and placing art in historical
and cultural contexts. If students can simultaneously demonstrate knowledge and
expression, their work becomes more meaningful and personal. While arts integration is
typically thought of within the context of schools, art museums provide an ideal platform
to connect original works of art with different histories and cultures, rather than to doing
so through reproductions of artworks or encompassing other possible limitations.
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Not only does arts integration help students develop creativity, but a look at arts
integration across the country demonstrates its ability to help students excel in academic
performance and improve test scores. In a 1999 study of 2,000 New York, Connecticut,
Virginia, and South Carolina public school organizations, researchers discovered
“significant relationships between rich in-school arts programs and creative cognitive and
personal competencies needed for academic success” (Burton, Horowitz, & Abeles, 1999,
p. 36). One success story occurred at the St. Augustine School, located in the South
Bronx, “the poorest congressional district in the nation—faced bankruptcy and closure
because of low enrollment” (Hanna, 1992, p. 603). After arts integration was
incorporated into the curriculum and the school became St. Augustine School of the Arts,
98 percent of students were considered “at grade level” (Hanna, 1992). This can be
compared to a nearby school in the South Bronx at the same time, where less than half
the students were reading at grade level according to New York State academic standards
(Hanna, 1992). Moreover, merging art with other disciplines can help students connect
with learning in a new way, supported by personal connections, familiarity, and
engagement. It also has the ability to create excitement in learning and encourage
increased and consistent student attendance.
Beyond focusing on the academic benefits of teaching through art, the social
aspects of arts integration are important to recognize. Examining various artworks in
depth provides students the opportunity to interact with each other, therefore offering the
prospect for students to learn about themselves from other students and from their
teachers (Mulcahey, 2009). These social interactions greatly affect children’s cognitive
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learning (Vygotsky, 1978). Museums and other informal learning environments might
provide a more comfortable space for children to share their opinions in a less stressful
environment. As a result, students who do not typically speak in class might be more
willing and comfortable to do so.

VISUAL ARTS AND LITERACY
Ekphrasis is an ancient Greek term that refers to writing inspired by the visual arts
(Foster & Prevallet, 2002). While its definition has changed somewhat over time,
ekphrasis was initially taught to bring the experience of an object to the viewer through
descriptive writing (Welsh, 2007). Today, the term is used to define poetry inspired by
art, often describing the writer’s experience with the work (J. Paul Getty Trust, 2014).
While visual art and literacy typically are not taught in tandem, ekphrasis has been a
source of inspiration to artists and writers for centuries (Klein & Stuart, 2013).
Significant commonalities shared by both visual arts and literacy include creativity and
innovation, critical thinking and problem solving, and communication and collaboration
(Klein & Stuart, 2013). The many parallels between art and literacy demonstrate the
potential this combination has to impact the understanding and learning that occurs in a
classroom or museum. Educator Beth Olshansky (2008a) describes the relationship
between pictures and words:
Although these two languages are both used to make meaning, they function very
differently. Yet clearly they serve to complement each other: pictures, a visual
medium, can perform the verbal function of telling a story; words, a verbal
medium, can perform the visual function of painting a picture. Using both
languages expands our capacity to think in new and interesting ways. (p. 22)
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Teaching art and literacy together goes beyond helping students increase literacy skills,
but can also encourage new ways of thinking. Art offers an avenue for children to express
their ideas, especially if their language capabilities are limited (Danko-McGhee &
Slutsky, 2007). While language can be specific to cultures, countries, and even regions,
pictures have a much greater ability to serve as a universal language (Olshansky, 2008a).
Teaching students how to look at, interpret, and form opinions about a work of art can
help them begin to enter the worlds of both writing and reading from a more familiar
position. By recognizing the many small components that play into comprehending a
work of art or a piece of writing, one can start to notice the strong interplay between these
two subjects. Texas elementary school teacher Ann Alejandro (1997) explains the similar
comprehension skills used to analyze a work of art and understand the plot of a story:
I recognize that when we analyze the small components of paintings—dots,
circles, curved lines, straight lines, texture, angles, genre or media, use of colors,
mood, atmosphere, and even conflict of character or plot—we use thought
processes similar to those involved in creating or analyzing components of the
texts we read and write. Sounds, words, sentences, punctuation, spelling
conventions, genre, paragraphs, poetic language, metaphor, character
development, and style provide an interplay of parts that contribute to a harmonic,
full-blown whole. (p. 795)
Finding a way to capture the interest of students through a subject they can all understand
and relate to has the potential to help students want to learn, and improve their cognitive
and social abilities while enjoying doing so. Like the students in Alejandro’s second
grade class, many students in Austin elementary schools are ESL (English as a second
language) learners. Often, techniques used to teach literacy can be uninspiring and
repetitive, and there is always more need for teachers to give students an opportunity to
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learn from what they already know (Genishi & Dyson, 2009). Art is a subject familiar to
most people from all backgrounds, and is a potential gateway to help students learn
literacy by building on prior knowledge. Having students describe a painting can be the
first step in inspiring them to write. It can provide a place for students to make
connections to their personal lives and encourage them to show, and not just tell, their
thoughts and experiences (Foster & Prevallet, 2002). The various strategies used to look
at and create art can help strengthen one’s reading comprehension, writing, vocabulary,
and speaking skills, especially for elementary aged students for whom language is an
essential area of focus. Moreover, it enables students to apply significant literacy skills in
a text-free environment, before applying them to a text (Klein & Stuart, 2013).
Using visual art to increase literacy goes beyond teaching students to read and
write. The images we see on the Internet, billboards, buses, and magazines on a daily
basis infer that we need to broaden the definition of literacy to include visual literacy
(Danko-McGhee & Slutsky, 2007). Wachowiak and Clements (2006) write about this:
“The ability to analyze and interpret visual images requires critical thinking skills
beneficial to all areas of literacy” (p. 74). This is supported by Malaguzzi (1998):
Putting ideas into the form of graphic representation allows the children to
understand that their actions can communicate. This is an extraordinary discovery
for young children because it helps them realize that in order to communicate,
there is a tool of communication much simpler than words. (p. 92)
Visual literacy can provide students with the skills and confidence that enable them to
learn more traditional forms of literacy. Furthermore, the ability to interpret images can
affect a child’s way of analyzing both popular media images and text.
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As students develop literacy skills through the help of visual art, it is important to
note that art will continue to be a crucial part of their lives because many people learn
through representation (Wachowiak & Clements, 2006). Utilizing the art museum to
teach art-based literacy strategies not only provides an outlet to learn through real works
of art, but also introduces students to an environment where life-long learning is
encouraged. Both art and literacy will be evident in students’ lives beyond their time in
school. Teaching these subjects collaboratively provide opportunities for children to
make important personal connections in their daily lives, which might inspire them in
both career and life decisions.

CONCLUSION
When studying a teaching pedagogy that shows instances of occurrence throughout
history, it is important to examine many types of sources. The purpose of this chapter was
to establish the foundation of literature pertinent to this study. This investigation looked at
significant historical figures in museum education, art education, and arts integration. It
also brought attention to current practitioners and their philosophies regarding the
relationship between art and literacy. Throughout this chapter, my purpose was to
demonstrate the significance of each topic in regards to art-based literacy in museums. The
following chapter introduces the methodologies used in my study and provides an
introduction to the data collection methods most well suited for conducting this
investigation.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this chapter is to provide an outline of the methodologies and
procedures I used to collect and evaluate my data. This includes the following three
methodologies: multimethod research, case study research, and practitioner research. This
chapter also describes how I conducted my interview with Beth Olshansky, developed a
pilot-study inspired by Olshansky’s art-based literacy methods, and created a questionnaire
for participants of the pilot-study. Additionally, this chapter explains how I coded and
evaluated the data I collected in this research.

MULTIMETHOD
There is limited research conducted and information available on the use of artbased literacy practices in museum settings. To better understand how these practices might
be applied in a museum, I first constructed a case study focused on art-based literacy
educator Beth Olshansky. This methodological procedure involved attending a
professional development workshop led by Olshansky, conducting an interview with her,
and looking in depth at her many publications. After becoming familiar with Olshansky’s
techniques, known as Picturing Writing and Image-Making Within The Writing Process, I
utilized practitioner research and developed a pilot study applying these methods with a
small group of individuals at the Blanton Museum of Art in Austin, Texas. The participants
of the pilot study were members of my cohort in the Art Education graduate program at
The University of Texas at Austin. Employing the multimethod approach, I not only closely
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analyzed art-based literacy practices that might be useful to educators, but also
demonstrated what student reactions could look like if trialed with young learners in a
museum. Utilizing both case study research and practitioner research categorized this study
as a multimethod research approach.

MULTIMETHOD DESIGN
Morse (2003) defines multimethod design as “the conduct of two or more research
methods, each conducted rigorously and complete in itself, in one project. The results are
then triangulated to form a comprehensive whole” (p. 190). It is important to note that the
value of multimethod research is not to combine qualitative and quantitative data, but rather
to find two methods with corresponding strengths and contrasting weaknesses (Brewer &
Hunter, 2006). The practice of multimethod research utilizes more than one methodology
in regards to the same research problem, in order to achieve triangulation (Takhar-Lail,
2014). While each research method is undertaken independently, it is crucial that they both
remain focused on the same research problem. If the findings of two methods are aligned,
then the validity of the study is considered more reliable. Olsen (2004) defines triangulation
as the mixing of methods or data to create validity on a topic through multiple perspectives.
Triangulated measurement “tries to pinpoint the values of a phenomenon more accurately
by sighting in on it from different methodological viewpoints” (Brewer & Hunter, 2006, p.
5). Combining two methods not only enables the researcher to utilize the strengths of each
method and achieve triangulation, but also to counterweigh possible limitations that might
exist.
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Morse and Richards (2007) emphasize that the researcher must always be conscious
of the theoretical drive of their study; this can either be inductive or deductive in nature.
An inductive theoretical drive alludes to an approach of discovery, while a deductive
strategy can focus more on testing a hypothesis. The theoretical drive is necessary to inform
what data should be collected, rather than determining this from the types of research used
(Brewer & Hunter, 2006). This study was an inductive study, as its aim was to discover
what might occur when art-based literacy strategies are introduced in a museum. Because
the studies are done independently in multimethod research, the data remains selfdetermining while the results are collective. This is shown as “the results are combined in
the process of writing in the form and format that will provide the reader with
understanding” (Morse & Richards, 2007, p. 96). The use of case study research in my
investigation greatly informed my use of practitioner research. Without the in-depth
knowledge of Beth Olshansky and an understanding of how to teach her art-based literacy
methods, I could not have successfully conducted my pilot study. On the other hand,
without conducting a pilot study, I would not truly grasp what these methods might look
like in an institutional setting. A goal of my writing was to complete each method on its
own, but clearly demonstrate the connectivity of the collected data through the outcomes.

