
Signs of Change: Art Education in the
Age of the i Kid

BY K A T H L E E N A . U N R A T H A N D M E L I S S A A . M U D D

The ground has truly shifted and
there are signs of change every-
where. Like billboards, educational

theories and systems are similarly exposed to
the elements. Instead of rain, sleet, and snow,
educators must weather the changes of the
world in which we—and our students—live.
Over the last few years, headlines from diverse
arenas—grocery store newsstands to academic
literature—repeatedly voiced evidence that we
are living in a transformational time. "Change"
was not only the go-to buzzword of choice in the
2008 presidential campaign but also a signifier
of mutations in all areas of our lives. Therefore,
this article poses questions and creates a foun-
dational dialogue about a new generation of
learner (the iKid) and the importance of visual
arts education in this time of change.

Billboards, a nearly ubiquitous
presence—whether in the torm of
official notice boards for public postings
or impromptu smatterings of stickers
and flyers for local garage bands—are a
pervasive form of communication even
today. One could spend hours exploring
the densely layered cultural strata of an
outdoor notice board, not only in terms
of admiration for its strangely ugly-yet-
beautiful aesthetic, but for the metaphoric
qualities it imbues. Within this decaying
contexture lies a powerful metaphor for a
transformational time in art education.

Despite our knowledge of the effects of
these transformational forces often prac-
tices in education remain the same. Like
many areas of our changing world, educa-
tion appears to be at a crossroad. Tlie path
traversed by our students includes learning
in and through the broader changes in the
world around them. However, the path that
we, as educators, have traveled thus far in
terms of our instructional practices still
seems detached from the reality of what
it means to be a young person in the 21st
century. Tliese two roads of disconnected
perspectives need to converge into one new
path together.

Before this merging can occur, we must
first acknowledge our shifting foundations
by asking questions that are both large in
scope and difficult to answer. What skills
are needed in this changing world? What

does todays learner look like? What unique
challenges do today's students face in
educational systems that remain static?

Art educators are the key to the conver-
gence of the two paths and should lead the
charge in the transformation that follows.
We propose that the inclusion of quality
arts programs, and the types of thinking
developed therein, uniquely meet the needs
of the 21st-century learner by not only
providing experiences and opportunities
for todays students to be engaged, but to
thrive. We see this not as a reason to disre-
gard our origins and begin from scratch,
but as an opportunity to build upon our
foundations, reflect about the changing
world our students (and ourselves) inhabit,
and capitalize on the nature of art and
artists to value both vision and ability, to
see and imagine what can be.

Living and Learning in the
Conceptual Age

I believe that current formal educa-
tion still remains basically a prepara-
tion for the world of the past, rather
than a preparation for possible worlds
of the future. (Gardner, 2007, p. 7)
Two voices from very different profes-

sional communities (education and
business), Howard Gardner (2007) and
Daniel Pink (2005), reinforce the rumblings
of the ground shifting beneath us. Although
writing from different areas of expertise.
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This image was created as a visual metaphor for the signs we see in art education today. Original digital collage illustration by Mellissa A. Mudd, 2010.

the common thread that binds their ideas
together is the power (and necessity) of
changes that will facilitate and promote the
types of thinking needed to produce produc-
tive and successful 21st-century citizenry.

Psychologist and researcher Howard
Gardner proposed five types of minds that
people would need to develop "if they—we—
are to survive in the world during the eras to
come" (p. 1). Tliese include the disciplined,
synthesizing, creating, respectful, and ethical
minds, all of which we propose are devel-
oped through experiences in the arts.

llie thoughts of business strategist
Daniel Pink (2005) in his book A 'Whole
New Mind seem to echo Gardner s asser-
tion about the emerging importance of
new types of thinking in a changing world.
Pink's book is also organized around the
particular minds one will need to develop
to be successful in the future, a future that
Pink has dubbed "the Gonceptual Age."
Pink describes a seismic shifi that will force
people and businesses alike to capitalize
on traditionally right-brained kinds of
thinking in order to survive and flourish in
the Conceptual Age. The distinctly human
qualities of mind that will be essential in this
new era cannot be outsourced, and include
the senses of design, story, symphony,
empathy, play, and meaning. "In short," Pink
states, "we've progressed from a society of
farmers to a society of factory workers to
a society of knowledge workers. And now
we're progressing yet again—to a society of

creators and empathizers, of pattern recog-
nizers and meaning makers" (p. 50). Art
educators recognize the importance of these
ideas as they are elemental to our practice.

