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Engagement with visual art is an important part of the human experience. 
Children begin communicating through artistic expression at a young age; 
as they begin to move into adolescence and adulthood, it is important that 
students gain exposure to diverse forms of art, learn about reflection on 
the human condition, culture, civic engagement, and citizenship. However, 
the educational systems in the Arab world do not consider art as an 
independent subject with beneficial outcomes and objectives for societies, 
but rather an extracurricular activity or pastime. On the other hand, 
subjects such as mathematics or science are regarded as essential in 
educational curriculums, and fostering future careers that contribute 
positively to the world. This review article explores literature about 
approaching art education flexibly; I argue that educational policies in K-
12 schools and colleges must incorporate art education as a core subject 
within the curriculum, adopt pedagogies that focus on flexibility in 
teaching, and fostering dialogue among students that encourages 
independent thinking. Additionally, educational institutions must have 
objectives and outcomes to achieve; these need to be measured and carried 
out with the consideration of art education as an independent subject in 
the curriculum, which complements and supports other important 
subjects.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The visual arts encompass many media and techniques, 
such as, sculpture, painting, photography, drawing, video, 
filmmaking, design, and also architecture. There are other 
disciplines, such as performing arts, which can be 
considered a form of visual art, however, this paper 
focuses on art education in relation to the types of art 
forms that are made in classrooms or studio settings, in 
order to communicate messages through the use of 
different media, such as the media and techniques 
mentioned above. 

My desire to focus on art education in the Arab region 
has emerged from my own experiences and observations 
as a student. I grew up in a conservative Arab society 
where I completed my K-12 education. Throughout my 

education, visual art classes were centered on the same 
things: to make something that was beautiful, not to draw 
any living things due to certain religious beliefs, and to 
use drawing or painting as the conventional methods for 
making art. My understanding of visual art and art making 
was very limited earlier on in my education. Classes in the 
Arab world are centered on core subjects in the 
curriculum, such as Arabic language and literature, 
religious studies, and sciences. In elementary schools, the 
subjects are taught in a more general manner, and later 
expand into more specific fields, for example science is 
taught as biology, chemistry, and physics. Art education is 
a subject that is present in many school curriculums; 
however, it is  also  a  subject  that  can  be  disregarded  if  
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other subjects require additional time in the academic 
schedule. This paper will review literature on how to 
flexibly educate students in high schools and colleges 
about visual art. 
 
The current state of art education in Arab countries 
 
Students at a young age have the aptitude to learn about 
the importance of visual art in societies through 
examination of their communities and the art being 
created within them. Fortifying this period of exploration 
by meeting established traditional and contemporary 
artists, policy makers, and educators outside of 
educational institutions will broaden students’ 
understanding of the agency of the arts, and the diverse 
ways in which art connects to society. Some students in 
Arab countries, specifically at the college level where 
students are able to major in visual art, are fortunate to 
have more open-ended experiences when exploring 
materials, ideas, and directions of dialogue. Other young 
students, particularly at the high school level, “become 
locked into school art practices and the undiluted 
conventions of the fine art tradition, which serve the 
expectations of teachers and schools more fully than 
students themselves” (Burton, 2013); this becomes 
problematic because students may find that art does not 
meet their individual needs, and they may begin to 
distance themselves from art making. However, if 
students have the ability to make art in an educational 
environment that is more supportive, artistic 
development and visual experiences may flourish in 
meaningful ways (Gardner, 1990). 

Educational systems in Arab countries are not 
structured to foster social engagement. Instead, they are 
narrowly focused on “lower-level cognitive skills”, such as 
memorization and recall, “at the expense of higher-level” 
cognitive skills, such as critical thinking and analysis. 
Consequently, students graduate with degrees, but not a 
broad range of skills that enable them to handle social, 
political, and economic challenges that exist within 
various Arab societies. Art education is a critical subject, 
at all levels, to attain higher-level cognitive skills not 
gained from other subjects (Muasher and Brown, 2018). 