CASE STUDY DESIGN
The purpose of case study research is to investigate a phenomenon in order to have
a deeper understanding of that phenomenon and how people react to it (Lapan, Moore, &
Quartaroli, 2012). For instance, the phenomenon might be an important issue, organization,
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or program. Additionally, it offers “those affected by the case (stakeholders) and others
interested in the event or program (audiences) extended awareness by providing rich detail
about highlighted aspects of the case” (Lapan, Moore, & Quartaroli, 2012, p. 244). In my
case study, bound by time and place, the phenomenon was the work of Beth Olshansky and
the art-based literacy models she developed. My choice to use case study research was
influenced by my desire to form a strong comprehension of Olshansky’s methods in order
to understand how they might be practiced in a museum setting.
Yin (2009) indicates three categories placed under case study research: exploratory,
descriptive, and explanatory. Exploratory methodology directs a focus toward the search
for patterns through the collection of research. Descriptive research design examines a
theory or set of theories to frame the study. Explanatory case study research utilizes both
exploratory and descriptive methodologies to “answer or explain the how or why of the
issue, situation, person, or group being studied” (Corbett-Whittier & Hamilton, 2013, p. 7).
My study was classified as an exploratory case study, as it focused on the collection of
research through observation, interviews, and the analysis of publications. Through the
collected research, I was able to find recurring patterns that informed my pilot study. My
investigation was also a reflective case study. A reflective case study includes some extent
of personal reflection throughout the research process (Corbett-Whittier & Hamilton,
2013). While I closely studied the work of Beth Olshansky, I also participated in one of
her professional development workshops. My study includes a reflection on my personal
experience attending the workshop, to help inform my understanding of the personal biases
I hold and how I might utilize her strategies in my own practice.
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When deciding what data collection tools to use, it is important to note that the
employment of various forms of data collection is likely to strengthen a case study by
providing a range of perspectives, therefore helping to achieve triangulation (CorbettWhittier & Hamilton. 2013). To accomplish this, it is helpful to look closely at the research
question and theoretical drive in order to evaluate which methods are most fitting. The
methods I chose to use for my case study were observation, interviews, and an analysis of
published documents directly related to the research question. In order to prepare for
observations and interviews, it is necessary to gain access to essential people and determine
an allotted time frame for this data gathering. The purpose of studying individuals in case
study research, “is to understand how the experience and actions of a single person or
persons contribute to the understanding of a case” (Simons, 2009, p. 70). While I included
inquiries about biographical information, this was not the primary purpose of the study, but
rather a way to gain a fuller understanding of Olshansky’s foundational ideas and
perspectives. The majority of my research on Olshansky was completed through an
analysis of her published articles and books. Formal document analysis has the potential to
provide insight into “the cultures of organizations, the values underling policies, and the
beliefs and attitudes of the writer” (Simons, 2009, p. 63). I consider my document analysis
equally important as the data collected through my observation and interview.

CASE STUDY OBSERVATION METHODOLOGY
Both observation and interviews are considered primary sources of data in
qualitative research. While we are all observers in everyday life, observation in research
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occurs when it: “(1) serves a formulated research purpose, (2) is planned deliberately, (3)
is recorded systematically, and (4) is subjected to checks and controls on validity and
reliability” (Kidder, 1981, p. 264). My choice to use observation in my study stemmed
from the opportunity to participate in a workshop led by Beth Olshansky. While I did take
part in the workshop rather than to only observe it, I took detailed notes and paid close
attention to how Olshansky introduced and led her art-based literacy techniques. My role
as an observer can be classified under the category observer as participant because I chose
to participate in the workshop. Merriam (1998) defines this data gathering strategy as: “The
researcher’s observer activities are known to the group; participation in the group is
definitely secondary to the role of information gatherer. Using this method, the researcher
may have access to many people and a wide range of information, but the level of the
information revealed is controlled by the group members being investigated” (p. 101).
While it was important for me to participate in the workshop and provide a personal
reflection in my study, my primary intent was to gather and record information.
The use of observation can be valuable in research for numerous reasons. An
observer might notice things that are routine for the participants themselves, or in my case
the instructor. Observation is also useful for triangulation, providing specific incidents as
references, and recording behavior in action. During an observation, it is important to keep
in mind the following components: physical setting, the participants, the activities and
interactions, conversation, subtle factors, and your own behavior (Merriam, 1998). All
these characteristics of observation were beneficial to my study in order to provide
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understanding beyond the analysis of Olshansky’s published works. I not only focused on
Olshansky, but also was aware of my own biases and surroundings.

CASE STUDY INTERVIEW METHODOLOGY
Interviews are a beneficial tool for providing rich data and new understandings.
However, such data-gathering conversation can also be extremely time consuming
(Corbett-Whittier & Hamilton, 2013). The main purpose of conducting an interview is to
obtain specific information that cannot be directly observed, and particularly to
comprehend what is in the mind of someone else (Dexter, 1970). While there can be group
or collective interviews, the most commonly used interview format is person-to-person.
Various types of interviews include those classified as highly structured/standardized,
semi-structured, and unstructured/informal. Structured or standardized interviews include
predetermined questions. Semi-structured interviews include a combination of structured
and unstructured questions. An unstructured or informal interview does not require
extensive planning, as the questions are open-ended and exploratory (Merriam, 1998). My
choice to interview Olshansky was influenced by my curiosity of her personal experiences
with Picturing Writing and Image-Making Within The Writing Process. I was also curious
about her individual journey and what events led her to develop these art-based literacy
strategies. I chose to conduct a semi-structured interview; this approach enabled me to
thoughtfully develop open-ended questions and also be accepting of unexpected shifts in
our conversations. Typically, in qualitative research, less structured formats are used. This
enables the researcher to have minimal influence on the responses of the interviewee.
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To prepare questions for an interview, it is helpful to first make a short list of topics
that should be included. Reviewing literature before preparing interview questions might
seem beneficial, yet it can also be overwhelming. Preparing interview questions derived
from existing knowledge and curiosities may result in more honest topic areas (Lichtman,
2010). When deciding what kinds of questions to ask, Lichtman (2010) proposes three
categories:
(1) personal questions (“Tell me a little about yourself.”); (2) concrete questions
(“Tell me something that happened to you last week in your class”; “Tell me your
thoughts when you learned last week that you were going to lose your job.”); and
(3) feeling questions (“What is it like to be a student in this school?”) (p. 144)
I incorporated these three question categories into my interview with Beth
Olshansky. They were all open-ended interview techniques and enabled me to keep a loose
interview structure, where a shift in conversation was not stressful. Certain types of
questions should be avoided in an interview. These include, (a) multiple questions, where
they might not allow the interviewee to answer one by one; (b) leading questions, where
the interviewer makes any assumptions; and (c) yes-or-no questions, where the interviewee
is not encouraged to expand on answers that are given (Merriam, 1998). When creating my
interview questions for Olshansky, I found it helpful to begin by providing a written record
of possible questions I might ask. Next, I weeded out any poorly conceived questions that
fell under the “avoid” category, or I reshaped the questions to transform them into more
powerful questions. I then reviewed them with a trusted colleague to gain additional
feedback. One way I accomplished this was by adjusting general questions to make them
become more specific.
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Once the interview questions are prepared and data collection methods decided, it
is important for the researcher to perform a pilot test. This might be as simple as reviewing
the questions and strategies with a colleague (Lapan, Moore, & Quartaroli, 2012). At this
time or earlier, it is also necessary to obtain consent from an individual of interest to
conduct the interview. For my case, I obtained verbal consent through a phone call. I also
asked permission to use a recording device in order to avoid frantically taking notes, rather
than focusing on Olshansky’s responses, body language, and surroundings. Prior to the
interview, the researcher should develop rapport with the interviewee, which may simply
include giving an allotted time frame of the intended interview, being relaxed and
welcoming, and gaining trust of the interviewee (Lichtman, 2010). After establishing a
comfortable environment, I used my semi-structured guidelines to investigate my topics of
interest. While I did not take extensive notes during the interview, I did write down any
questions I wanted to follow up with at the end of the interview. For this reason, it was
crucial to become a good listener and try to fully comprehend Olshansky’s responses. I
notified Olshansky when I arrived at my final questions. Following the interview, I thanked
Olshansky for her time and recorded the length of the interview. I also quickly noted my
final thoughts and reactions, to assist me in data analysis.

DATA ANALYSIS AND VALIDITY IN THE CASE STUDY
In regards to my study, the term analysis refers to coding, categorizing, mapping,
and theme generation, all which were used to provide organization and a deeper
understanding of my data (Simons, 2009). The idea behind analysis is for the researcher to
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deconstruct the data and piece it back together with more understanding and meaning.
Presenting quotations from an interview or observation is simply not enough, as this does
not reveal any deeper meaning or significance that might be present within the collected
data. An important strategy for successfully interpreting data is to begin the analytic
process from the early stages of data collection. Merriam (1998) states, “Months later, as
you sit down to analyze and write up your findings, you have a set of tentative categories
or themes—answers to your research questions from which to work. You are organizing
and refining rather than beginning data analysis” (162). Taking notes from the beginning
and constantly recognizing shifts in my understandings ultimately affected my final
interpretations of this study.
The first step in my data collection was to study Olshansky’s publications. After
reviewing her work, I highlighted recurring themes and ideas that stood out to me. This not
only strengthened my understanding of her art-based literacy methods, but also prepared
me to develop my interview questions and form an idea of what my observation at the
professional development workshop might look like. My observation and interview with
Olshansky happened fairly quickly, both during the same weekend in New Hampshire.
Almost immediately after returning to Austin, I transcribed the recorded tapes from my
interview with Olshansky and reviewed the purpose of my study. Due to lack of time, I did
not ask Olshansky to complete a member check after the interview with was transcribed. I
then read both the data from the interview and the notes from the observation numerous
times. While doing so, I recorded more notes and looked for significant themes and ideas
present in the transcripts. I used my previous interpretations from Olshansky’s publications
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to further inform my understandings and construct tentative ideas of possible themes
derived from this data. I compared notes and findings from the analysis, observation, and
interview and recorded similarities and differences I found between them. This information
informed how I later conducted my pilot study and developed a questionnaire.
To transcribe my interview with Olshansky, I ultimately decided I would be the one
to complete the transcribing, despite the time-consuming nature of this task. Transcribing
one’s own interviews allows for reflexivity and trustworthiness of the data to emerge
(Olson, 2011). Additionally, transcribing an interview serves as a form of data analysis in
itself (Silverman, 2000). I decided to use a natural format to transcribe my interview.
Rather than including every “like” or “um,” I wanted to assist the readability by eliminating
literary conventions (Bucholtz, 2000). For my transcription format, I used an easy format
offered by Olson (2011): I simply wrote “(pause)” if there was a significant pause,
“(unclear)” if I could not understand a portion of the recording, and “(interrupted)” if one
speaker interrupted the other. I inserted an (I) before each time I spoke to stand for
interviewer and a (P) before each time Olshansky responded, to stand for participant. This
technique assisted the efficiency of coding the data.
I used coding in each form of data collection during my case study. Coding is a
process that enables researchers to identify and clarify themes within the data and assigns
names to each: “Coding and categorizing is systematic, comprehensive (searching all the
data until the categories are saturated) and cumulative, gradually building understanding
or explanations” (Simons, 2009, p. 121). It was important in my writing process to begin
coding quickly after each data collection format. This ensured I was analyzing my research
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from the early stages of my study and provided me with a general idea of recurring themes
that emerged from the data. Coding is a great tool for organization, as long as the topics
generated relate to the main research purpose and question. This action assisted me in later
conducting practitioner research, as through it I was enabled to develop my pilot study and
questionnaire based on significant emerging themes.