Creative production through words, notes,
and images are in stark contrast to today's
highly structured testing environment. If we
believe, like Gardner, that our students will
need the experiences that the arts provide in
order to thrive in the future world, then we
must provide a balance to the often black-
and-white test answers that have pervaded
our educational system of accountability.

Remarkably, many of our students still lack
meaningful opportunities to synthesize and
utilize their expertise in the classroom.
Their world and the world they will inherit
are drastically different than that of genera-
tions prior. In order to meet the needs of
our students, both Gardner and Pink are
suggesting a paradigm shift in our thinking
about not only what should be empha-
sized in our curriculum but also how it
should be taught to this new generation of
learners who bring a host of creative and
unprecedented skills to the classroom table.
Instead of expecting students to forgo the
meaningful connections they make outside
of school in "their world" for the confines of
discrete classrooms, we propose an alterna-
tive. Teachers need to acculturate themselves
to the lives and learning styles of these
21st-century students.

The Arrival of the ¡Kids
Heidi Hayes Jacobs (2010a) recently

noted, "As educators, our challenge is to
match the needs of our learners to a world
that is changing with great rapidity. To
meet this challenge, we need to become
strategic learners ourselves by deliberately
expanding our perspectives and updating
our approaches" (p. 7). In order to do so we
must take a careful look at both the charac-
teristics that define today's learners, as well as
the characteristics that the students in today's
classroom defy.

Finding qualities that define an entire
generation or link individuals belonging to a
generation together by common threads can
be an incredibly daunting task. Admittedly,
many factors affect these observations, and
consequently, their proposed characteris-
tics. Simply naming a particular genera-
tional grouping is also problematic and
often debated. Today's learners have been
dubbed the Net Generation, Generation Y,
Generation Z, Generation Next, and Digital
Natives among other ascriptions (Jacobs,
2010a; Small & Morgan, 2008; Sprenger,
2010; Tapscott, 2009).

In scouring through the multitude of
proposed names and potential labels for
today's school-age population we found
ourselves particularly attracted to the term
"iKid"—a label mentioned by Marc Prensky
(2008). Prensky's designation seemed to
allude to many of the factors we feel are
unique to the iKids—knowledge of which is
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The ¡Kids are...
• Technologically driven

• Alternatively literate and increasingly multimodal

• IVIedia creators as well as participants

• Synectic multi-taskers

• Connected yet disconnected global citizens
• In need of alternatives to traditional classroom

instruction from a highstakes testing environment

essential for anyone seeking to be in touch
with this different generation of learner. In an
effort to more fully understand our students,
we are proposing the following characteris-
tics in the students we see in our classrooms
today.

The iKids are technologically driven.
One of the obvious factors, which set the

iKids apart from their predecessors, is their
access to digital technology. By growing
up immersed in a technologically rich
society unlike that of prior generations, the
21st-century student is not only technologi-
cally literate, but driven by the innovation,
communication, and interfaces in which
they experience technology. Delacruz (2009)
states, "What these young people are doing
with electronic media is nothing less than
astounding. They are using technologies
with dazzling facility, and for a wide variety
of purposes: social networking, information
seeking, sharing, fun, commerce, self expres-
sion, peer teaching, self-directed learning,
and social action" (p. 14). As Jacobs (2010b)
confirms, "These tools have given students
new forms to convey their ideas, changing
the immediacy and range of input that is
possible" (p. 27).

The iKids are alternatively
literate and process information
multi-modaUy,

The breadth of interactions and purposes
combined with the fact that technological
means are so seamlessly integrated into
students' daily lives speaks to alternative liter-
acies that require thoughtful consideration
in what Jacobs (2010b) refers to as "new plat-
forms of thinking" (p. 27). Tlie foundations
of communication in school are shifting from
being based chiefly on letters and numbers,
to including visual literacy in acknowledg-
ment that images are important to meaning
making. According to Sprenger (2010), the
iKids have "grown up learning how to read
visual images, resulting in visual systems
that are much more reflexive and intuitive"
(p. 101). Through this usage, students are
"redefining the world of literacy and the basic
notion of what it means to be literate" (Albers
&Harste, 2007, p. 6).