The Arab world needs better arts education within 
educational institutions and outside of them; for example 
in museums, and other public art programs that are of 
importance to educate wider audiences (Al-Jadir, 2019). 
The purpose of advocating for art education is not to 
argue that everyone must become an artist, however, 
visual communication is powerful, and everyone must be 
given the opportunity to learn about cultural, critical, and 
ethical perspectives through other means beyond 
classroom lectures (Nolan, 2013). Learning is not only 
achieved through arithmetic, it can be learned through 
diverse traditional and contemporary forms of art 
making. Experience with art teaches language 
development, decision-making, problem solving, 
inventiveness,  and  cultural  awareness. If   art  education 

 
 
 
 
continues to be undervalued in the Arab world, the risk   
is   that   students, and  consequently   society   at   large, 
will   not   only  lack appreciation for the arts, they may 
fall behind in an area of knowledge that serves the well-
being of children, adolescents, and adults (El Kerdi, 2013). 
Art education should not only be technical; creativity and 
flexibility are important components. Constantly 
emphasizing linear techniques in teaching creates a 
rational bias in students, which in turn leads to depriving 
them of developing their intuitive abilities, and expressing 
themselves through creative thinking. It is important to 
emphasize that education is not only about being 
proficient in the sciences, but also in interpretation, 
critiques, and understanding other perspectives through 
visual communication. The arts play a role in 
understanding what it means to be human, and the 
current state of art education in the Arab world can be 
perceived as a muscle that has atrophied; the challenge 
becomes getting the muscle back in shape (Pink, 2012). 

Learning about art created around the world enriches 
knowledge and encourages students to be observant and 
aware of details in their surroundings. Many regions in 
the Arab world have witnessed historical developments in 
the way art is created and dispersed into society. Islamic 
art, for example, flourished in many areas in the Arab 
world, such as Syria, Egypt, and Iraq, and also in other 
parts of the world such as China and Spain. The artistic 
production of Islamic art did not only encompass religious 
spaces, but also everyday objects, such as utensils, incense 
burners, and pen boxes. These functional works of art 
combined techniques, such as calligraphy, and 
ornamentation. Islamic art encompasses religious and 
secular art forms that enable viewers to “pierce through 
the veil of material existence.” (Nasr, 1996). 

The  Metropolitan  Museum of  Art in New York, for 
example,  has several educational initiatives, which focus 
on teaching visitors, including young students and adults, 
the possibilities of art, and art making. On its website, the 
museum also targets teachers by posing the question 
“Why include Islamic art in your teaching?” The Museum 
states reasons describing the importance of teaching 
Islamic art, such as learning standards for world history, 
visual arts, science, and geometry through lessons in 
observation, and the development of critical thinking 
skills (Kisida et al., 2015). Additionally, Islamic art also 
provides students with narratives of global cultures in the 
past and present times. 

In K-12 schools, in the Arab world, art is not taught in a 
systematic way. Instead, the content depends on the art 
teacher’s interests. Students are expected to use 
traditional media and techniques, such as pencil on paper, 
and they are usually required to draw scenes from 
memory, or to focus on observational drawing within the 
classroom. Teachers normally dictate the subject matter 
and what students should make through art 
demonstrations. Students in schools are unfamiliar with 
art history, vocabulary associated with art, new media, art 
theory,  art  criticism and  are not exposed  to  art  related 



 

 
 
 
 
dialogues within classroom settings. 

At the college level, students who choose to major in 
artistic fields have more  freedom  with artistic media  
and  visual communication, depending on the course of 
study, as well as more opportunities to participate in 
dialogues, art critiques, and occasional field trips to art 
centers or museums. It is possible that students at the 
college level will gain newer perspectives about art; 
however, students who only learn about art through 
dictation may approach visual art with disdain. 
 
Improving Arab art education through learning 
assessments 
 
The persistence of a pedagogy, which entails that students 
make art with the outcome of a perfect or realistic 
product in mind has shifted in many parts of the world, 
but remains the same in Arab countries (Shabout, 2007). 
There are still standards of correctness and excellence to 
be met, and rules to be obeyed (Gehlbach, 1990). Such 
restrictions diminish the value of art education. Learning 
becomes forced and mechanical; it constrains the artistic 
development of young people, and replaces artistic 
freedom with the repetitive copying of objects. 

