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Talking with students about 
contemporary art has always 
been my favorite way to teach. 

Perhaps it was from growing up with an 
artist in the family that I early came to 
think of what contemporary artists do as 
possessing vitality, as engaging in the 
intriguing, important stuff that makes up 
life. Contemporary art is about now! It's 
about figuring out who we are, who we 
are becoming, and how to live, know, and 
act. Just as our students are looking at the 
worlds around them and wondering what 
their role might be, what events mean, or 
what difference they can make, today's 
artists are pondering the same questions 
through their art. When we teach with 
contemporary art, the potential is present 
for learning that is centered not in the 
classroom, but in all the worlds beyond it 
and students' efforts to negotiate their 
relationship to those worlds. What could 
be more relevant? 

Teaching with contemporary art, 
whether engaging students in dialogue or 
in making art, can be challenging. 
Certainly, there are many art teachers 
who incorporate today's art into their 
curriculum, but for those for whom this 
is a new direction numerous questions 
can arise. Where do I start? How can I 
learn about what contemporary artists 
are doing? Is contemporary art the same 
as modern art? What do I do about 
controversial content? What about all 
those new media? Will using contempo-
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Patrick, 2004. Oliver Herring. Foam core, museum board, digital c-print photographs, and 
polystyrene, 42 x 18 x 27 Yz inches. Courtesy, Blanton Museum of Art, The University of Texas 
at Austin. Partial and pledged gift of Jeanne and Michael Klein, 2005. Photo by Rick Hall. 

rary art require me to use new teaching 
methods? What role does aesthetics play 
in contemporary art? How do I address 
curriculum standards? These may be only 
some of the questions that arise. For this 
special issue of Art Education devoted to 
contemporary art, Pam Taylor and I 
thought it would be beneficial to grapple 
with some of these questions in the 

Instructional Resources (IR) section. So, 
here I present more of a "how to;' a set of 
guidelines, than a piece of curriculum. 
Immediately following this essay, 
however, you will find an IR written by 
Jessica Poser, which demonstrates the 
stimulating learning opportunities 
provided for students through a 
contemporary art curriculum. 
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Starting Points 

One of the benefits of using contemporary art in the 
classroom is that teachers can demonstrate what it 
means to be a lifelong learner. The education of the 
artist doesn't stop when schooling ends, but is a 
continual feeding of the mind and eye with knowledge 
and experience pertinent to current issues and events. 
Good art is always about something 
important; it is not solely the exercise 
of technical skills. Those skills are in service to 
an exploration of something meaningful. Research is 
as much a part of making art as it is of creating curric
ulum. Teachers who share with their students the inves
tigatory process involved in informing themselves 
about contemporary art and ideas are not only modeling 
the joy of ongoing learning in visual art, but also are 
joining with students as learners. So, the starting point 
for including contemporary art in lesson planning is 
learning. 

One of the most enjoyable ways to jump into learning about contemporary art is to go to 
where the art is. Art museums offer opportunities to see contemporary art and to hear or even 
talk with artists. From the museum education staff to an in-house library, museums can provide 
valuable resources for building one's knowledge of contemporary art. Engaging with the art 
community will inevitably lead to finding artists whose ideas can provide valuable avenues for 
student learning. I recently spent some time in my university's museum, the Blanton Museum 
of Art, encountering contemporary art from the world in a special exhibition called Transactions. 
Not all the works were well suited for every grade level, but some fascinating curricular possi
bilities emerged for students of various ages. 
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What if you don't have a local art museum? 
If a community of artists is active in the area, 
then there are likely some galleries or an art 
center where they are exhibiting. But, if it is 
impossible to have contact with original 
contemporary art nearby, there are still 
valuable resources readily available to every 
art teacher. Whether subscribing to magazines 
from ARTnews to Artforum, more information 
than it is possible to digest can come right to 
your mailbox. If cost is prohibitive, turn to the 
Internet. Numerous museums and galleries of 
contemporary art have informative websites 
with resources tailored to teachers of all grade 
levels. Also, encyclopedic sites devoted to art 
are now online. One of my favorite contempo
rary art websites is Art:21 (http://www.pbs. 
org/art21/}. With each new season of the 
corresponding PBS television series on art in 
the 21st century, the website is updated to 
include the nine or so featured artists. Also, 
artists' biographies, exhibition reviews, museum 
links, video clips, and lesson plans for teachers 
are available on the Art:21 website. I was 
excited to discover that Oliver Herring, whose 
sculpture, Patrick, is in the collection of the 
Blanton Museum, is an artist featured in 
Art:21. You might find the same situation with 
contemporary artists represented in your local 
museums. There's really no obstacle to learning 
about contemporary art anymore. Furthermore, 
the Art:21 website can help you figure out the 
difference between modern and contemporary 
art, which aren't the same thing, although there 
is no clear dividing line. 

Potential Challenges 
Although finding information about cotem

porary artists is easy, digesting the fruits of 
your research and turning it into appropriate 
curriculum can take some effort. Today's art is 
complex. Moreover, some contemporary art 
can make us uncomfortable, which might be 
exactly what the artist wanted or could be the 
consequence of our own values, beliefs, or 
preconceptions being piqued in some way. It's 
helpful, however, to remember that art has 
always been complex and frequently served as 
a disquieting agent in culture. Even that most 
popular of art styles, Impressionism, was 
appalling to 19th-century sensibilities. The 
comfort we feel with traditional art can 
actually be the lure of the familiar. The new 
makes demands on us to stretch and examine 
our norms, which is also what good education 
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should do. That potential for reflection is what 
makes working with contemporary art 
exciting. 

