ARTS PROPEL:  Restructuring Education Across the Curriculum

Across the nation educators are working on plans to restructure education.  A common element of instruction in many such plans is a shift in the roles of teacher as knowledge-dispenser and student as worker to teacher as mentor/facilitator and student as researcher/knowledge-constructor.

Presently such a model of instruction/assessment that is being used with great success across the curriculum in some Wisconsin schools embodies the above principles.  It is known as Arts PROPEL and was developed by researchers at Harvard Project Zero, Educational Testing Service consultants, and teachers in the Pittsburgh (PA) schools to determine how students learn in the arts and how that learning could be documented (assessed).  Not surprisingly, their findings have implications for all disciplines.

For two years the researchers observed, interviewed, and documented.  Following this, they presented the teachers certain principles of learning which their observations had reinforced.  

1.  Students are "constructors" of knowledge.  Understanding occurs not when students are presented with the name of a concept but when they organize, manipulate, and apply the concept's constituent bits of data.  

2.  Student "construction" of knowledge is optimized when the student is motivated to pursue understanding actively, as opposed to the situation in which the teacher is the "knowledge-dispenser." 


3.  Students should confront open-ended questions (no single correct answer) just as professionals do, such as interpreting a piece of music, developing a character in writing or acting, solving a problem in art or design, analyzing the effects of various soils on plant growth, or using primary sources in documenting local history or traditions.  The opposite of this, factual recall or demonstration of an already mastered skill, provides little opportunity for cognitive growth. 

4.  Instruction should be a mix of closely structured activities (e.g., learning and applying basic skills of arts production, computation, research, etc.) and relatively unstructured ones that the students help design and in which students can apply their knowledge and skills.  

5.  Students learn best when they produce, perceive, and reflect.  In production the students perform or create.  In perceiving they use and hone perceptual skills by studying closely the elements of their works and of others.  In reflection they consider how the works were produced, how the effects are achieved, and/or how they could be improved.  

The first four principles suggest that instruction be based on projects over time, since the construction of knowledge, skills, and processes does not easily fit into a given time period or unit of study.  Projects require the application of previously acquired knowledge and skills to achieve the desired result.  Projects can (should) be authentic, real-life tasks that have no single, correct answer; that challenge and motivate the student to pursue their solutions; that engage the student in production and perceptual and reflective experiences in an iterative cycle; and that require a student to function as a practitioner in the domain instead of as a student pursuing a set solution.  Domain projects thus were adopted as a teaching vehicle.  

The final point suggests the use of a portfolio (processfolio) of students' performance/productions and reflections so that students could examine their work and process over time, reflect on their performance and improvement, and determine a future focus for their efforts.  Processfolios form an excellent basis for the students and teacher to see the students' progress in both product and process.  Such self and peer assessment is much more effective in improving student understanding than direct teacher comments.  The processfolio thus became an important factor in both instruction and assessment.  

DOMAIN PROJECTS: Students as Artists

In domain projects students confront problems similar to those faced by practicing artists, mathematicians, or other professionals.  Projects  are based on principles and practices central to the discipline and are designed to stir the imagination and inspire students to become active, deeply involved learners.  Domain projects should be open-ended so they can be solved in a variety of ways and should stress understanding rather than imitation or memorization.  They should use the students' own work as the starting point and afford multiple opportunities for producing, perceiving (analysis), and reflection (self-assessment).  For instance, a music student might be asked to listen to a recording of his or his ensemble's performance, write his perceptions of his (and his section's and ensemble's) work, and reflect upon ways to improve it.  The teacher (and/or peer) would then listen to the recording; comment on the student's critique in a positive, supportive way that encourages further student reflection and perhaps revision; and return it to the student in a timely manner for the next iteration of this cycle.  Similar  applications to art and design, drama, or dance  is obvious  In mathematics students might be presented with a situation in which they must first find the problem, define it, and then devise and implement a solution, which might be one of several alternatives.  Projects should be accessible to students with varying levels of skill, empowering those students who previously felt excluded from the domain while providing the next appropriate level of challenge to the more experienced and advanced.

PROCESSFOLIOS: Making Process as Important as Product

Instead of being restricted only to samples of the student's best works, the PROPEL processfolio (processfolio) contains a history of the student's learning process, revealing a biography of the project from start to finish.  Students may revisit, revise, and improve previous projects in light of a greater understanding, using self, peer, and teacher assessments as input.  Processfolios can be the medium for written student/teacher communication and can be the basis for teacher conferences with both student and parents.  A student journal included in the processfolio can be especially informative.

 Processfolios give students an awareness of creativity and innovation, not as a "stroke of genius" but as an ongoing process of insight, revision, and more revision.  Students can get an overview of their personal growth and style, from where they  have been to where they may be going.  Processfolios provide a source of ideas for future work and a chance to reflect upon and make critical judgments about their own work, just as practicing artists , scientists, or mathematicians do.  In addition, they can be used as the basis for direct assessment, revealing a complex profile of the student's strengths and areas of challenge, unlike the limited picture provided by a single grade.
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