PRACTITIONER ACTION RESEARCH DESIGN
Practitioner research is an exploratory approach for professionals interested in selfreflection, and introduced into research discussion by Kurt Lewin (1946, 1948). Lewin, a
social psychologist, initiated the idea of practitioner research, which could be used by
community workers to solve problems, with the notion to help the troubled populations in
the United States (Beattie, 1989). While traditional researchers use practitioner research to
explore positivist ideas, nontraditional researchers often use practitioner research to try
new ideas or practices in attempt to learn how they might work. Lapan (2012) further
describes nontraditional practitioner research:
Nontraditional practitioner action research studies are seldom designed in a longerterm framework as most research tends to be. Instead they are likely to be scheduled
and structured in small, manageable plans whereby data are collected in a time
frame of less than an hour, although they can extend for up to a week or two
depending on the nature and breadth of the research questions. The shorter study
schedule is employed so that a practitioner can plan and carry out each investigation
and immediately apply findings for reflection and adjustment in subsequent
practice. (p. 293)
This investigation is nontraditional practitioner research. My intent in using practitioner
research was to develop a pilot study and questionnaire utilizing my case study focused on
the ideas and work of Beth Olshansky. Olshansky’s art-based literacy methods, Picturing
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Writing and Image-Making, were developed with classroom teachers in mind. My purpose
in conducting this research was to test these art-based literacy exercises in an art museum
setting, to determine how they might be received by young learners.
Both evaluation and reflective teaching are major components of practitioner
research. While practitioner research can be used in many fields, I focused on its presence
in education. Lawrence Stenhouse’s 1975 text An Introduction to Curriculum Research
and Development describes the role of a teacher as a researcher. The term “teacher as
researcher” emerged from his work, which claims a teacher holds influence on the
curriculum and pedagogies used in the classroom. More specifically, teachers could try
new strategies in the classroom to reflect on their own practices, and through this share
emerging information and ideas with other educators: “Through the persistent and
committed efforts of a number of teachers and lecturers the legacy of Stenhouse has given
rise to a range of networks of practitioner research in education” (Elliot, Hulme, Lowden,
& Menter, 2011, p. 6). Elliot, Hulme, Lowden, and Menter (2011) propose an outline of
what practitioner research for educators might look like: professional practiceàcritical
reflectionàresearchàstrategic planàaction. The professional practice most relevant to
my study was art-based literacy. Rather than looking at my personal experience with this
focus in mind, I completed a case study by centering attention on Beth Olshansky and the
art-based literacy professional practices she developed. I reflected on my observation
attending her professional development workshop along with my interview with her. I
researched not only Olshansky’s writings on the topic and her experience, but also explored
the broader topic of arts integration and museum education. I then developed a plan to
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conduct a pilot study based on these strategies, to be tested in a museum setting rather than
a classroom. Finally, I led the pilot study and assessed both my teaching strategies and the
participants’ reactions. The purpose of doing so was to provide suggestions for other
practitioners in the field of art museum education.
A major component of practitioner research beyond reflection and evaluation is the
dissemination of the findings with other individuals. Elliot, Hulme, Lowden, and Menter
(2011) explain:
And the professional development that may be associated with practitioner research
may not be for individuals alone, it may well be professional development for a
broader grouping of staff, for example, members of a subject department in a
secondary school, a team of teachers and assistants in an early years setting, or an
inter-institutional network of college lecturers. (p. 8)
Somekh (1994) also advocated for practitioner research contributing to public knowledge,
as seen through his statement: “If action research is not recognized as a research
methodology, the knowledge generated from action research is neither taken seriously nor
disseminated widely and effectively” (p. 28). The main purpose of my research was to
inspire other art educators, specifically museum educators, to integrate art-based literacy
strategies into their practices, and provide them with one outlet to do so. Rather than
looking for a direct change as a result of practitioner research, the practice often aims to
impact and improve everyday practices, which was an underlying purpose of my study
(Lapan, 2012).
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PILOT STUDY
A pilot study is a small scale version of an investigation, developed to perceive
what a program or idea might look like if implemented on a larger scale. A pilot study is
“conducted to allow researchers to practice and to assess the effectiveness of their planned
data collection and analysis techniques” (Doody & Doody, 2015, p. 1074). A pilot study
offers the ability to identify any problems or constraints that might exist when executed in
a full blown study. Pilot studies also have the ability to support other researchers and add
credibility to a study (Padgett, 2008). Pilot studies can be used for quantitative or
qualitative research, typically for a relatively unexplored topic (Hundley & Teijlingen,
2002). While a pilot study can be a very useful resource for research, it is important to note
the limitations that exist in it. One limitation might include developing inaccurate
predictions when analyzing the study data. For example, in my analysis I emphasized that
conducting a large-scale study influenced by my pilot study might have slightly altered
results, as the participants in both studies will differ from each other.
My pilot study explored the use of Olshansky’s art-based literacy methods in a
museum setting. I began by determining a small, intentional participant group. Rather than
experiment with elementary aged children, due to accessibility I decided to utilize the
convenience sampling strategy and ask for participants in my Art Education graduate
cohort at The University of Texas at Austin. A total of seven individuals served as my
participants, all female between the ages of twenty-four and twenty-nine. Before the pilot
study took place, I carefully adapted an activity introduced by Olshansky to take place in
front of a work of art. This activity was derived directly from the professional development
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workshop I attended and the analysis I completed of Olshansky’s written materials. The
day the pilot study took place, I first informed my participants of my research goals. I
provided them a brief overview of what we would be doing and an approximate time frame
of the activity. I obtained verbal consent from my participants to video record the pilot
study to assist the process of reflection and evaluation that followed. I ensured them the
material would be erased directly after the study was complete. Though my participants
were not the intended age I envision these art-based literacy methods to be practiced on,
my hope was for this pilot study to provide a general idea of possible responses that might
be evident if these strategies are tested and utilized in a museum setting.

QUESTIONNAIRE
A set of questions completed by participants is considered a survey known as a
questionnaire. Advantages of a questionnaire might include the following: the ability to
collect a large range of information, the simple nature of administrating it, the quick
collection of data, and the possibility of a short analysis with closed questions (Elliot,
Hulme, Lowden, & Menter, 2011). Some disadvantages of a questionnaire include: honesty
and motivation to complete the questionnaire, misunderstood questions, possible errors,
incomplete responses, and lack of follow-up questions. The purpose of a questionnaire is
to investigate the opinions or attitudes from a selected population. Questions should be
clear, articulate, and to the point (Murdoch-Eaton & Thwaites Bee, 2016).
Both closed and open-ended questions can be used in a questionnaire. Elliot,
Hulme, Lowden, and Menter (2011) offer four question types that might appear in this
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survey: (a) dichotomous questions, where the participant selects one answer; (b) list or
multiple choice; (c) questions based on level of measurement; and (d) filter or contingency
questions, where participants might be directed to another question, a decision that is based
on the answer given to a previous question. While closed questions might ensure an easier
analysis, open-ended questions are more time consuming and require a closer look and
evaluation. Open-ended questions might provide more valuable and personable responses.
It is necessary to consider the language used, clarity, and most importantly that the
questionnaire aligns with the overall purpose of the study. The anonymous questionnaire I
developed included a total of four questions, with different question types represented. My
intent for the short survey was to provide incentive for my participants to fully complete it
and to streamline the data analysis process.
The purpose of my survey (See Appendix A) was to gain concise insight into the
pilot study I conducted. Rather than to carry out an interview with each participant, this
approach was an outlet used to secure an understanding of my participants’ experience
during the activity I led. I used my prior research into art-based literacy, my experience at
Olshansky’s professional development event, and my own curiosities to develop this
questionnaire. The questionnaire was the final component of my data collection, which I
hoped would result in insightful interpretations that could be explored beyond my study.
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DATA ANALYSIS AND VALIDITY IN PRACTITIONER RESEARCH
A purpose of practitioner research is to determine if the findings drawn here
embody an accurate representation of a specific practice. When analyzing the data, Lapan
(2012) presents four questions to consider:
1. Are the researcher’s biases and other preformed expectations transparently
known and therefore recognized for their potential influence on any findings?
2. How natural and real do findings appear in representing how things usually
transpire in the work setting?
3. Are the findings complete enough to be fully representative of the practice
under study?
4. Are the findings really meaningful to the professional in a way that makes them
useful for change and improvement? (p. 315)
These questions were particularly useful when I analyzed the data from my pilot study and
questionnaire. I ensured to acknowledge any possible biases that existed and include them
in my analysis. I then considered how biases might have influenced my interpretations of
the data. For example, because members of my pilot study were fellow art education
graduate students, many of them were my close friends. These relationships might have
influenced, to some degree, how I responded to their ideas during the pilot study or how I
interpreted their writing excerpts. With regards to the pilot study, I considered my
participants and evaluated how their reactions might compare to an elementary aged child’s
response. Though these age groups are considerably different, my study was the first step
in examining what responses to these exercises might look like when conducted in a
museum. I then evaluated the quick and direct nature of the pilot study and questionnaire
and determined that my findings were complete enough, but were not fully representative
of the practice under study. Lastly, I reflected on the meaningfulness of my collected data.
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I believe this topic is significant in the field of art education, especially with regard to
museums. This collected data enabled me to establish ideas for improvement, if the study
were to be conducted elsewhere.
To analyze my pilot study, I closely reviewed the video recording and took
extensive notes. Through watching and re-watching the recording, I reflected on my own
teaching practice along with the responses and reactions of my participants. With the notes
I created, I used the same coding techniques practiced in my case study and classified terms
under the categories I previously developed. I made sure to acknowledge any new themes
that emerged, but my previous analysis of my case study made this process easier to
perform. To code the data from my questionnaires, I first compared the responses from my
respondents and took notes of promising data. Next, I considered how my interpretations
of the pilot study and questionnaire compared to those of the case study. This was an
important step in understanding if Olshansky’s purpose remained present when her
methods were trialed in a museum rather than in a classroom. More importantly, this
comparison enabled me to understand if results in my study were significant enough to
show importance to other educators in the field of museum education.

