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The discipline of art education is often perceived through the lens of aesthetic appreciation or creative spontaneity; 

however, as Arthur D. Efland demonstrates in his seminal work, A History of Art Education: Intellectual and 

Social Currents in Teaching the Visual Arts , the field is a complex intersection of institutional policy, economic

necessity, and philosophical shifts. To understand the current state of visual arts instruction, one must perform a

forensic analysis of the social forces and intellectual currents that have institutionalized art education over

centuries. This article provides a comprehensive technical breakdown of Efland’s historical perspectives, focusing

on the systemic structures that have shaped how visual culture is taught in Western society.

The Theoretical Framework of Art Education History

Efland’s approach is not merely chronological; it is contextual and dialectic. He posits that art education does not 

evolve in a vacuum but is a response to broader educational trends and societal requirements. The theoretical 

framework utilized in this analysis centers on three primary drivers: Intellectual Currents (the philosophical 'why'), 

Social Forces (the economic and political 'what'), and Institutional Settings (the structural 'where').

1. Intellectual Currents: Rationalism, Romanticism, and Pragmatism

Art education has historically oscillated between three major intellectual poles:

•  Rationalism: This current emphasizes art as a cognitive discipline. In the 19th century, this manifested as 

geometric drawing and linear perspective—skills deemed essential for industrial precision. In the late 20th century, 

this evolved into Discipline-Based Art Education (DBAE), treating art as a body of knowledge comprising history, 

criticism, aesthetics, and production.

•  Romanticism: Focusing on the expressive and emotional capacity of the individual, the Romantic current 

views art as a vehicle for self-actualization. This ideology gained traction in the early 20th century through the 

Progressive Education movement, emphasizing the "child-centered" approach and the innate creativity of the 

student.

•  Pragmatism: Influenced heavily by John Dewey, this current views art as a social tool and a means of 

experimental inquiry. It bridges the gap between the individual and society, suggesting that art education should 

prepare citizens to engage with their environment critically.

2. Social Forces: The Economic and Political Catalyst

Efland identifies that changes in art curricula often follow shifts in the labor market. For instance, the 1870 

Massachusetts Drawing Act—the first of its kind in the United States—was not driven by an interest in high culture 

but by the need for industrial draftsmento compete with European manufacturers. Similarly, the Cold War era

triggered a shift toward more "disciplined" and structured art programs to align with a national focus on rigorous

academic standards.

Chronological Evolution and Institutional Transformations

To understand the technical progression of art education, we must examine the specific eras where the curriculum

underwent radical restructuring. The following table summarizes the transition of art education objectives across



different historical periods.

Table 1: Comparison Matrix of Historical Art Education Paradigms



Era Primary Intellectual 
Current

Institutional Focus Core Methodology Social Objective

The Academy 
(17th-18th C)

Rationalism / 
Neoclassicism

Private Academies Copying from the 
Antique / Life 
Drawing

Preservation of High 
Culture & 
Professionalism

Industrial Era 
(1850-1900)

Utilitarianism / 
Rationalism

Common Schools Geometric & Linear 
Drawing

Training for the 
Industrial Workforce

Progressive Era 
(1900-1940)

Romanticism / 
Pragmatism

Public Schools / Labs Free Expression / 
Creative Problem 
Solving

Democratization & 
Personal Growth

Mid-Century Modern 
(1950-1980)

Psychological 
Expressionism

Standardized 
Classrooms

Lowenfeld’s Stages 
of Growth

Mental Health & 
Emotional 
Adjustment

Post-Modern / DBAE 
(1980-2000)

Structuralism / 
Rationalism

Integrated Curricula Discipline-Based 
Inquiry

Academic Rigor & 
Cultural Literacy

3. The Professionalization of Art Instruction

The transition from art as a craft (guild system) to art as an academic subject (the Academy) and finally to art as a 

public school requirement represents a significant technical shift in pedagogical delivery. Efland highlights that

the institutionalization of art education required the development of standardized manuals, such as those by Walter

Smith, whose rigid drawing systems allowed non-artist teachers to deliver art lessons in the 19th-century public

school system.

Technical Analysis of Core Mechanics in Art Pedagogy

Beyond the history, we must analyze the internal mechanics of how art is taught. Efland’s work suggests that every 

art curriculum is built upon a specific logic of representation. We can break this down into several technical

workflows used historically to teach visual literacy.

The Mimetic Workflow (Copying and Imitation)

For centuries, the technical core of art education was Mimesis. The workflow followed a strict hierarchy:

1.  Drawing from the Flat: Copying two-dimensional prints to master line and contour.

2.  Drawing from the Round: Transitioning to three-dimensional plaster casts to understand light, shadow, and 

volume.

3.  Drawing from Life: The final stage, involving the human figure, requiring an advanced understanding of 

anatomy and proportion.

The Formalist Workflow (Elements and Principles)

With the rise of Modernism and the Bauhaus, the technical focus shifted from mimesis to formalism. The goal was

to understand the "grammar" of visual language. This involved:

•  Deconstruction: Breaking images down into points, lines, planes, and colors.