According to Burton (2013), “Making and appraising 
art, for all young people, provide a means of reflecting on, 
organizing, expressing, and sharing experiences of 
themselves, and their world.” (p. 15) Similarly, art 
educators are also appraising their own teaching 
pedagogies in relation to what is taking place within their 
classrooms. Assessments in the arts must be respectful of 
the nature of the field of art, which should not be assessed 
the same way as subjects, such as math and science. Art 
education is more open to interpretations, and students 
involved in the arts “need to become aware of the 
interplay among historical, aesthetic, critical, and 
practical experiences as this structures their thinking and 
opens them to the larger socio-cultural context in which 
they live” (Burton, 2013). What art educators should be 
assessing is how students are creating their own 
individual meaning, how they formulate their ideas, and 
the ways in which they use their knowledge, skills, and 
imaginations. 

Assessment must also consider students’ different rates 
of artistic development, and must be sensitive to the 
abilities of students. Occasionally, students should also be 
able to play a role in their own assessments, since they 
are, some times, more insightful when it comes to 
evaluating their own art making than their art educators 
(Groenendijk et al., 2019). Art education policies should 
be clearly set as a guide for art educators to effectively 
assess their students’ performances while maintaining an 
awareness of students’ interests and needs. Art educators 
may benefit from working together to assess students’ art, 
which fosters new learning experiences for teachers to 
benefit from one another, and also fairer evaluations of 
students’ work. 

Assessment  serves several purposes, such  as  gaining a  
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better understanding of obstacles students may face 
during art making. Educators must evaluate if objectives 
have been achieved through an art lesson, and 
experienced administrators may determine if art 
educators are fulfilling their responsibilities in the art 
classroom.  “Formative” and    “summative”   assessments 
should take place throughout the academic year and at 
the end of the year; formative assessment is beneficial for 
keeping track of students’ progress, and making needed 
changes in the curriculum; summative assessment should 
be prepared at the end of the semester or academic year 
as a report on students’ progress (Burton, 2013). 

Assessments may take place through different 
strategies. Assessing students’ progress through dialogue 
and careful observation is a simple way art educators may 
understand how students’ ideas are being shaped, and 
may gain an awareness of areas of difficulty for students. 
Through a supportive dialogue, art educators may 
reinforce learning, offer students clarity in terms of their 
own objectives for the art lesson, and may teach them 
how to evaluate their own work and that of their 
classmates; simultaneously, reflective assessments 
through dialogue may also offer art educators ideas about 
how to improve their own instructional and artistic 
practices (Zander, 2004; Zimmerman, 1992). Art 
educators may also be able to extract ideas for lessons 
from their students, and learn about individual 
capabilities while they are engaged in collective projects. 
Through writing, sketches, and photographs, art 
educators may document their thoughts, discoveries, and 
impressions learned from ongoing assessments in their 
journals (Burton, 2013). 

Burton (2013) also discusses the importance of using 
art making to contribute to the community. Students’ 
artistic learning experiences should not only be restricted 
to the classroom, but should also extend into their 
societies (Alexander and Bowler, 2014). They may 
undergo internships at local galleries, cultural sites; 
participate in artwork sales to benefit good causes, in 
addition to participating in developing the aesthetic 
environment within their own schools. Older students 
should also be encouraged to engage in diverse art related 
activities in their communities; they may intern with art 
educators at the high school or college levels, apprentice 
with practicing artists, participate in social awareness 
campaigns through designing brochures and posters, 
making art related gifts for ill children and adults, and 
participating in exhibition designs. Such participation is 
significant to students’ learning because it helps them 
understand that artistic practices are not limited to 
lessons in educational institutions, but may also enrich 
their personal experiences in the world, and assist them 
in gaining a strengthened self awareness of how they may 
use their own art making to reach people in their 
communities. Students may document their participation, 
and use these experiences towards their portfolios and 
exhibitions. 

Testing   can  also  be  used  to  assess  students’ artistic 
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development. At times, art educators may be required to 
conduct tests in the visual arts, which can be beneficial 
assessment tools provided they are structured to respect 
how students learn in the given discipline of art, and there 
is an understanding that administering tests do not 
provide a holistic assessment of students’ artistic 
development, but rather a restricted moment in time with 
a limited set  of challenges. Thus, tests should  not  be  the   
only  strategy to assess student learning, but rather part 
of a comprehensive assessment process. Educators and 
administrators must keep in mind that tests do not offer 
students a complete picture of learning in practice 
(Burton, 2013). 