CONCLUSION
The methodologies I chose to explore in my research enabled me to gain a strong
understanding of Olshansky’s art-based literacy methods and put her strategies into
practice in an unexplored setting. The following two chapters include the analysis of my
collected data. Chapter 4 explores the publications of Beth Olshansky and examines the
details of my case, including the analysis of my observation and interview with Olshansky.
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Chapter 5 reviews my use of practitioner research and provides an interpretation of what
can be learned from implementing Olshansky’s methods in a museum setting. These
chapters are vital in responding to my research question and providing the reader with
important ideas and themes discovered through the analytic process.
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CHAPTER 4: DATA COLLECTION - CASE STUDY
I initially learned about Beth Olshansky in Fall 2016 after receiving an email from
the National Art Education Association (NAEA) that notified me and other NAEA
members about her online webinar introducing Picturing Writing. After attending this
webinar, I recognized the importance of her work and wondered about its possible
relevance in art museums. To gain a deep understanding of Olshansky and her art-based
literacy methods, I collected her published documents along with her book titled The Power
of Pictures: Creating Pathways to Literacy through Art. I also reached out to Olshansky to
schedule a phone meeting. It was during this phone call that I determined it was crucial to
meet Olshansky in person and participate in one of her professional development
workshops. Below is an overview of the information I found crucial when studying the
work of Beth Olshansky, and a description of my experience at Olshansky’s Picturing
Writing Workshop in Durham, New Hampshire.

BACKGROUND
Beth Olshansky’s exploration of the connection between words and pictures began
in the late 1980s, when she recognized her daughter’s struggles with reading and writing,
interconnected with the verbocentric literacy pedagogies taught in most schools
(Olshansky, 2007). She shares: “Early observations of my daughter painting and then
“telling about her picture” made it clear that an invitation to “read the picture” can serve to
elicit descriptive language that is not available when trying to write while staring at a blank
piece of paper” (Olshansky, 2007, p. 1). Similar to her own childhood memories as a visual
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and kinesthetic learner, Olshansky investigated the relationship between pictures and
words during the summer of 1990, with a story illustration workshop attended by a small
group of neighborhood kids (Olshansky, 2007). The rich use of vocabulary and imaginative
stories created that summer resulted in Olshansky dedicating over two decades to study the
interplay of words and pictures and develop and refine internationally known and practiced
art-based literacy models for teaching writing.
The plethora of research pertaining to multiple intelligences and visual learners has
provided Olshansky with a strong foundation to support her art-based literacy models.
Specifically, the work of Geoffrey and Renate Nummela Cane, Lev Vygotsky, and Albert
Bandura have greatly informed her practices. Olshansky (2008a) looks to Olson’s (1992)
views regarding non-verbal learners in verbocentric schools. While many visual and
kinesthetic learners repeatedly demonstrate difficulty learning in these environments, many
educators continue to ignore their strengths. These students often show difficulty with
testing, indicate signs of low self-esteem, and are more likely to be high school dropouts
(Olshansky, 2008a). Olshansky (2008a) states: “Without intending to do so, we often end
up aggravating their problems and further programming them for failure. We strip them of
their self-confidence, their dignity, and their will to learn while ignoring their many gifts
and talents” (p. 10). Furthermore, teaching towards a wide range of learning styles might
provide a solution that demonstrates student learning improvement and success.
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ARTISTS/WRITERS WORKSHOPS
Artists/Writers Workshop was initially designed utilizing Donald Grave’s
philosophies on teaching writing, which moved towards a notion of creating authentic
writing experiences for students (Olshansky, 2014c). Built from the traditional concept of
a Writers Workshop but with the inclusion of art, Olshansky developed four major
components of Artists/Writers Workshop: Literature Share, Modeling Session, Work
Session, and Group Share (Olshansky, 2008a; 2014b). The Literature Share/Discussion,
consists of the following: the instructor chooses a quality picture book with a purpose in
mind. The teacher reads the book and asks critical questions that pertain to the language of
pictures and words. Following the Literature Share, the whole class participates in a
Modeling Session where teachers guide the class through each step of an art making
activity and writing process. The Modeling Session has a purposeful literacy component.
Next, in the Work Session students use their newfound knowledge from the Literature
Share and Modeling Session to begin their personal journey through the writing and art
making process. The Work Session enables students to use the skills learned from the
Modeling Session on their own, and is recommended to take place two to three times a
week. Lastly, the Group Share invites students to share their completed work in front of
the class. (Olshansky, 2008a). Artists/Writers Workshop was created with intention to be
incorporated into the daily curriculum. The workshop should last a total of sixty to ninety
minutes. As students move from the picture component of Artists/Writers Workshop to the
words component, Olshansky affirms they encounter the power of transmediation:
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Transmediation is defined by Marjorie Siegel (1995) as the recasting of meaning
from one sign system to another, in this case from pictures to words. Siegel, along
with others in the field, claims transmediation deepens students’ thinking and
increases their generative and reflective abilities. (Olshansky, 2008b, p. 11)
Moreover, transmediation is a crucial component of Artists/Writers workshops as it enables
students to connect with their work on multiple levels.
To assist teachers in developing lesson plans for Artists/Writers workshop,
Olshansky developed two models: “Picturing Writing: Fostering Literacy Through Art and
Image Making Within The Writing Process are two art- and literature-based approaches to
literacy learning that are facilitated within Artists/Writers Workshop. They have been fieldtested, refined, and researched for over two decades” (Olshansky, 2014a, p. 52). Research
findings regarding program effectiveness examined pre- and post-test art and writings from
specific schools that were evaluated through developed scoring instruments. Additionally,
Olshansky looked at standardized test scores from Main Street School in Exeter, New
Hampshire, which integrated Picturing Writing and Image Making into their school-wide
curriculum in 1999. A look at these findings reveal improvements in both writing and
reading comprehension among students (Olshansky, 2008a). Further data and studies can
be found at www.picturingwriting.org/effectiveness.html.

PICTURING WRITING: FOSTERING LITERACY THROUGH ART WORKSHOP
In January 2017, I boarded a flight to Boston, Massachusetts, followed by a twohour bus ride to Portsmouth, New Hampshire. I stepped off the bus at 9:40 PM in twelvedegree weather, surrounded by snow, and was welcomed by Janet Flagg, Program Support
Assistant for the Center for the Advancement of Art-Based Literacy at the University of
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New Hampshire. In the short drive to the hotel in Durham, Janet warmly told me about her
experience with Picturing Writing and asked about my travels from Austin, Texas. When
we approached the University of New Hampshire, Durham’s quaint campus, she pointed
out where the workshop would take place and provided me with a campus map. Upon
checking into my hotel room, I briefly reviewed the schedule for the following day, tested
the recording device I brought for the interview, and reviewed my interview questions.
The next morning, I left my hotel room and ventured on a twenty-minute walk to
Kingsbury Hall, where the workshop took place. I arrived at the building with numb hands
and went up two flights of stairs into room 3.10. There, I was sincerely greeted by Beth
Olshansky, the educator I travelled over two-thousand miles to meet. As we waited for the
other participants to arrive, Olshansky mentioned there were three last minute
cancellations, reducing the workshop participant number to six. Over coffee and breakfast,
we quickly introduced ourselves to the group. The workshop was attended by two general
elementary school teachers from New Hampshire, one elementary art teacher from New
Hampshire, one elementary special-education teacher from New Hampshire, and one
individual from Massachusetts interested in teaching English as a Second Language (ESL).
Due to the majority of elementary school teachers who attended the workshop, Olshansky
focused on this audience, which matched perfectly my interests in focusing on museum
visitors.
The workshop began with a brief video centered on a third grade classroom in New
Hampshire that participated in the Artist/Writers Workshop and Picturing Writing.
Olshansky visited this specific classroom to lead the students’ learning experiences, which
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provided me and the other workshop participants with a clear understanding of how she
envisions her curriculum to be applied. The video briefly demonstrated the four
components of Artists/Writers Workshop: Literature Share/Discussion, Modeling Session,
Work Session, and Group Share. Olshansky asked many purposeful questions during the
Literature Share/Discussion, while she read a carefully selected book to the third grade
class. During the Modeling Session she sat at a large table surrounded by all the students,
and demonstrated the concepts discussed during the Literature Share using crayon resist
techniques. The Work Session occurred directly after the Modeling Session, which
reflected both the Literature Share/Discussion and Modeling Session, where each student
performed the crayon-resist strategies previously taught. Lastly, the Artist Share
encouraged students to display their artwork in front of the class and discuss the various
elements present. The same four components were then repeated with a focus on literacy,
using the artwork previously created and a different book selection. This short video gave
everyone a general understanding of Artists/Writers Workshop and Picturing Writing, and
enabled Olshansky to dive straight into an interactive professional development workshop.

PART 1: TIME OF DAY
The first half of the workshop focused on the Picturing Writing Time of Day Unit
with a look at setting, sequence, descriptive language, and mood. Olshansky walked us
through each component of the Artists/Writers workshop. The Artists/Writers workshop
was developed to be incorporated into a class curriculum, with an end result being a book
created by each student. We first reviewed the pictures component of the workshop,
57

followed by the literacy portion. Prior to the first Literature Share/Discussion, Olshansky
read the book I am an Artist by Pat Lowery Collins. She then modeled how to use water
color paint as an introduction to creating pictures. For the Literature Share/Discussion,
Olshansky chose a book related to time of day, titled Grandfather Twilight by Barbara
Helen Berger, and emphasized the importance of quality picture books in which the
pictures and words are equally valuable. She introduced important vocabulary, but
encouraged us to look closely at the pictures to determine what twilight looked and felt
like. During the Modeling Session, Olshansky demonstrated how to use crayon-resist
techniques to paint a twilight scene and gave different suggestions regarding the use of art
materials. For the Work Session, we all individually created two landscape pictures using
the techniques we previously learned (See Figure 1). Finally, Olshansky provided each of
us with a small easel to display our work and celebrate the diversity of each picture.
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Figure 1:

Crayon-resist Time of Day painting created by the author at the Picturing
Writing workshop.

As we moved into the literacy portion of the Workshop, Olshansky introduced us
to strategies I saw appropriate for gallery teaching in an art museum. Following the second
Literature Share/Discussion, focused on words rather than the pictures, Olshansky walked
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us through brainstorming sheets. She displayed the twilight picture created in the prior
Modeling Session in the “Artists Frame” in the front of the classroom. As a group, we
called out descriptive words and Olshansky strategically separated the key things we saw
(nouns) into four columns. This included: Sun, Mountains, Sky/Clouds, and River. Next,
she asked us to share descriptive words for each noun, which were written below (Figure
2). To encourage a variety of words, Olshansky asked the question: What is the “noun”
doing?

