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Abstract

This study invited 15 graduate students in art education to reflect on their individual art learning
process. The artwork and learning portfolios provided by the research participants were then
analyzed to address the following research questions: What are the key factors that influence
students’ art learning in their early years? What are the key turning points, obstacles, and sweet
moments found in these students’ art learning processes? While each learning experience is
always unique in its own way, the art learning process often entails experiencing an ongoing
developing process as follows: positive art learning experiences; recognition and confirmation
of one’s ability; recognition of personal limitations caused by peer pressure; self-empowerment
through continuous learning; personal breakthrough and exploration of career choices; facing
new challenges and deliberation on future decisions; seeking a breakthrough to realize personal
goals. This inquiry examined the stories of these learners and concluded that positive experience
and support in the early years are extremely important factors. Key turning points in that process
are when parents, teachers, and others recognize the learners’ interests and abilities in the arts,
when learners are able to extend their art learning inside or outside their schools, when learners
acknowledge areas where they need improvement compared to the performance of their peers
and then find ways to achieve their own personal growth and artistic breakthroughs. Teachers
can support students’ art learning in various ways. After documenting the different learner
experiences gathered, the researcher then offers observations and suggestions for visual art

education.
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Summary

This study invited 15 graduate students in art education to reflect on their individual art learning
process. The artwork and learning portfolios provided by these research participants were then
analyzed to address the following research questions: (1) what are the key factors that influence
students’ art learning in students’ early years? (2) what are the key turning points, obstacles, and
sweet moments found in these students’ art learning processes? The inquiry examined the stories
of these learners and reflected on the possibility of utilizing narrative in visual art education
research and teaching.

The data collected included (1) artworks as the learners’ visual representations of their art
learning process; (2) portfolios as the research participants’ written texts and images of their art
learning process; (3) focus group interviews; and (4) the researcher’s notes.

While the research participants utilized different metaphors and layouts in the artworks to
express their thoughts and feelings about their art learning experience, the narrative structure
presented in their portfolios took a linear form. The research participants wrote about their art
learning experience from kindergarten, elementary, middle, senior high school all the way to
the university level. Research participants positively described their art learning experience
prior to and during elementary school. Five research participants spoke of art classes not being
valued in the general school curriculum. Students who attended the special programs in the arts
in elementary and secondary school positively described their art learning experiences brought

about by the chance to have more exposure to art, while five students also mentioned that the
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focus on technical training to prepare for their entrance exams was a heavy burden and reduced
the fun of art making. High school years were a period of exploration for them, as 14 of 15
research participants decided to take additional art lessons inside and outside of school so as
to explore their further personal interests and develop greater artistic ability. Learners’ feelings
toward their university years were mixed with excitement, gratitude, uncertainty of their ability,
and concern for their future career paths.

Based on these research participant narratives, the key factors that appeared to spark their
interest in visual art learning in early years included family members’ love of art and role modeling,
inspiration from nature and an enriched cultural experience in childhood, positive art learning
experiences in early years, and new sparked interest from reading Manga / comic and art books.

While each learning experience is always unique in its own way, the art learning process
often entails experiencing an ongoing developing process as follows: positive art learning
experiences; recognition and confirmation of one’s ability; recognition of personal limitations
caused by peer pressure; self-empowerment through continuous learning; personal breakthrough
and exploration of career choices; facing new challenges and deliberation on future decisions;

seeking a breakthrough to realize personal goals (Fig. 5).

Recognition Recognition Self- Personal Facing new Seeking a
Postive art and of personal empowerment breakthrough challenges and breakthrough

learning confirmation limitation through and delibaration g
experiences of one’s brought by continuous exploration of on future to realize
ability peer pressure learning carrerr choices decisions personal goals

Figure 5. Common visual art learning process.

According to the narrative accounts of these research participants, there are key moments of
art learning -- When their art interest or ability is recognized by their parents, teachers, or peers;
when they decide to take extra art classes or attend art programs or departments; when they
recognize their personal insufficiency after comparing their performance with that of their peers;
and when they still find ways to continue learning and seek new possibilities of breaking through
and reaching their own personal goals.

The art learning process rarely offers a smooth transition; it often involves difficulties or
periods of uncertainty. Learners will encounter obstacles, especially when their art interests are
not supported or their abilities are not valued. When art teaching and learning focus too much on
techniques and drills to prepare for art entrance exams, these experiences can reduce the joy of

learning or even cause self-doubt in the decision of learning art. Six of the research participants
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mentioned that they encountered difficulties in their university years, as they struggled to find
personal artistic styles, articulate artistic statements, or decide on their future career possibilities.
The prevalent bias among many was that “art is useless” also added new pressure on the learners
as well as on their parents, especially while they were considering a future career choice.

However, key turning points also happened when parents, teachers, classmates, or others
recognized the learners’ interests and abilities in the arts, when learners were able to extend
their art learning inside or outside their schools, when learners acknowledged the areas where
they needed to improve, and when they found new ways to achieve personal growth and artistic
breakthroughs so they could realize their personal goals.

Despite these obstacles, these research participants also described sweet moments of art
learning that gave them an energy boost and helped them to facilitate more learning. These
positive learning experiences happened when a learner’s ability was recognized by winning
a competition, being appointed as an art teacher’s assistant, having their artwork displayed
publically, or getting positive verbal feedback from teachers, parents, classmates or other viewers.
Recognition of their ability helped increase their confidence levels, and positive experience in an
art class as well as in art clubs or extracurricular programs also helped to enhance these learners’
communication, organization, and expressive and creative abilities. This self-recognition then
guided them to consider the real possibility of pursuing an art degree or an art career. The chances
of teaching and working with students also brought them much joy and led these participants to
choose art education as a profession. In their portfolios, the research participants reflected on their
individual art learning process, they expressed gratitude for their teachers’ and parents’ support,
and described the future goals as an art learner and educator.

It is argued that a narrative approach to visual art education should utilize learners’ lived
experiences, and connect each individual learner to course content. Narrative analysis can help
bring together the learners’ perspective and students’ collective memories to help both researchers
and teachers examine the essential issues related to art teaching and learning. The utilization of
visual images in this research extended the possibility of narrative research beyond the use of only
autobiography and interviews. After describing and analyzing the different learner experiences
that were gathered, the researcher offered new observations and suggestions for better visual art

education research and teaching.
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