Through assessing their students’ art making, educators 
can keep track of their own effectiveness by taking notes 
as events unfold during lessons through paying close 
attention to dialogues, obstacles students may encounter, 
their responses to the chosen subject matter in relation to 
their individual interests, and the range of final products 
of the art lessons. Art educators should reflect on their 
assessment strategies by dedicating time to considering 
how much liberty they have to create their own 
progression of learning, how they can create a balance 
between designing their own instruction with educational 
requirements, and ways to ensure goals are clear, and 
appropriate to students’ developmental needs (Burton, 
2013). 

Art educators can focus on improving their instruction 
by spending time exploring the educational standards of 
their respective communities, and finding ways to tailor 
them to the needs of students. They may also add variety 
to students’ lessons through the use of imagination, 
consideration of the sequence of lessons, and envisioning 
how students’ learning will flow from one lesson to the 
next. A cohesive arts education consists of both creating 
and responding to experiences in order for students to 
develop skills in a variety of media and disciplines 
(Hetland et al., 2007). While art education in K-12 schools 
and colleges provides more structured learning, it is 
important to involve organizations and individuals 
outside of schools and colleges; formal and informal art 
education work hand in hand in providing well rounded 
experiences for students that will last beyond their time 
spent in educational institutions (Knutson et al., 2011).  
 
Formulating policies for art education in the Arab 
world 
 
To develop art education effectively, it is important to 
build a strong foundation for integration in curriculums 
across all the K-12 school and college levels. The policies 
set in place for art education in the Arab world must be 
clear in their objectives, outcomes, and purposes. It is not 
enough to simply include art classes without an end goal. 
Smith (1984) has stated, as a “component of art education 
in the schools, art education should be regarded as a 
separate subject or area of study on the same principle 
that  reading,  writing,   mathematics,   the   sciences,   and  

 
 
 
 
social studies constitute separate subjects.” (p.274) This 
means that art  is  not  merely  an  aesthetic coloration of 
schooling or decorative dimensions of other school 
subjects and activities. 

Arab countries must avoid approaching art education in 
K-12 schools and colleges in a forced or mechanical way, 
but instead through giving students opportunities to learn 
about art, and how it will benefit them through flexible 
lesson planning and open-ended tasks. Education is not 
only about building   schools,  and   improving test   
scores;    what    is necessary is encouraging students to 
ask questions, become independent thinkers who will not 
only seek knowledge, but also produce it. This method is 
more effective than simply dictating knowledge to 
students. The International Civic and Citizenship 
Education Study (ICCS) of 2016 also concluded that more 
flexibility in the classroom is conducive to higher levels of 
civic, social, and cultural engagement. Another important 
educational concern is that students, specifically, in high 
schools and colleges are at stages where they are entering 
culture more fully, and are participating members with 
their own thoughts and ideas. However, many of these 
students do not have opportunities to encounter works of 
art in their institutions and in public spaces. Burton 
(2013) poses the following questions in relation to this 
issue: 

In the absence of formal exposure to works of art 
through art history, the study of aesthetics or criticism, 
what kind of aesthetic responses can they be said to have? 
To what extent are aesthetic responses nurtured by the 
formal study of art at this age or dominated by media 
images? Of what should the formal studies of aesthetics 
consist? (p. 55) 

Burton (2013) also mentions that research has begun to 
shed light on the aesthetic responses of two sets of young 
people: those with a formal background, and those 
without a formal background in art criticism, art history, 
and aesthetics. Young people who do not have formal 
training tend to connect to works of art through their own 
personal experiences. This is an important finding that 
should encourage art educators to give students 
opportunities to lend themselves to works of art, and 
guide them in pursuing meaning through their 
observations (Dewey, 1934). Through dialogues with 
students, art educators will offer them ways to be 
expressive, construct meaning, and inform their own art 
making. Good lesson planning is critical when it comes to 
supporting the artistic development of students (Whitten 
and Monsour, 1988). 