Figure 2:

Excerpt A from observational field notes.
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Next, Olshansky asked us to decide, as a group, which words on the list were the strongest.
She circled these words and she clarified for the participants that teachers should not circle
more than 3-4 words (See Figure 3). Finally, as a group, we constructed a sentence from
each column and utilized the circled words, for example: The glowing sun slipped silently
down the fiery sky.

Figure 3:

Excerpt B from observational field notes.

Olshansky handed each of us a brainstorming sheet for the Work Session. The one
created together during the Modeling Session was kept on the board, giving us access to
words we previously came up with. In a classroom or museum, this would enable students
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with a smaller vocabulary bank to feel confident completing this activity. Utilizing the
brainstorming sheets, we individually went through the same process while using our
picture of choice created during the image-focused Work Session (See Figure 4). This also
marked the shift into transmediation, where we moved from the visual language of our
artwork to the verbal language of our words (Olshansky, 2008a). After writing complete
sentences in the lines provided, we were encouraged to underline the verbs in red and
adjectives in blue, which assisted us in editing our writing (See Figure 4).

Figure 4:

Brainstorm sheet A from Picturing Writing workshop.
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PART 2: WEATHER
Following the first half of the workshop, we took a break for lunch while
simultaneously watching a video filmed in a classroom in Nunavut, Canada where
Picturing Writing was utilized to teach students both English and their native language.
After concluding the video, the second half of the day was centered on the Picturing
Writing Weather Unit. As we went through the familiar sequence of components, including
Literature Share/Discussion, Modeling Session, Work Session, and Group Share, we
watched Olshansky model how to utilize this curriculum in a classroom. For the Modeling
Session, Olshansky painted a lightening scene using the crayon-resist technique and
demonstrated different art practices that emulated various types of weather. This included
Tempera Sponging, Tempera Splattering, Tempera Brushing, Tempera Dabbing,
Watercolor and Salt, Plastic Wrap Printing, White Crayon Resist, and Tissue Clouds. She
also provided tips on creating visual perspective, to encourage students to produce more
interesting and thoughtful pictures. We then had time to test these strategies and create two
storm pictures on our own (See Figure 5). The purpose of creating two pictures rather than
one is to encourage students to practice the skills learned and choose their best work. Our
picture of choice assisted us as we moved into the Literacy strand of the Artists/Writers
Workshop.
For the second Literature Share/Discussion, Olshansky read a few pages from the
book Water Dance by Thomas Locker. Locker writes poems in first person, using “I” to
pretend he is the weather. Similar to the Time of Day Unit, we completed a brainstorming
sheet during the second Modeling Session. After writing important things (nouns) we saw
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in the top row of boxes (i.e., lightning, sky, ocean), Olshansky asked us to brainstorm
“doing words,” and created a list of verbs that illustrated what lightning does. We came up
with adjectives to fill in the rest of the columns. Rather than writing sentences to describe
the painting after we completed the brainstorming sheet, Olshansky led us in creating an
“I” poem. She encouraged the use of similes and personification, which could be exercised
in classrooms with upper elementary or middle school students. During the Work Session,
Olshansky again handed out brainstorming sheets and easel stands. I placed my painting in
the easel stand and began the brainstorming process on my own. Like before, I could
choose words from the board that were listed during the Modeling Session. Finally, we had
the opportunity to share our completed poems (See figure 6).
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Figure 5:

Crayon-resist Weather painting created by the author at the Picturing
Writing workshop.
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Figure 6:

Brainstorm sheet from Picturing Writing workshop.

Similar to the Time of Day unit, I concluded that components of the literacy half of
the Weather unit could be adjusted for a museum activity. While the picture half of the
workshop appears useful for a classroom setting, it requires too much time to create a
complete art project, which cannot be accomplished during a short museum visit.
Additionally, art museum galleries only allow pencils for writing or drawing purposes. I
saw the value in adapting the brainstorming sheet and “I” poem activity for use in front of
an original work of art. While the activity would likely be shortened to exclude the full
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length Modeling Session, students in a museum setting can collaboratively or individually
create their own poems. I also see it beneficial to read a couple pages from a book similar
to Water Dance that correlates with the original work of art chosen. For example, reading
an “I” poem about rain in front of a landscape painting representing a storm.
To conclude the workshop, Olshansky briefly reviewed numerous teacher resources
she developed, and left time to respond to any remaining questions from the workshop
participants. We helped clean up the materials used during the day to support Olshansky in
preparing for the various workshops planned for the remainder of that week. We were each
provided with her book The Power of Pictures: Creating Pathways to Literacy through Art
and lesson plans for the Time of Day unit and Weather unit. Finally, we were asked to
complete a short survey to describe our experience with her workshop. While I felt
extremely informed about Picturing Writing prior to the workshop because of my
familiarity with Olshansky’s writings, I still found my trip engaging and worthwhile. It was
valuable to witness Olshansky put her curriculum into practice and provide teaching insight
I would not have perceived otherwise.

INTERVIEW
Prior to arriving in New Hampshire, I developed a set of eight interview questions
as a data collecting device to further understand Olshansky’s background and philosophies
(See Appendix B). Due to the abundant amount of valuable information I acquired through
reading Olshansky’s book and numerous publications, my goal was to only ask questions
that related directly to my central research questions: (a) What art-based literacy
67

approaches can be learned by studying the work of educator Beth Olshansky? and (b) What
responses do the approaches receive when utilized in a museum setting? I also hoped my
questions would assist me in creating a pilot study that adapted her methods for a museum
setting in an appropriate manner. My interview with Olshansky took place directly after
cleaning up the supplies from the workshop, in the same room where the workshop
occurred. I tested the recording device and proceeded with a semi-structured interview
format.
To start the interview, I asked Olshansky to share about her educational background
and journey. In response, she surprisingly stated: “Well I did actually get a teaching degree
for elementary art education, but by the time I got through my education program I was
convinced I didn’t have the skills nor the confidence to work with children” (personal
communication, January 9, 2017). During her time at Clark University, while attaining a
degree in art education, Olshansky completed an independent study where she taught
herself to batik, a method of dyeing fabric utilizing removable wax. Upon graduating from
Clark, Olshansky initially intended to make a career of batiking, which she did for a while.
She shared: “It was kind of isolating and one day I was walking by a preschool and saw
the kids outside. They were so spontaneous and I felt like I had kind of lost my spontaneity,
so I went and applied for a job” (personal communication, January 9, 2017). Soon after,
she accepted the role of art director at a private school, which was her first engagement
with children. While she has no experience as a public school teacher, in 1990 Olshansky
received her first grant to explore an illustration component to the writing process, and was
assigned to other teacher’s classrooms. Since then, fueled by monetary grants of all sizes,
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she explained her many opportunities to work with public school teachers to field test her
work while having the advantage of focusing on her research without a classroom of her
own.

PILOT STUDY INSIGHT
The majority of Olshansky’s experience with Picturing Writing is tied to schools,
with reason to intensively reach the greatest number of children. Though she has little
interaction with museum educators, we discussed the logistics of adapting her art-based
literacy strategies for museum practices. Specifically, I mentioned the prospect of using
her brainstorming worksheets in front of an original work of art in a museum. This idea
sparked a conversation of how I might test her brainstorming sheets in my pilot study. The
purpose of Olshansky’s brainstorming sheets is to evoke close looking, expand vocabulary,
create a positive and collaborative learning environment, and set students up for success.
While I have witnessed many students excel when presented with various literacy-based
activities in a gallery setting, I have also observed students respond minimally, challenged
by the act of staring at a blank sheet of paper. Adapting the brainstorming sheets for a
museum activity might be especially advantageous for English language learners and
underperforming students. Rather than facilitating an individual-based writing activity, the
brainstorming sheets enable the establishment of a collaborative word bank. After the
facilitator models the brainstorming sheet as a group, students are asked to complete their
own worksheet and encouraged to rightfully take ownership of any words previously
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constructed. This enables each student, regardless of their literacy aptitudes, to confidently
develop strong, descriptive sentences to depict the artwork in front of them.
In consideration of the audience for my pilot study, I asked Olshansky what
differences she is aware of between the teachers participating in her professional
development workshops and the students engaging in her art-based literacy curriculums.
She answered:
Not that different. I mean adults are going to have a wider vocabulary but I would
say the level of engagement of students is just as high as teachers. That’s one of the
exciting things, that even those kids that don’t necessarily engage in the classroom
have a very high level of participation and energy around being involved. (personal
communication, January 9, 2017)
While the participants of my pilot study were young adults rather than elementary aged
students, from her words I was confident that I would gauge a practical understanding of
how students might react to the same activities in a museum environment.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I described Olshansky’s foundational beliefs detailed in her
numerous publications, my brief time in New Hampshire attending Olshansky’s Picturing
Writing Workshop, and my interview with Olshansky regarding her personal journey and
innovative curriculum. Participating in Olshansky’s workshop and conducting the
interview with her was crucial in preparing me to appropriately adapt Olshansky’s artbased literacy methods for museum purposes. Together, the document analysis,
professional development workshop, and interview enabled me to vision how I would
proceed with my pilot study. Chapter 5 details my use of practitioner research, including
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an in-depth overview of my goals and objectives for conducting the pilot study, a reflection
of the study itself, and a look at the questionnaire responses received from those who
participated in the pilot study.
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CHAPTER 5: DATA COLLECTION - PRACTITIONER RESEARCH
The purpose of my pilot study was to gain a sense of how valuable it might be to
adapt Beth Olshansky’s art-based literacy practices for a museum stetting. While
Olshansky designed the Artist/Writers Workshop to take place in the classroom, I
recognize that not every teacher has the resources or support needed in order to integrate
her curriculum in a comprehensive manner. On the other hand, many schools have the
opportunity to go on field trips, often fully funded for Title 1 Schools. This recognition
influenced my curiosity for conducting this study, and urged me to question how museum
educators may use original works of art to teach literacy.