The dynamic technological sources of
typography, text, textures, and images form
an aesthetic tableau ripe for interpretation.
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Striking incidental combinations of words
and imagery mirror students' ability and
need to transmediate symbol .systems
and process information multi-modally.
Unfortunately, despite the fact that our
students' worlds are often inundated with
both visual and verbal information simulta-
neously, most curricula still rely heavily on
traditional literacy. The juxtaposition and
interplay of visual and verbal elements on
billboards should remind us of the impor-
tance of multiple types of literacy.

The ¡Kids are media creators as well
as participants.

Increasingly, iKids shape the content they
interact with, instead of passively digesting
it. From social networking sites such as
Facebook and MySpace to role-playing avatar
adventures such as Second Life, media is
no longer simply meant to be consumed,
but to be created. Tapscott (2009) describes
how students are leaping ahead to create
consumer products and services alongside
companies engaging in what Toffier (1970)
calls "prosumer" activities. The life of the
21st-century student outside of classroom
walls is a discourse of ideas—no one central
expert or trend dictates or reigns for long, as
the media (and marketplace) is collaborative,
contextual, and ever changing.

The profuse accruement of layers on a
billboard can be seen as a metaphor for
the increasing importance of the participa-
tory nature in which today's students learn.
Participants make choices regarding when
and in what ways they want to add, subtract,
rearrange, and comment in a space. A bill-
board is a dialogue instead of a monologue,
much akin to the way students relate to their
world today. Often facilitated by technology,
learning and knowledge are acquired by
doing. The host of techniques in which
postings are expressed—from hand-rendered
flyers to intricate sérigraphie masterpieces—
may be compared to the variety of voices and
lenses in which these students experience
and interact with the world. Similarly, Gude
(2009) affirms the importance quality art
education practices have in creating "indi-
viduals who have the propensities and skills
to form communities of discourse" and class-
rooms as "spaces of shared and contested
meaning" (p. 10).

The arts are essential in helping
today's students discover the
many shades of grey that exist
through divergent thinking and
problem solving.
The iKids are synectic multi-taskers.

Sprenger (2010) describes a particular
strength of mind inside the heads of the
iKids, stating "digital brains are really good
at what they do. They know how to search
and find the information they seek" (p. 13).
With massive storehouses of information
and media at their fingertips, students have
the power to actively discover, experiment,
construct, deconstruct, and share their
knowledge as well as their creations with
the click of a button. Their fervent quest
for new stimulation coupled with access to
resources unseen prior to their generation
has the potential for increasingly rich and
meaningful connections as they engage with
their world.

Outside of school, students frequently
exercise their synectic abilities as they
toggle back and forth through a variety of
texts, imagery, and symbol systems, often
combining information from a multitude
of sources into something new. Perhaps one
of the most important skills students need
to develop is the ability to synthesize this
apparent inundation of information and
imagery in a meaningful way. The seemingly
haphazard arrangements of materials and
techniques, as seen on billboards, teach a
crucial 21st-century lesson: things that are
apparently unrelated are often combined to
produce a new and richer whole.

The iKids are global citizens who are
connected yet disconnected.

Digital natives are motivated by a
desire to be busy and in demand.
Being physically present has become
less important. Instead of multitasking
and trying to be productive, it is more
Important to be connected. (Sprenger,
2010, p. 11)
When the iKids' ability to multi-task

and synthesize information from a wide
array of sources is coupled with the hyper-
connectivity of technology, students are
able to contribute to their world in ways
unforeseen until now. Martin (2007) states,
"They are fully digital and maintain vast

networks of acquaintances in multiple
countries via the Internet. lust like the
boomers, however, the things they gravitate
toward will change the way we aU do
things" (p. 95). Ironically, though the
iKids are technologically connected on an
unprecedented scale, they are often isolated,
and therefore disconnected from human
interactions. By focusing on enduring
human ideas and broader issues (whether
it be on the local, national, or international
front) the iKids are poised to become truly
global citizens. We advocate for aiding
students in developing what Delacruz
(2009) refers to as a "global civil society"
founded on a culture of caring which
is "united in a belief that art education
can make a difference in an increasingly
complex, interconnected world, and that art
classrooms are places where young people
may make meaningful connections to the
culture, stories, and experiences of others"
(p. 15).