Art educators should consider lesson plans not as rigid 
rules, but as “underlying principles and rehearsals for 
classroom action and preparing teaching strategies” 
(Burton, 2013). Once art educators have thought of a 
vision and set goals to achieve for their art education 
program, they can move on to planning lessons that will 
assist them in reaching the set goals. Burton (2013) 
explains, lesson plans go through two stages of planning: 
the first is an initial exploratory plan, which  is essentially  



 

 
 
 
 
providing necessary elements that give the lesson focus 
through thinking about materials, processes, techniques, 
the products that will result, the objectives, and the 
dialogues that take place at the  beginning  and   
throughout  the  lesson. The second stage is more refined 
and creates a framework that leads to the desired 
learning outcomes (Lowenfeld, 1949). 

A good art lesson should focus on challenging and 
supporting different learning needs, fostering dialogue, 
and offering opportunities to learn new information and 
practices. Materials are also important in art lessons, and 
should be thought about in advance. At the high school 
level in Arab countries, students are exposed to a limited 
variety of  materials   in   comparison  to college  level  
students. An important part of learning, and stepping 
away from one’s comfort zone, is to encourage students to 
explore and play with different materials (Hafeli, 2015). 
This type of engagement not only offers students 
opportunities to use traditional and new media that will 
influence the ways they choose to make art, and their 
thought processes, it will also encourage art educators to 
engage in experimentation and play, which ultimately 
generates more innovative lessons. 

Art educators should, however, experiment with 
selected materials before they introduce them to 
students. Creating a good lesson depends on art 
educators’ abilities to guide and encourage students to 
reflect on their different everyday experiences so that 
students may be able to translate and contextualize them 
through art making. It is important that students engage 
in open-ended exploration, and are given the space to 
experiment independently; “for if youngsters become 
increasingly reliant upon the teacher’s knowledge and 
skills, they find little room for their own visual voices and 
imaginations and become bored, eventually finding art 
inhospitable to their expressive needs” (Burton, 2013). 

There is much debate in art education research in 
relation to art making, and the outcome of artistic 
processes, but which holds more importance? In reality, 
students can learn by engaging thoughtfully in their 
artistic processes and through reflections, and they may 
also learn from appraising their own art making (Burton, 
2013). Art educators should consider beforehand if an art 
lesson will lead students to respond to the ideas that 
emerge as they work, and how the opportunities of art 
making in the classroom may be used to teach students 
how to evaluate their own efforts as they progress in a 
given lesson, and during class dialogues. The outcomes of 
an art lesson should reveal the diverse student 
approaches, and a thoughtful art educator will encourage 
the outcomes, which result from different student 
perspectives. 

Art educators must analyze whether the choice of 
materials chosen for a lesson will offer students the 
opportunity to make art that reflects their individual 
backgrounds and experiences, the ways in which the 
product will accomplish the specified learning objectives, 
how the outcome will  be evaluated, and explore methods 
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that will strengthen students’ aesthetic values. An art 
lesson may start simply by forming an objective for 
learning before choosing a material, process, or outcome. 
The objective is what specifies what will be learned, but 
how it is learned depends on other essential parts of the 
lesson: materials, processes, and the outcome of art 
making. When planning lesson objectives, art educators 
should keep in mind that students may possibly be at 
different developmental stages. Thus, what must be 
considered is how “learning may be internalized” by 
students in different phases (Burton, 2013,)  