As the content of contemporary art is 
complicated and/or controversial, so is inter
preting it. A critical challenge to the astute art 
teacher is creating that safe but dynamic space 
in which students can develop and negotiate 
their own interpretations of the art. Contemp
orary interpretation embraces multiple points 
of view as valid, but does not necessarily lead 
to a total relativity. Although it's easy to think 
that what is so great about teaching art is that 
there are no wrong answers, some interpreta
tions are better than others. Potentially mean
ingful interpretations arise out of class 
discussion, in students' writings, or in their 
artwork. So, what constitutes good interpreta
tion? This is an important question for 
students and teachers to grapple with together. 
Terry Barrett's (1994; 2002) books on contem
porary art and interpretation can be very 
helpful in figuring out how to deal with the 
challenging and sometimes "hot" content of 
today's art. They can also be of assistance in 
working with students to develop criteria for 
meaningful interpretation. 

Another challenge is the new media. And, 
with the infusion of visual culture perspectives 
(Freedman, 2003) into current art theory and 
art education, the multiplicity of art forms is 
growing exponentially. What visual culture 
studies make visible, however, is that art isn't 
defined by its media, but by how cultural 
values and mechanisms bring meaning to 
perception. Art is one of those meaning
bearing frames within our visual/material 
culture. This opens visual art media to film, 
zines, anime, music videos, and digital 
imagery, all of which are vibrant in the lives of 
students. Incorporating contemporary art 
media into art instruction connects the curric
ulum to students' experience and develops 
their knowledge and skills as producers and 
consumers. 

The Face of Contemporary 
Art Curriculum 

Once you've dived into today's art and 
found artists for your curriculum, the prac
tical matter of turning your learning into 
interesting lessons arises. What's most desir
able is to fashion instructional activities that 
have the students examining, reflecting, ques
tioning, and responding to the important 
issues of their world by engaging with the 
concepts and inquiry that spurred the artists' 
thinking and artmaking. What you don't want 
is for students to simply re-create the form of 
the artists' works. The goal in basing curric
ulum in contemporary art is to engage 
students with current culture, not to replicate 
25 or so mini-versions of the artist's work. 

Using contemporary themes in curriculum 
requires instructional preparation that stimu
lates student thinking. Formalist aesthetics 
that entails analyzing elements and principles 
inhibits rather than opens meaning making. 
Some art teachers like to use formal analysis 
because they believe it slows students down to 
carefully look at works of art before making 
judgments. When I was at the Transactions 
exhibition, I was struck by how much more 
effectively this issue is addressed by perfor
mance artist Daniel Bozhkov's Fastest Guided 
Tours of Unfamiliar Places. Since 2003, 
Bozhkov has been guiding tourists through 
historic sites in cities around the world in tours 
that, as the banners he carries state, last "35 
minutes without missing a major site:' Students 
of any age could participate in a lively and 
deep discussion regarding the implications of 
Bozhkov's art to today's "been there, done 
that" consumer culture. For example, posing 
questions regarding what's gained and what's 
lost by merely asking students questions when 
the goal in touring a cultural site is to see it as 
fast as possible and be on to the next one 
requires that students examine their predispo
sition to all things speedy. How much more 
longer lasting this could be in slowing students 
down to think about art than reprogramming 
them through formal analysis. 

As Olivia Gude's (2004; 2007) writings, and 
her work with the Spiral Workshop (http:// 
www. uic.edu/ classes/ ad/ ad382/ index.html), 
clearly demonstrate formal analysis just 
doesn't suit contemporary art. What works is 
good inquiry activities like those Jessica Poser 
sets up in her IR to follow. Moreover, in 
Teaching Meaning in Artmaking (200 1) Sydney 
Walker uses contemporary art throughout the 
book to present art teachers of all grade levels 
with instructional approaches that engage 
students in identifying, reflecting upon, and 
working creatively through what they identify 
as important in today's world. 

I purposely chose to address standards and 
state frameworks last because I firmly believe 
that an art curriculum based in the kind of big 
ideas found in contemporary art will inher
ently fulfill curricular standards. Such instruc
tion will have students learning about culture, 
history, perception, and art skills as well as 
putting higher order thinking skills, like 
creativity, to constant use. If art teachers start 
with building their own knowledge of contem
porary art and ideas, rather than with stan
dards, they will produce a curriculum that is 
accountable to state and national standards. 
So, dive in and enjoy the adventure! • 

Melinda M. Mayer is the Instructional 
Resource Coordinator for Art Education. 
She is an art education faculty member in 
the Department of Art and Art llrstory at 
The University of Texas at Austin. E-mail 
mmayer@mail. utexas.edu 

REFERENCES 
Barrett, T. (1994). Criticizing art: Understanding 

the contemporary. Mountain View, CA: 
Mayfield Publishing Company. 

Barrett, T. (2002). Interpreting art: Reflecting, 
wondering, and responding. Boston: 
McGraw-Hill. 

Freedman, K. (2003). Teaching visual culture: 
curriculum, aesthetics, and the social life of art. 
New York: Teachers College Press. 

Gude, 0. (2004). Postmodern principles: In search 
of a 21st century art education. Art Education, 
53(1), 6-14. 

Gude, 0. (2007). Principles of possibility: 
Considerations for a 21st -century art and 
culture curriculum. Art Education, 60(1 ), 6-17. 

Walker, Sydney R. (200 I). Teaching meaning in 
artmaking. Worcester, MA: Davis Publications, 
Inc. 

MELINDA M. MAYER I CONSIDERATIONS FOR A CONTEMPORARY ART CURRICULUM 79 