Jhe iKids need opportunities for
creative thinking in order to balance
the pressure of high-stakes testing.

The best sort of schooling is organized
around problems, projects, and questions—
as opposed to facts, skills, and disciplines.
Knowledge is acquired, of course, but in a
context and for a purpose. The emphasis is
not only on depth rather than breadth, but
also on discovering ideas rather than on
covering a prescribed curriculum (Kohn,
2004, p. 9).

The arts are essential to balance the black-
and-white systems of accountability preva-
lent in the world of high-stakes testing where
the iKids have grown up. As Kohn (2004)
points out, "Norm-referenced tests were
never intended to measure the quality of
learning or teaching" (p. 54). Instead, Kohn
and others suggest cultivating opportunities
for students to demonstrate their learning
in meaningful ways that do not necessarily
include tests. The arts are essential in helping
today's students discover the many shades of
grey that exist through divergent thinking
and problem solving. For their arts classes,
students must be innovative and fearless risk-
takers because they will not find answers in
the textbook.
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The arts require innovative
solutions to complex probienns,
encouraging divergent thinking
and multiple solutions. Thinking
in this v\/ay requires students to be
inherently flexible—balancing
focused, disciplined effort
with investigative play; deep
contemplation and rumination
with practiced skillful responses to
moments of inspiration. Because
after all, it is the empowerment
through meaning making that is
significant to the iKids.

Beyond the Beautiful
As we have discussed, the iKids are

increasingly multi-modal, alternatively
literate, and tecbnologically driven. Their
world demands the ability to think criti-
cally, create and re-create, and combine and
re-combine multiple sources to produce
something new. Sadly, the needs of the
21st-century student are often not met
by traditional classroom instruction. We
propose that the iKids, in particular, learn
best from thoughtful projects with embedded
opportunities to make meaning and connec-
tions to their own lives—whether techno-
logical or not—assignments that capitalize on
their unique abilities.

It is in this time of transformation we
argue that it is the arts that are uniquely
poised to respond most positively to the
needs of the 21st-century student by
fostering opportunities for students to think
conceptually and synectically. For, as Jacobs
(2010c) states, "the particular challenge of an
arts curriculum is to sustain the great clas-
sical traditions of these fields while inviting
learners to use modern tools to express
the human condition in their time" (p. 56).
The minds and aptitudes Gardner, Pink,
Jacobs, and others advocate are already being
fostered through visual arts education.

Traditional art media has joined forces
with digital media as tools for making
conceptual marks, as well as aesthetic state-
ments. Along with Gude (2007), we "do not
consider modernist elements and principles
to be uniquely foundational to quality art
curriculum or making or understanding art"
(p. 7). Instead, artistic research and produc-
tion should be anchored by thoughtful reflec-
tive experiences that engage critical thinking,
synthesis, problem solving, and development
of multiple solutions as pathways to meaning
making. Artmaking knowledge along with
technical facility becomes the vocabulary
to express these ideas. At their core, the arts
foster the ability to think critically through
a variety of modes and contexts. The arts
require students to learn to think through a
material in order to facilitate their under-
standings and to create new meaning (Eisner,
2004). For example, visual artists explore
the possibilities and limitations of a material
through thoughtful media play. Dancers
learn to think through the movement of their
bodies, just as the thoughts of musicians
are manifested through tones and rhythms.
When students can metacognitively mediate
the material, their perception is heightened.

allowing them to observe details and subtle
nuances that are often overlooked.

The arts are about transforming lingering
questions into tangible aesthetic products
and experiences. Students build upon their
personal experiences, as well as information
and knowledge from across disciplines to
create something new. This often involves
carefully assessing many factors, evaluating
qualitative relationships, synthesizing various
sources, symbol systems, and orchestrating
disparate parts in order to produce a new and
meaningful whole (Eisner, 2004).