PILOT STUDY DESIGN
This pilot study was designed to take place at the Blanton Museum of Art located
on The University of Texas at Austin’s campus. After discussing the pilot study with
Olshansky during our interview, I determined it should consist of two components, which
I call Component A and Component B. Component A entailed a brief discussion in front
of a work of art with the participants, in order to warm them up and to assist them in writing
two-to-three sentences describing a work of art. Component B of the pilot study used
Olshansky’s brainstorming worksheet, first modeling it with the group and then each
participant completing it individually. Lastly, participants completed a brief survey to help
me better understand their views regarding the study.
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In preparing for the pilot study, I created a brief outline that estimated how much
time each component would take (See Appendix C). I made enough copies of the
brainstorming worksheets (See Appendix D) and surveys (See Appendix A) for each
participant, and passed them out along with a simple lined sheet with instructions for the
first writing component (See Appendix E). I gathered a pack of sharpened pencils, a poster
for the Modeling Session, and a grease pencil to write on the poster board. Finally, I
contacted the security guards at the Blanton Museum of Art to ensure they were aware of
our presence as a group in the museum at that time on that day. To reflect on my teaching
and the reactions of the participants, I asked an outside friend to video record the activities
and conversations of the pilot study, and made sure the handheld video camera was fully
charged prior to the study. The video footage captured during the pilot study heavily
influenced my writing of this chapter.
The pilot study took place on Sunday, February 12, 2017. Due to the busy schedules
of my participants, all members of my cohort at The University of Texas at Austin, I
determined a weekend date that best fit the schedules of my participants. The Blanton
Museum of Art underwent a reinstallation from July 2016 to February 2017. During this
time, the entire upstairs of the museum was closed. February 12 marked the first day of the
museum’s reopening, which also was the day of my pilot study. To avoid dealing with
possible crowds in the museum, I asked my seven participants to arrive at the Blanton
fifteen minutes prior to the museum’s opening. This provided time to briefly explain the
purpose of my study and enter the museum before it got too crowded.
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COMPONENT A
Upon entering the museum, the participants stashed their bags in the lockers on the
first floor. I then led the group to the second floor and into the American West gallery. A
couple factors led to my choice of utilizing this space. Due to Olshansky’s use of landscape
pictures for Artist/Writers Workshop, I thought I should also pick a landscape painting at
the Blanton, and the American West gallery had a few different options. Additionally, I
wanted to talk about artwork that could potentially connect well to an elementary class
curriculum. The artwork I chose to discuss during Component A was a landscape painting
by artist Worthington Whittredge (See Figure 7). I asked my participants to take a seat on
the floor and to not block the entrance of the gallery. After we were all seated, I offered a
brief overview of my thesis and interest in Beth Olshansky and her work. To begin a close
looking conversation about the work of art, I asked the participants: What do you see? As
they raised their hands to share various inquiries about the painting, I followed up with
questions such as: What do you see that makes you say that? or Why do you find that
interesting? This encouraged the participants to back up their statements with visual
evidence. The purpose of having a conversation about the artwork prior to the writing was
to emulate how I might actually talk with a group of students before facilitating a writing
activity. I made sure to keep this conversation brief, as Component A of the pilot study was
not the primary focus.
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Figure 7:

Buffalo on the Platte River, 1886 by Worthington Whittredge.

After a few participants shared their thoughts about the painting, I introduced the
first writing activity. I relayed the directions written on the worksheet I created (See
Appendix E), which asked the participants to write two-to-three sentences to describe the
work of art we just talked about as a group. I passed a worksheet and pencil to each
participant and asked them to write their names at the top. The purpose of this worksheet
was for recording personal reflection. I encouraged participants to stand up and get closer
to the painting if they were inclined to do so. While they did not reposition themselves
during the writing exercise, I noticed participants continuously looking up when writing.
It took approximately three minutes for the participants to complete this writing exercise.
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I collected a paper from everyone, and we continued with a brief reflection of Component
A.
Before starting Component B of the pilot study, I asked participants to share their
thoughts on the previous process, which included having a conversation about a painting
and then writing a few descriptive sentences in response. One participant shared, “I think
it helped talking about and pulling out the formalities and components of the painting and
then writing about it using all the points that people shared” (personal communication,
February 12, 2017). Another participant disagreed, sharing that she had a hard time
thinking of words to describe the painting. One participant agreed with the first, sharing
that she was influenced by what was said during the slow looking conversation and wrote
down similar things, admitting that it was less of her own ideas. I thanked those who shared
and arranged to commence Component B of the pilot study.

COMPONENT B
To begin Component B, I explained to the group that we were going to do an
activity introduced by Olshansky. First, I would model the activity with the group in front
of Whittredge’s painting (See Figure 7). When we were finished, we would shift our
attention to another painting in the same gallery for the participants to complete the activity
on their own. I took out the poster board I brought, which mimicked Olshansky’s four
column brainstorming sheet (See Appendix D). I asked the group to tell me the four major
things they noticed in the painting, and they began to discuss these in a conversational
manner. While they stated nouns, including trees, sky, water, and land, I wrote these at the
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top of each column. One by one, I asked the group to provide me with descriptive words
regarding each of the four nouns. For the first row, I asked the question: What are the trees
doing? I noticed that this question challenged the participants and pushed them to think
beyond merely listing adjectives. One response was that the trees were providing. I
followed up with the question: What are they providing? The participant suggested that
they were providing shelter for the animals while another person stated that the trees were
providing shade. I made sure to write down each of these words in the “trees” column. I
repeated this questioning process for each noun (See Figure 8). Completing the
brainstorming session as a group took about eight minutes, compared to the three-minute
conversation that occurred during Component A.

Figure 8:

Brainstorming sheet from Modeling Session.
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After each column was filled with descriptive words, we circled three-to-four of the
strongest words for each noun. Participants raised their hands to tell me which word to
circle, and demonstrated agreement verbally or through gestures. Once the strongest words
were circled, I explained the second part of the brainstorming sheet. Using the circled
words and nouns, we would create two-to-three sentences to describe the painting as a
whole. As a group we would, however, only come up with one sentence to serve as an
example of how to do this. I recognized that my description was not completely clear, as a
few people asked me to clarify the instructions. Once there was a mutual understanding,
one participant offered: “The moody clouds moved slowly over the full trees” (personal
communication, February, 12 2017). I then provided the group instructions for the next
part of the exercise, what Olshansky titles the “Work Session.” Each participant received
their own brainstorming sheet to complete individually as we shifted to the next painting
by artist Albert Bierstadt (See Figure 9). My intention of choosing an artwork in close
proximity to the first piece was to create a smooth transition, without having the
participants resituate themselves. Additionally, because the paintings had similar focal
points, the brainstorming sheet created on the poster board during the Modeling Session
could be advantageous to those who chose to utilize it in the Work Session.
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Figure 9:

Indian Canoe, circa 1886 by Albert Bierstadt.

After distributing a brainstorming sheet to each person, everyone quietly got to
work. I asked participants to each raise a hand if they had any questions during the writing
process. As they took the time to fill out their brainstorming sheets, I noticed how all the
participants looked at the artwork more frequently in comparison to the earlier writing
exercise of Component A. While some finished their writing work earlier than others, I
recognized that this available time gave those individuals who completed their narrative
ahead of others an opportunity to review their writing and make edits. After ten minutes,
most participants had completed the worksheet, and after twelve minutes the entire group
79

had finished their writing. I then encouraged anyone to share their writing in front of the
painting. As the volunteers read their new sentences, the rest of the participants attentively
looked at the painting.
Following the activity, I led another brief reflection exercise with the group. A
participant shared:
I think that the first time when we did it by ourselves without talking that much in
depth about the painting, I felt a little bit at a loss. The second time around on our
own I didn’t circle the words because I wrote the categories and I already knew
which words I felt strongly about, but it was easier to shift them around and I was
able to go back to the chart and say “Oh, I already used this word.” (personal
communication, February, 12 2017)
Another participant expressed that these were paintings she would normally walk past
without looking at them, but “taking the time to think about all the different pieces that
stand out and how to describe them and what they’re doing really helped to describe it and
to think about how this is something that’s worth taking the time to look at” (personal
communication, February 12, 2017). Another participant shared: “It seemed like you could
close your eyes and it was almost like you all were painting them for us, so it was another
way to experience the painting through other people’s words” (personal communication,
February 12, 2017). Listening to all the participants share their writings along with their
reactions to Olshansky’s process confirmed that this was a valuable activity to facilitate in
an art museum.

REFLECTION
The pilot study took exactly one hour. This was the length of time I initially
estimated for the activity, and the participants appeared actively engaged throughout the
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entirety of the group session. Reflecting on this day, I recognized a few things that I would
do differently the next time I facilitated this exercise. Firstly, I observed that some
participants spoke much more frequently than others. Asking participants to raise their
hands before speaking would change the dynamics of this, which I began to do as the
conversation unfolded. There were a couple technical issues that could easily be adjusted,
if tried again. Using a poster board for the Modeling Session was not the best tactic. As I
had to consider what materials could be used inside a museum without taking up too much
space or causing potential harm to the artwork, I originally thought the use of poster board
would be the best solution. The poster was placed flat on the ground as we worked together
to complete the brainstorming sheet, which made it difficult for everyone to see the poster
as I wrote on it. Because there were only seven participants, I think this method was
adequate, but there could have been a more successful tool to use for this task. Lastly, I
would bring clipboards for each person, in order to make writing more comfortable and
manageable.
Here, I provide examples of two participant’s writings, one from each component
of the pilot study. I chose to provide examples of only these two participants because they
demonstrated the most dramatic results of the activity. Because the handwriting might be
difficult to read, I typed up their responses rather than produce them in copied form. For
Component A, regarding to Whittredge’s painting, Participant One wrote (See Appendix
F):
This is a landscape oil painting depicting Buffalo in a grassland/plain setting with
mountains in the distance. There are a few trees in the middle ground and a pond in
the foreground which occupies the bottom third of the painting. The colors are
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earthy tones: browns, golds, yellows, and greens and a bit of red, with blue
mountains and white and gray clouds. (personal communication, February 12,
2017)
For Component B, Participant One wrote about Bierstadt’s painting (See Appendix G):
The hungry traveler arrives at the golden shores of an unknown land, immaculate
and full of promise. The land is rocky and jagged and the vast ocean carries the
boater to its shore as the sun is setting in the sky, brilliant, golden, and colorful. All
that is clear is the adventurer and the rocky shores on which he is arriving; the vast
reflective waters and sky stretch out into the unknown. (personal communication,
February 12, 2017)
When examining these two writings, I notice distinct differences. I want to acknowledge
that it is clear an elementary student would not write with the depth of thought and word
choice as Participant One. The participants of my pilot study were all members of my Art
Education cohort at The University of Texas at Austin, and therefore had a solid foundation
in the elements and principles of art and graduate school vocabulary. This can be seen
clearly in the first writing, when Participant One describes the painting using terms such
as foreground, middle ground, and background. While the writing in Component A is
somewhat detailed and provides the reader with a clear picture of the artwork described,
the portrayal is rather motionless. Participant One successfully followed the instructions of
the writing activity by detailing what she saw, but there is a lack of creativity and richness
of language in the writing and it does not initiate a strong desire in the reader to physically
see Whittredge’s painting.
In contrast, the response for Component B paints an intriguing and curious picture.
Here, Participant One begins with an enticing sentence, drawing the reader in. I
immediately want to know more. Where is this land? Why is it full of promise? Rather than
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generalizing the landscape as a grassland/plain setting, Participant One provides vivid
adjectives including rocky and jagged. I have a great yearning to see the painting and
discover more about it on my own. Through this writing, the reader can clearly imagine
what Bierstadt’s painting might look like, yet still remain with a sense of wonder about it.
I believe that Participant One’s writing visibly demonstrates that Olshansky’s
brainstorming sheets offer lucrative results in a museum setting. Participant One circled
her strongest adjectives in Component B, and signs of editing are evident through the
crossed out words and added phrases along the margins of the worksheet (See Appendix
G). It appears a clear contrast exists between these two narrative responses given by the
same individual. Reviewing the work of another participant who attended the pilot study
might give more insight and strengthen the assertion that Olshansky’s approach increases
the quality of their descriptive writing.
Given the same instructions in Component A of the pilot study, Participant Two
wrote (See Appendix H): “This artwork is very simple to me at first glance. As I look
closer, the buffalo appear and I realize the art has a lot of details hidden. It feels very
natural and untouched by humanity” (personal communication, February 12, 2017). For
Component B, Participant Two wrote (See Appendix I): “The setting sun illuminates an
isolated boat drifting along the hazy water. The small boat is carrying a person towards a
lonely, but welcoming shoreline in the forefront of the painting” (personal communication,
February 12, 2017). Again, it is almost unrecognizable that these two writings come from
the same individual. In Component B, Participant Two circled the strongest words
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developed, and then utilized the majority of the circled words in her narrative description.
There are no signs of editing apparent.
When compared to the writing of Participant One, Participant Two’s response to
Component A is rather vague. I can hardly visualize from the writing what the painting
might look like, other than it seems there are buffalo present in both paintings. Again, I
have no inclination to physically see the artwork. The writing derived from Component B
is brief yet powerful. It clearly provides the reader with an idea of the time of day and
verbally paints a distinct image of the landscape. The descriptive words are strong and add
a new dimension to the writing I found missing in that of Component A. The juxtaposition
of the two writings of Participant Two helps to validate the effectiveness of the
brainstorming sheet when used in a museum setting. While it seems to have similar
outcomes as those in classroom settings described in Olshansky’s book, I find it worthwhile
for these writing activities to be incorporated in museum practices. Along with the
objective to increase literacy and descriptive writing, the brainstorming sheet has the ability
to instill a different way of approaching artwork in museums. It encourages close looking
and challenges the way one draws together and utilizes descriptive language through the
question: What is the “noun” doing? In conclusion, I was enthusiastic about the outcomes
of this exercise and eager to try it with an elementary school audience.

