Chapter VI

Conclusions and Implications for the Field

In retrospect four things steered this study: the historical background of the Harlem Renaissance; interviews with experts in the field; surveys and conversations with art educators, pre-service teachers, and practicing teachers, and the creation of an Educational Resource for elementary and middle school teachers.



African American artists, art historians, and museum educators acknowledge that there are glaring discrepancies in the education about and exhibition of the work of African American artists, both past and present. Art texts showcasing the work of African American artists reveal exclusion of these artists from their pages. Some measures are being taken by leading art museums to rectify this omission. For example, the Metropolitan Museum of Art has recently added  the work of African American artists, Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, and Faith Ringgold to their permanent collection, and to their newly installed Timeline of Art History (Timeline of Art History: Modern Storytellers: Bearden, Lawrence and Ringgold). 

 
At a recent awards ceremony at Moore College of Art and Design on September 14, 2005, Faith Ringgold and Wilhelmina Cole Holladay, Founder and leading spokesperson of the National Museum of Women in the Arts (NMWA), were jointly honored with Moore's Visionary Woman's Award, (Moore College of Art and Design, News Archive para. 12). Ironically, Ringgold, one of the nation's leading women artists is not included in the NMWA collection.


Art texts such as The Museum of Modern Art New York (1997) do not include any work of African American artists in its 599 pages and 1,070 illustrations. The Art Book published by Phaidon Press (1994), presents an "A to Z guide of 500 great painters and sculptors from medieval to modern times," and claims to debunk "art-historical classifications by throwing together brilliant examples of all periods, schools, visions and techniques" (p. 3). It further claims to "present a fresh and original approach to art: an unparalleled visual sourcebook and a celebration of our rich and multi- faceted culture" (The Art Book, 1994, p. 3). No reference to any historical period,  paintings, vision or techniques of the works of African American artists appear within its text.


Nancy G. Heller's Women Artists: An Illustrated History (1997) is an exposé of  centuries of women artists whose life and work have summarily been dismissed.  Heller includes the work of African American artists Howardena Pindell (b. 1943),  Betye Saar (b. 1926), and Alison Saar (b. 1956), but fails to include Ringgold, and Catlett, whose work speaks of women's rights and equality for Black Americans.


A SparkCharts educational resource booklet entitled African American History (2004) lists the accomplishments of African Americans in a variety of fields: African Americans in Education; African Americans in the Sciences and Professional Fields;

African Americans in Politics; African Americans in Sports; African Americans in the Military; African Americans in Religion and African Americans in the Arts. Under the heading African Americans in the Arts,  musicians, filmmakers, actors and authors are listed from 1760 until 2002, but there are no references made to visual artists.


These omissions give irrefutable evidence that African American artists are not recognized or included in the mainstream of art education, exhibition, or documentation.


To understand these deficits more fully this researcher designed surveys for art students, pre-service art teachers, and practicing art teachers. 100 surveys were given to art and Master of Arts in Teaching (MAT) students at The University of the Arts in Philadelphia during the spring of 2005. The lack of response was disappointing because only 37 students completed and returned the information. Data from these surveys and examples of the surveys themselves can be found in Chapter IV.


Art teachers –members of the Pennsylvania Art Education Association (PAEA)– were sent the survey via e-mail in the fall of 2005, on behalf of this researcher, by PAEA president, Randy Granger. The survey questioned teachers about their own knowledge of African American art and artists and asked them to name those with whom they are familiar. It invited comment about what may have contributed to any deficits in their learning in this field. The survey also asked art teachers why it is important to learn about African American art and artists in their art classrooms. Only 11 teachers responded to the survey. This researcher found the poor response disturbing but considered that perhaps the enormous amounts of administration teachers already deal with might be a valid reason for this. However, the presentation of a workshop for approximately 20 art teachers about the four pioneering artists highlighted in this study at the Pennsylvania's (PAEA) Art Educator's Conference at State College, Pennsylvania in October, 2005, clearly demonstrated another key component. 

After the presentation art educators explained that they were reluctant to present this subject matter in the classroom for the following reasons: no prior background of knowledge of African American artists and their work; fear of entering into a topic with racial issues; aware of a need for political correctness. One teacher said that she felt uncomfortable speaking about this topic in the classroom for fear of being criticized for highlighting one minority over another and thereby invoking possible reproach by students and parents. Several teachers made the observation that it must be easier for this author, a White English woman, to be able to speak about this topic since she would be unlikely to have any preconceived bias or agenda. Several teachers signed up to receive a future presentation by this researcher, similar to the workshop, for students in their own schools. They stated that they would feel more at ease with a program of this sensitive nature being presented by a visiting art educator.


These responses are of great interest to this researcher who gained added insight into the issues surrounding this area of study. After these conversations with art teachers this researcher considers the lack of response to the survey to be due to art student and art educators fears that expressing their opinion may be considered racist or politically incorrect. Although there is undeniable difficulty in discourse on the subject among art educators, their presence at the PAEA workshop demonstrates the desire to learn more. These underlying problems demand attention. Survey results from  pre-service teachers and teachers indicate that art students and art teachers are interested in taking courses, in some cases for credit, in others for non credit, to learn about the lives and work of African American artists.

Evidence such as this from well educated, articulate, highly motivated teachers in the field surely makes a case for the need for these issues to be addressed at the training or pre-service stage. To create a paradigm shift in learning it is necessary to inform those at the forefront of education, who aim to present themselves as sound exemplars to elementary and middle school students.

Students at all levels of education must be exposed to racial differences in art as in real life. The art world is a forum for interaction, discourse and understanding. Teachers are the vanguard of a fully rounded education which promotes tolerance and acceptance of differences whatever they may be. In a multi racial society such as the United States it is much healthier for students of color to see artwork featuring people with Black, Mulatto, and White faces, and similarly it is important for White children to see artwork including people of color. 

 
In conclusion, African American art and artists have contributed much to the history and culture of the United States, but their contributions and achievements have been largely ignored in art texts, art exhibits, and art education. If new generations of young people are to be presented a truer and richer history of our nation and the art of all its people, the work of African American artists must be equitably represented. To achieve this, pre-service and in-service art educators need professional development, that is, courses, programs, and workshops that focus on African American's contributions to the visual arts canon. To do anything less is to deprive our children and ourselves from learning about some of the last century's most compelling artforms; otherwise, we are only perpetuating the marginalization of African American artists and their art.

Author's note: The Educational Resource Kit is attached as the Appendix to this thesis project. It will appear on the Anyone Can Fly Foundation website

in the spring of 2006 and be available to grant winners of the Art with Kids program. 

The committee selected three grantees on March 20. These art educators will present the program into several elementary and middle school classrooms in the Tri-State area. Information about the Anyone Can Fly Foundation can be found at http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/
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