What is Art? Critical Thinking and Research

To introduce critical thinking, we need a topic about which we feel comfortable “getting critical.” We need a topic in which our opinions will not be used to judge us as people. Art works pretty well, because we generally understand that we may each have very different reactions to art and can accept differences of opinion a bit better than we can with politics, religion, values, music, clothes, types of phones, or even favorite foods. All of these other topics are uncomfortable because students fear being judged or stereotyped based on their opinions.  

Step 1: Be a Doubter. First, we need to question our positions as believers or doubters. Believers more readily accept information as fact, doubters question things. Most of our students come to us as believers, partly because they are trained to accept information in K-12 without questioning it. The tendency to act as a believer or a doubter is also often gendered and cultural– questioning authority can be considered impolite, aggressive, and disruptive for women, children, and members of more collectivist cultures. Once students determine if they tend to be believers or doubters and why that may be, talk about how it is actually a choice they can make, and not just “who they are.” Ask them to pretend to be the opposite today. “How would you behave if you were a doubter? How would you respond to the readings or class discussions for the day?”  

Step 2: Define Critical Thinking. Thinking critically vs. being critical, like Karen in this parody.
When we think critically, we: identify a problem, ask questions, research, analyze, interpret, evaluate, make a judgement, and determine a course of action.
But, we do this politely. We are respectful of other opinions and ideas, we encourage others to speak, and, in fact, we seek out opinions and perspectives that differ from our own as valuable data for our inquiry.
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Step 3: Identify a problem or issue (inquiry and identification). “What is Art?” 
Watch “Good Mythical Morning” Video: Is this Art? 9:30 min (pause the video after each type of art and poll the crowd/ get feedback on if they think it is art and why).

Step 4: Deepen the question: Does Art have to mean something? Does the meaning matter? Watch: “Who Decides What Art Means?” TEDed 4:19 min. Discuss. Which of the three theories makes the most sense to them?

Step 5: Collect information about the problem through credible research (research).
In small groups, discuss: What is art to you? What counts as art and what art do you love? Who do you think decides if something is art and what it means?

Step 6: Organize, analyze, and evaluate those findings in a logical way (analysis and evaluation). Make a shared slideshow with their favorite art and thoughts on art and a shared spreadsheet with their opinions.

Step 7: Develop a solution to the problem or choose a course of action based on your findings (problem solving). How can we define art so we can all get along, even if we don’t agree on what counts as art and what art means? How can this approach apply to other situations when people disagree?

*Note: You can do this activity with basically any subject or artifact later on, but art is a good warm up for them to practice their skills (particularly their skills in not judging each other or fearing judgment). 
**It is easy to modify this handout to be student-facing for an assignment. 
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