Art educators are often focused on problem solving, as a 
guide to planning their lessons, but this approach is 
limiting, and ultimately, art lessons will often involve 
problem solving as art making processes unfold. Problem 
solving may   emerge     by   teaching    objectives    
through  activities such as using shapes and colors to 
express visual relationships, developing imaginative ways 
to combine materials such as fabrics and fibers to create 
collages, in addition to learning how to experiment with 
line textures, and weights. Students may also experiment 
with subject matter; for example, understanding that 
there are differences between the shapes that form 
landscapes, and those that form urban areas. Students 
may also be encouraged to learn art concepts and 
techniques such as making abstract two-dimensional and 
three-dimensional art, learning how to render, how to 
create balanced compositions, and learning about 
perspectives in visual art (Kisida and Bowen, 2019). The 
objective of critiquing art is also beneficial to learning 
about multiculturalism. How different people choose to 
make art will teach students “different artistic traditions, 
cultural and social roles for art, different availability of 
materials, different personalities of artists,” and “different 
political commitments.” (Burton, 2013) Well-planned 
dialogues during art making or critiques hold more 
weight than telling students what to do or think. Art 
educators should strive to ask thoughtful questions that 
will challenge thinking and inspire reflection; they should 
also ensure dialogues are open- ended, and flow 
organically (Miles, 2010; Mahgoub and Aldbesi, 2016; 
Purtee, 2016). 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Flexible art education is an essential and supportive 
component of educational curriculums in the Arab world, 
and it can also foster productivity. Through flexibility, art 
education can encourage the acceptance of diversity and 
different perspectives through art making, dialogues 
about art, exploration of ideas, and experimentation 
through the application of knowledge and skills. A major 
component of education is preparing students for life 
beyond the environments of schools and universities; 
civic citizenship and engagement with one’s own society 
and culture can be achieved through exposure to visual 
art inside and outside of the classroom. 
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Art plays a role in documenting events, portraying 
cultures from around the world, expressing the human 
condition visually, and seeing the world through the eyes 
of different individuals. Education through open-ended 
discussions is far more effective than simply lecturing 
students through a didactic approach. An important factor 
in ensuring art education at all levels is implemented 
appropriately and effectively is educator preparation. Art 
education is not simply about lesson planning; educators 
must not only hold degrees in art, they must gain practical 
experience in teaching, focus on their own professional 
development, and remain open to continuous learning. 
Not all artists are educators, however, it is important for 
art educators to make art in order to be more helpful to 
students, especially within studio settings. There are, 
however, educators, such as experienced art historians 
who may    not    pursue    a   particular   artistic  practice, 
but are fully capable of teaching students about art. 
Educators today must learn how to interact with students 
objectively, and professionally. Education is not dictation; 
it is about guidance through obstacles, and inquiry to 
ensure students are gaining knowledge and learning how 
to apply it. 

Engagement in public spaces is just as important as the 
interactions that take place in the classroom. Although 
there are museums, art centers, and galleries emerging in 
the Arab world, many of them are private endeavors. Arab 
governments must also play a substantial role in 
supporting art and art education. An appreciation for art 
should not be limited to professionals involved in art 
related fields. If individuals are taught that art is 
unimportant, many will overlook essential benefits of 
exposure to artistic production, such as, the cultivation of 
skills necessary for learning in a vast array of subject 
areas, and an overall enhancement of educational 
experiences.  

Through flexible art education, students are able to 
speak their minds confidently, and also play an active role 
in their education rather than passively receiving 
information. Students must be provided with supportive 
environments where they feel comfortable sharing their 
own views. Art lessons offer educators opportunities to 
provide students with constructive feedback, and 
encourage them to work both in groups and individually. 
It is essential that Arab art educators realize the 
importance of providing students with listening and 
public speaking skills through dialogues, writing skills 
through art project statements and written critiques of 
artworks, social responsibility through educating 
students about how art and society are related, and 
decision-making skills by arming students with 
knowledge, and the guided freedom to apply it. 

Art educators should teach students the differences 
between the use of traditional and new media in art 
making, and to recognize that different artists use diverse 
styles in their respective artistic practices. Encouraging 
students to respond to their own art making and other 
works of art enables them to evaluate their own art  

 
 
 
 
making, where it is headed, and how they perceive other 
works of art in relation to their own experiences. The use 
of dialogue should not be underestimated when 
considering objectives and lesson plans. At times, 
students may not know how to begin their art making, 
and art educators should guide them through questions 
that will help them think out loud; students may have 
questions of their own, and discussing them will guide 
their art making processes and allow their understanding 
of art to flow with more ease. 

Even if students do not choose to pursue art as a 
profession, focusing on their own art making, and 
strengthening this period of exploration through 
exposure to art, artists, and venues outside of the 
classroom may broaden students’ understanding of the 
agency of art, and the ways in which it connects to 
societies. Policies must be set in place to move away from 
fixed modes of dictation to more flexible instruction by 
equipping students with the educational foundation they 
will need in order to progress inside and outside of the 
classroom.  
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