SURVEY
Participants took about ten-minutes to complete an anonymous survey I developed
as a follow-up to the study (See Appendix A). This afforded an opportunity for participants
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to give feedback, especially for those who were not inclined to speak frequently during the
writing activity. In response to the first question, which stated: On a scale of 1-10 (one
being the least and ten being the most) how valuable do you see this art-based literacy
strategy practiced with elementary and/or middle school students in a museum setting?
Three of the seven participants rated a 10, while the remaining four recorded a 9. The high
ratings demonstrate an agreeance of the practicality and optimism these literacy writing
activities had among the participants.
Question Two of the survey asked participants to reflect on the strengths of the pilot
study. Their responses include:
•

Warm and welcoming environment.

•

Clarity of the directions and prompts.

•

Collaboration during Modeling Session of Component A. This created a logical
progression and eliminated intimidation of activity.

•

Opportunity to work alone.

•

Creation of a word bank to assist writing.

•

The word bank created during Component A left out for use during Component B.

Overall, the comments on each survey shared similar ideas. One participant noted, “The
process added movement and depth to a painting that otherwise seemed static” (personal
communication, February 12, 2017). The reactions to this question demonstrated a
consensus of the importance of the Modeling Session, regardless of the length of time it
adds to an exercise that might take place in a short museum visit.
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Question three asked participants to address how the exercise could have been
facilitated in a different manner. One respondent suggested that clipboards and chairs might
be helpful for this rather long activity. Another participant noticed that some voices were
heard more than others. While I also observed these occurrences and attempted to address
them, I agree that a change could be made regarding the instruction. Clarifying that I
encourage each individual to contribute to the conversation might influence the level of
participation by the entire group. Also, incorporating a Circle Around activity would
reassure that each student’s voice was heard. In this case, I would ask each individual to
think of one descriptive word in relation to one of the four nouns. We would then go around
in a circle, where I would ask each person to share the word they selected. Lastly, a couple
people mentioned that there were some areas that could have additional clarity, specifically
when I asked the group to come up with a few sentences to describe the artwork using their
word banks in Component B.
Adding a survey component to the pilot study was crucial to my reflective process.
It enabled me to not only consider my interpretations, but also to understand how it was
perceived by those who engaged in the process. Reflection provided insight into a few
things that should be adjusted if this literacy activity is practiced again, yet the limitations
presented have very attainable solutions. I was also excited to see that many of the
participants noted that they were curious about how they might apply Olshansky’s methods
in their own instructional practices.
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CONCLUSION
The progression of each step of my research project enabled me to more fully
consider and understand how Olshansky’s art-based literacy methods might be practiced
in an art museum setting. Through the analysis of the material presented in this chapter, I
can confidently state that Olshansky’s practices can be effectively adapted from a school
setting and used successfully for museum based purposes. While results might be similar
to what may occur in a classroom setting, a new dimension is added to the activity through
encouraging an innovative way of approaching original artwork in museums. The next and
final chapter of my thesis sums up the entirety of this study and suggests recommendations
for future research in this area of investigation.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION OF STUDY
This chapter provides an overview of my study and addresses how arts-based
literacy is relevant to the field of art education. I begin with a restatement of my central
research questions and consider how they were answered throughout my research process.
I then recount the investigation methods used to gain my study data and reflect on their
effectiveness in responding to my research questions. Finally, I review the outcomes of this
study and identify recommendations for future related research.

RECAP
My study began with a curiosity that influenced two central research questions: (a)
What art-based literacy approaches can be learned by studying the work of educator Beth
Olshansky? (b) What responses do the approaches receive when utilized in a museum
setting? Each chapter of this study demonstrated the various steps I took in answering these
questions. Chapter 1 provided an outline of my study along with definitions of necessary
terms, motivations for the research, and limitations that helped give focus to my
investigation. Chapter 2 was dedicated to determining existing literature necessary for
building a scholarly foundation in conducting my research. The topics of literature I
explored included the following: (a) the purpose of museum education, (b) a brief historical
look at education in American public schools, (c) arts integration, and (d) the relationship
between art and literacy. I included discussion of key historical figures that influenced each
area, along with focus placed on noteworthy current practitioners engaging with these
subjects. My intent of this chapter was to incorporate arts-based literacy pedagogical ideas
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within the different topics pertinent to this study, and demonstrate how they might be
utilized in an art museum setting.
Chapter 3 of my thesis consisted of a discussion of the methodological approaches
I deemed appropriate for my study. This included case study research and practitioner
research. I afforded a detailed description of both research methods, including the major
figures that developed the methodologies and their initial intent in doing so. I then
presented reasons why these methods were most appropriate for my study and my research
goals. Chapter 4 described the details of my case study, which included a brief analysis of
Beth Olshansky’s publications. Additionally, it detailed my time in New Hampshire
attending Olshansky’s Picturing Writing workshop along with my interview with her.
Finally, Chapter 5 presented my use of practitioner research. This involved a description
of the pilot study process and a thorough reflection on the outcomes of the pilot study.
Additionally, it included an analysis of the survey created for the pilot study.

PURPOSE OF STUDY
Various circumstances led to my interest in the topic of art-based literacy. During
my first year as an Art Education graduate student at The University of Texas at Austin, I
worked as a Graduate Teaching Fellow at the Blanton Museum of Art. The Blanton has
identified a series of themes for their Multi-Visit Programs (MVPs) intended for
elementary school students. One of the MVP themes is titled “Between the Lines,” which
has a literacy focus. After extensive interaction with the MVPs and prototyping gallery
activities, I found excitement in responses of the students participating in the Between the
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Lines MVP. It was this program that exposed to me the potential art possesses to enhance
literacy and sparked questions that fueled my desire to pursue this topic for my thesis
research.
Outside my personal interest in art-based literacy, I also recognize the verbocentric,
one-size-fits-all methods of teaching that occur at some schools. Teaching towards the
many commonalities that exist between art and literacy has the potential to aid visual and
kinesthetic learners. These similarities include critical thinking, creativity, problem
solving, and innovation. Olshansky’s Artists/Writers workshops have been integrated into
various public schools across the nation, even in Canada and Alaska. Studies show a
significant positive increase in test scores of students participating in Olshansky’s
curriculum (See more at www.picturingwriting.org/effectiveness.html). These studies have
shown her strategies increase literacy among students in schools where it has been initiated,
which piqued my interest in how these strategies might be adapted for museum practices.
Arts integration approaches offer schools, which might not have the support or funds to
have a specialized art classroom, an outlet to utilize creativity in a way that reinforces what
students are already learning. Artists/Writers workshops were designed with this purpose
in mind, but not all schools can benefit from this curriculum due to a lack of time or support
from school administration. Museums welcome school groups on a weekly basis, often
providing full funding for low income schools. At the same time, museums are typically
encouraged to highlight the Common Core or other state standards to meet the needs of
schools. Adapting Olshansky’s brainstorming sheets for museum visits enables museum
educators to focus on literacy learning through contact with original works of art. While
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this is only one of many art-based literacy strategies that could be used in museum
practices, I hope my study further encourages art educators to engage an art-based literacy
strategy of choice in their own pedagogies.

RESEARCH METHODS
For my study, I chose to pursue a Multimethod research approach. Multimethod
design asks the researcher to fully conduct two or more research methods in one project.
These research methods should be connected, so that the data collected creates a complete
and comprehensive end-product (Morse, 2003). I focused on two separate research
methods, both crucial in answering my two central research questions. First, I conducted
case study research to learn more about Beth Olshansky and her art-based literacy
strategies. The purpose of case study methodology is to investigate a phenomenon in order
to have a deeper understanding of that phenomenon and how people react to it (Lapan,
Moore, & Quartaroli, 2012). My case study consisted of multiple components. First, I
performed an in-depth study of Olshansky’s publications to better understand her ideas and
objectives. I then determined which of her pedagogies I deemed most appropriate for my
study. With this knowledge under my belt, I proceeded to take a trip to Durham, New
Hampshire in January 2017. During this time, I attended a Picturing Writing Workshop
followed by a brief interview with Olshansky. My case study was essential to effectively
enter my next research method of choice.
After completing my case study, I entered the realm of practitioner research.
Practitioner research is an exploratory approach for professionals interested in self91

reflection, and was introduced into research discussion by Kurt Lewin (1946, 1948).
Practitioner research is often used to try new ideas or practices in order to gauge how they
might work in an authentic situation (Lapan, 2012). I performed practitioner research to
test Olshansky’s strategies in an art museum setting. To do so, I first conducted a pilot
study utilizing information gained from my case study. I then asked participants of my pilot
study to complete a survey to offer insightful and valuable feedback for reflection purposes.
Overall, the research methods I chose to investigate productively enabled me to respond to
both central research questions.