•  Compositional Logic: Studying balance, rhythm, contrast, and unity as abstract concepts independent of 

subject matter.

•  Material Exploration: Emphasizing the "truth to materials," where the physical properties of paint, clay, or 



metal dictated the form.

The Expressivist Workflow (The Psychological Model)

Popularized by figures like Viktor Lowenfeld, this model focused on the developmental stagesof the child. The

technical intervention was not about teaching skills but about providing the right environment for "unfolding" the

child's natural creative potential. The stages (Scribble, Preschematic, Schematic, Dawning Realism,

Pseudorealistic) became the diagnostic tools for art educators to measure cognitive and emotional maturity.

Social Forces and the "Hidden Curriculum"

A significant portion of Efland’s analysis deals with what sociologists call the Hidden Curriculum. This refers to the

unintended lessons taught through the structure of art education. For instance, the emphasis on neatness and

precision in 19th-century drawing manuals taught students the discipline and obedience required for factory work.

In contrast, the "free expression" models of the mid-20th century were often seen as a way to foster the

independent thinking necessary for a democratic, capitalist society during the Cold War.

Table 2: Social Forces and Curricular Responses



Social Force Art Education Response Technical Implementation

The Industrial Revolution Standardization of Drawing Gridded paper, geometric templates, 
rote repetition.

The Great Depression Social Reconstructionism Community murals, utilitarian crafts, 
art for social utility.

The Space Race / Cold War Academic Rigor Emphasis on art history and 
aesthetics to match scientific rigor.

Globalization / Digital Age Visual Culture Studies Analysis of media, advertisements, 
and digital interfaces.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Modern Educators

Drawing from Efland’s historical synthesis, modern educators can implement a more robust pedagogical strategy

by following these structured steps:

Step 1: Contextual Audit of the Curriculum

Before implementing an art program, analyze the underlying Intellectual Current. Is the curriculum designed for

technical skill (Rationalism), personal expression (Romanticism), or social critique (Pragmatism)? A balanced

modern curriculum should integrate elements of all three to ensure students are prepared for the multifaceted

nature of the contemporary creative economy.

Step 2: Integration of Visual Culture

Move beyond the "Fine Arts" silo. As Efland notes, art education history is the history of teaching *visuals*. This

includes:

•  Decoding Media: Teaching students to analyze the social forces behind advertising and social media imagery.

•  Technological Fluency: Integrating digital tools as modern equivalents to the 19th-century drawing slate.

•  Historical Connectivity: Linking contemporary visual phenomena to their historical precursors (e.g., comparing 

Instagram filters to 19th-century pictorialism).

Step 3: Assessment of Social Impact

Evaluate whether the art program is serving the current needs of the community. If a local economy is shifting 

toward tech and design, the curriculum should emphasize Design Thinking  and User Experience (UX)principles,

which are the modern descendants of the Bauhaus formalist tradition.

Case Studies: Failure Modes in Art Education Policy

History provides numerous examples of how art education can fail when it ignores the surrounding social and

intellectual currents. By studying these failure modes, we can develop better solutions.

The Failure of the 1870 Drawing Act

The Problem: The Massachusetts Drawing Act failed to create a sustainable workforce of designers because the 

instruction was too rigid and disconnected from the actual creative needs of industry. It focused on copying rather 

than inventing.

The Solution: Modern STEM-to-STEAM initiatives must avoid this by integrating divergent thinking (creativity) with 



convergent thinking (technical skill), rather than treating art as a mere handmaiden to industrial or technical tasks.

The Critique of Discipline-Based Art Education (DBAE)

The Problem:In the 1980s, DBAE was criticized for being too Eurocentric and for prioritizing the "expert" view (the

historian, the critic) over the student’s lived experience.

The Solution: Incorporating Multicultural Art Education and Social Justice Art Educationensures that the

"Intellectual Currents" are diverse and representative of the student body, preventing the curriculum from becoming

an elitist relic.

The Broader Implications of Efland’s Historical View

Arthur Efland’s exploration of the history of art education reveals that the visual arts are not a peripheral luxury in

the educational system but a central mechanism through which societies define their values, train their workers,

and cultivate their citizens. By understanding that every pedagogical choice—from the choice of medium to the

method of assessment—is a reflection of deeper intellectual and social currents, educators can become more

intentional in their practice.

The "long view" of art education teaches us that the field is constantly in flux. As we move further into the 21st

century, the social forces of artificial intelligence, globalized digital communication, and environmental crises will

undoubtedly shape the next iteration of the art curriculum. Educators who are grounded in Efland’s historical

analysis will be better equipped to navigate these changes, ensuring that art education remains a vital, relevant,

and intellectually rigorous discipline. The transition from industrial drawing to digital literacy is not just a change in

tools; it is a continuation of the centuries-old dialogue between art, society, and the human mind.

Ultimately, the visual arts serve as a semiotic recordof our collective intellectual journey. Whether through the

rigid lines of a 19th-century drafting exercise or the fluid pixels of a modern interactive installation, art education

continues to provide the essential framework for interpreting the world around us. By mastering the history of these

currents, we gain the foresight to shape the future of visual teaching and learning.
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