The arts require innovative solutions to
complex problems, encouraging divergent
thinking and multiple solutions. Thinking in
this way requires students to be inherently
flexible—balancing focused, disciplined
effort with investigative play; deep contem-
plation and rumination with practiced
skillful responses to moments of inspiration.
Because after all, it is the empowerment
through meaning making that is significant
to the iKids.

Artful Learning
Albers and Harste (2007) state that a

significant component to the discussion of
learning and thinking through the arts is the
"potential to transverse generational ideolo-
gies" (p. 11). It is clear from our descriptions,
and likely your personal experiences, that
there is a major disconnect between students'
lives outside of school and the way we expect
them to learn, know, and experience within
our classrooms. If educational systems
continue to revolve around discrete classes
with numerous limits not only on time, but
also on content, are we doing a disservice to
the unique strengths of these students, our
iKids?

How many classrooms do students walk
into and sigh, "Ob boy, another lecture"? If
we listen carefully, aren't they also saying,
"What opportunities do I have to connect
and make this information my own? How
does this relate to me and my world?" If this
is indeed the case, what should our answers
be? As Jacobs (2010a) remarks, "The concept
of what a school is does not need reform—it
needs new forms" (p. 9).

Just as the building, form, and surface
restrict the reach of a billboard's contents, the
dimensions of current practice in education
are constraining. As aforementioned, despite
the fact that we know change (as it appears in
the outside world) is continuous, we often fail
to acknowledge its influence when it comes
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to what happens inside of the classroom.
True common educational conundrums such
as funding issues and the prevalence and
interference of high-stakes testing persist but
it is perhaps tbe fear of the unknown and
comfort in doing things "the same way we've
always done them" that are the largest factors
preventing many educators from taking that
next step. However, as Sprenger (2010) and
others have pointed otit, our relationships
with students are key and "we need to use the
technology tools, learn the digital dialogue,
and understand and better relate to our
students" (p. 8).

We all know that if we always do what
we've always done we'll always get the same
results. What is becoming increasingly clear
is that these results are no longer adequate.
"It is not only the children we need to culti-
vate, but also responsible adults in our midst
who have bold ideas and new directions to
consider. In order to improve education, we
need to be bold advocates for creative ideas
that are actionable, rational, and construc-
tive" (Jacobs, 2010a, p. 17).

Much like the pentimentic surface of
a billboard, education itself exists in a

continual state of fluctuation—imperma-
nence and imperfection permeate most areas
of thought. Educators, administrators, policy
makers, and parents alike are continually
questioning best practice and the most
effective ways to reach learners. Though new
theories frequently emerge and veil earlier
layers of thought, the foundations (although
sometimes threadbare) can still be seen
through the heavy patinas and scraps of new
information.

We envision schools not as a container
for discrete subjects, but a framework for
understanding across disciplines, providing
students with opportunities for individual
meaning making as well as engagement in
the time and place in which students live. As
we contemplate our emerging understand-
ings of the differences of today's learner
compared to generations past, we must also
consider what education itself might learn
from these new learners. The arts capitalize
on the iKids' ability to create meaning
through multiple modalities, media, and
perspectives and should serve as a model for
other subjects wanting to do the same. We
believe in the importance of "aggressively

go [ing] out of our way to search for better
ways to help our learners demonstrate
learning with the types of products and
performances that match our times. If we
do not do this, then we should change our
mission stateinents to reflect the desire to
hold on to the past" (Jacobs, 2010b, p. 25). In
this time of change it is imperative that we
continually push ourselves to seek innovative
ways to both reach and inspire the unique
contributions and gifts our 21st-century
learners bring to the table. The ground has
in fact shifted beneath us and this is the time
for visual art educators to do what we do
best: imagine, innovate, and inspire.

Kathleen A. Unrath is Associate Professor of
Art Education at the University of Missouri.
E-mail: unrathk@missouri.edu

Melissa A. Mudd is a doctoral student in
Art Education at the University of Missouri
and an art teacher at Rock Bridge High
School in Columbia, MO. E-mail: melissa.
mudd@gmau.com
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