OUTCOMES
When reflecting upon my data, I recognized a number of important results. My case
study demonstrated that a majority of Olshansky’s strategies are truly meant for classroom
teachers. She fully developed art-based literacy curriculums with intent to be completely
integrated into school settings. I understand that when schools take field trips to museums,
the visits typically last one hour in the museum. With this in mind, I closely searched for
any components of Artists/Writers Workshop that might be adaptable for museum
practices. As a result, I chose to trial her brainstorming sheet in my pilot study, an activity
that could easily be adapted and shortened to fit the requirements of museum tours. After
testing this activity at the Blanton Museum of Art, I am confident that the brainstorming
sheets are truly worthwhile when practiced in museums.
While I initially intended to solely pilot this activity with fellow Art Education
students at The University of Texas at Austin, I was presented with an opportunity to
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facilitate the brainstorming worksheet with a group of elementary students through my role
as Graduate Teaching Fellow at the Blanton. I determined that a Between the Lines MVP
tour scheduled in February 2017 marked perfect timing to modify what I previously learned
through my pilot study and trial the brainstorming sheets with a group of fifth grade
students. While I cannot provide conversational details of this instructional experience due
to ethical research purposes, I found similar results to that of my pilot study. I made a few
specific changes to my facilitation methods, based on my experience in the pilot study.
These alterations included bringing a clipboard for each student and utilizing a standing
easel pad to ensure each student could easily see the collaborative word bank that had been
created. While the students’ language was not as developed as that demonstrated by my
pilot study participants, the linguistic outcomes of the elementary school students were still
impressive. I actively measured which students were participating more than others, and
encouraged those who were less inclined to speak to do so. Students were fully engaged
during the entirety of the activity, which lasted about thirty minutes. I clarified the activity
instructions, which resulted in a few questions when students pursued the brainstorming
sheet on their own. During this component, the students quietly worked individually,
spreading out on the gallery floor, even laying down to get comfortable. Some students
finished faster than others, whom I encouraged to go back and reread their sentences. I
observed that almost every student utilized the collaborative word bank, which reinforced
its practicality. Finally, about half the students in the group offered to share their work,
which demonstrated the activity’s ability to assist students in practicing reading with
fluency.
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Having the opportunity to actually facilitate the brainstorming sheets with an
elementary class was exciting and crucial. While this was not the initial intent of my study,
I was thrilled that this opportunity came my way. Between the Lines consists of three
museum visits with themes including: Reading Works of Art, Beauty of the Everyday, and
Looking for the Hidden. Reading Works of Art was the perfect opportunity to incorporate
the brainstorming sheets in order to fulfill the tour’s goals. Though I was concerned this
activity would take the entire duration of the museum visit, we still had time to view three
more works of art in the museum. Overall, I believe this activity was valuable to the
students that participated in it, and I intend to incorporate these instructional strategies in
my own practices in the future.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
There are other research opportunities that emerged from this study. While time
and resources did not enable me to pursue these supplementary areas of curiosity, I hope
this study sparks the interest of some readers to utilize my findings to further research artbased literacy practices. It would be interesting and worthwhile to initiate a similar
museum-based pilot study with a school that has fully integrated Olshansky’s curriculum.
Trialing a collaboration between an art museum and school, both practicing her strategies,
would provide opportunities to observe how the skills students learn in the classroom
translate to a museum setting, and vice versa. Additionally, the themes studied in the
classroom, such as time of day and weather, might influence what original works of art are
chosen for study in the museum. If time had allowed, I would have also prototyped either
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new or different art-based literacy pedagogies I found appropriate for museums. I am
especially interested in learning how these activities can benefit ESL and under-performing
learners. Olshansky emphasizes that art serves as a universal language and speaks of the
benefits Artists/Writers workshop has for all learners:
Giving students the opportunity to analyze and discuss the work of professional
illustrators, studying their craft, and offering them a wider range of art materials to
make meaning not only enhances student engagement and deepens their thinking,
it also produces richer, more nuanced representations. (Olshansky, 2014a, p. 52)
After studying and analyzing why the brainstorming sheets and Artists/Writers workshops
are successful, it would be stimulating to develop other possible activities and test them in
a similar manner. If classroom teachers do not have the opportunity to take their students
to a museum, it is still worthwhile to utilize Olshansky’s methods with original prints or
art reproductions in a classroom setting. Furthermore, trialing art-based literacy strategies
would benefit all educators regardless of teacher’s learning environment.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
This study investigated how Beth Olshansky’s art-based literacy strategies might
be altered for museum purposes. To answer my central research questions, I performed
case study and practitioner research. These methodological approaches enabled me to
explore Olshansky’s developed curriculums and fundamental beliefs through document
analysis, observation at a Picturing Writing Workshop, and an interview with Olshansky.
I then conducted a pilot study utilizing what was previously learned at the Workshop to
adapt her brainstorming sheet for a museum. I considered the size of the gallery space,
number of participants, museum rules and regulations, materials, and allotted time frame.
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Participants of the pilot study were enthusiastic about Olshansky’s brainstorming
worksheet and their written responses to the prompts of Components A and B demonstrated
the opportunities this activity might present when practiced with elementary students in a
museum.
There is a long-standing history that schools place an emphasis on developing
language skills for students:
Given the importance of literacy to a free society, it is no surprise that among the
“three Rs” of formal schooling—reading, ‘riting, and ‘rithmetic—the first two
emphasize literacy. In the United States, preparing students to read and write
fluently has long been a central responsibility of public schools (Ravitch, 2000),
and the emphasis that No Child Left Behind places on students reading performance
has only increased the centrality of literacy instruction. Moreover, schools have
historically organized their curricula around academic disciplines (Sizer, 2004),
which rely heavily on texts to store and communicate knowledge. The consequence
is that reading and writing proficiency are critical determinants of student’ overall
success in school. (Ippolitio, Samson, & Steele, 2008)
Literacy is crucial in adolescent learning, not only regarding success in school, but also in
other areas of life. Literacy plays a role in child development, specifically through critical
thinking as students create meaning from texts. This translates to real-life circumstances as
children gain the ability to consider their place in the world and their community (Ippolitio,
Samson, & Steele, 2008). This information situates art in an important position within the
school, and also gives support for teachers bringing their students to the museum. I believe
utilizing works of art to teach literacy is a strategic approach that has the potential to
positively influence all learners: auditory, visual, and kinesthetic. An active approach to
teaching literacy with a visual component also provides an entry point for English
Language Learners to start from a subject that may well be familiar to them.
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This study of the benefits of multidisciplinary instruction may be the catalyst for
other cross over learning in the museum. Artifacts in an art museum can provide authentic
instruction of social studies topics, as students closely examine the stories and social
context engaging objects at a given point in time. Science can be explored in art museums
through investigation of material usage and engineering and design of various works of art
and the physical structure of the museum itself. In conclusion, art provides resources to
enhance various subject areas crucial for student success. Art has the potential to create
meaning for these subjects outside of school purposes, and enable students to develop
personal connections with objects that might inspire and encourage them in their own lives.
I plan to continue studying the interplay of art and literacy designed for both classroom and
museum purposes. I hope my research encourages others to utilize Olshansky’s strategies,
and take the findings from this study to develop new art-based literacy pedagogies or
simply find inspiration in using art to enhance learning in a wide range of other subjects
and locations.
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Appendix A: Pilot Study Survey
Please take a few minutes to complete this survey. If you do not wish to
answer a question, you may leave it blank.
On a scale of 1-10 (one being the least and ten being the most) how valuable do you see
this art-based literacy activity practiced with elementary and/or middle school students in
a museum setting?
1

2

3

4

5

6

What were the strengths of the pilot study?

What could have been facilitated differently?

Additional comments
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7

8

9

10

Appendix B: Interview Questions
1. What is your experience (if any) teaching in public schools?
2. Explain your experience (if any) working with educators that are not school
teachers.
3. After reading your book, I can imagine your brainstorming sheets utilized
during a museum visit. How do you picture this worksheet incorporated into a
10-15-minute gallery activity?
4. What other art-based literacy strategies might you imagine museum educators
use in a short 50-minute visit?
5. What partnerships might you see form between museums and schools who
utilize your art-based literacy strategies?
6. How do the responses differ (in regards to your art-based literacy strategies)
between teachers participating in your professional development workshops
compared to students participating in Artists/Writers workshops?
7. When I perform my pilot study my participants will be members of my cohort
at The University of Texas at Austin, rather than elementary students. What
should I keep in mind when analyzing the data from my pilot study?
8. Do you have any last pieces of advice to share?
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Appendix C: Pilot Study Outline
12:45-1:00 - Give group brief overview of workshop: Hi everyone, thank you for coming
to participate in my pilot study! It shouldn’t last more than 1 hour. We will be walking to
the American West gallery and doing a couple short activities in front of two paintings. Is
everyone okay sitting on the floor?
1:00-1:05 - Walk to galleries.
1:05- 1:10 - Quick discussion about painting to warm up group.
1:10-1:20 - Hand out first worksheet and pencils for them to write 2-3 sentences to
describe the work of art.
1:20-1:25 - Collect sheets. Introduce brainstorming worksheets/new activity: I will be
modeling an exercise that I will eventually ask you all do on your own.
1:25-1:35 - Modeling session
-What are the main things you see in this painting (nouns)?
-What words can we think of that describe ___(noun)_____?
-What is the _____(noun)_______ doing?
-How is it _______(verb)______ing?
1:35-1:45 - Let’s go through the words we came up with and circle our strongest words.
-What are the strongest describing words for _____(noun)_____?
-Do this for each noun.
-How can we create a sentence to describe this painting using some of the words we
circled?
-Ask volunteer to share sentence.
1:45-1:55 - Hand out brainstorming sheets. Shift to next painting in gallery:
I am going to keep the brainstorming sheet we created as a group here on the floor. Please
feel free to use any of the words we previously came up with in your own brainstorming
sheet. Take around 10 minutes to complete this brainstorming sheet and come up with 23 sentences to describe this work of art.
1:55-2:00 - Does anyone want to share the sentences you created?
2:00-2:05- Hand out survey.
2:05 - Thank participants.
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Appendix D: Olshansky’s Brainstorming Worksheet
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Appendix E: Pilot Study – Component A Worksheet
Write 2-3 sentences to describe this work of art.
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Appendix F: Pilot Study – Component A, Participant One
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Appendix G: Pilot Study - Component B, Participant One
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Appendix H: Pilot Study - Component A, Participant Two
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Appendix I: Pilot Study - Component B, Participant Two
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