
Visual arts education, teacher choice, accountability and curricula in Tasmanian K-6 primary schools. William Baker 

Bill.Baker@utas.edu.au 

 
 

VISUAL ARTS EDUCATION, TEACHER CHOICE, ACCOUNTABILITY 
AND CURRICULA IN TASMANIAN K-6 PRIMARY SCHOOLS 

Dr William Baker 
University of Tasmania, Launceston 

 
Mrs Sarah Astell 

Penguin District School, Penguin 

 
 

This paper explores the findings of a 2013-14 Master of Education study of five 

Tasmanian general K-6 teachers and their approaches to the visual arts in their 

classrooms. Following a state wide survey subjects were purposively selected for 

participation in interviews. The thematic, inductive analysis of interview data indicates 

that subjects have: all had positive experiences with visual arts; used visual arts regularly 

in their classes; not used visual arts curriculum; were unaware of professional 

development opportunities; and; perceived little support or accountability for the visual 

arts in their schools. On one hand these data suggest that those who have had positive 

visual experiences were more likely to teach the visual arts. On the other hand there was 

little perceived support at school level for the visual arts nor accountability for its 

inclusion. These data strongly suggest that the inclusion of visual arts was left entirely up 

to the classroom teacher. This study suggests that pre-service teachers should be 

encouraged to create positive visual experiences and that they should apply these 

experiences on practicum. Furthermore, based on these findings, pre-service and in-

service teachers should be encouraged to move beyond one-off visual experiences to 

develop sequential and substantial visual arts programs linked to curriculum documents.  

 

Introduction 

In Australia, as in many other countries, visual arts is predominantly taught in primary schools by 

generalist classroom teachers (Bamford, 2002; Davis, 2012; Garvis, 2009; Garvis & Pendergast, 2011, 

Roy, Baker & Hamilton, 2015), who ironically often lack the skills or confidence to teach visual arts 

effectively (Garvis et. al., 2011). This is also the case in Tasmanian in primary schools. According to 

the Tasmanian Department of Education (2007) “The Arts area comprises Dance, Drama, Media, 

Music and Visual Art” (p. 1), however the document continues stating that “In primary schools, 

teachers endeavour to give students a peak experience in at least one art form and some 

experience of all during the course of a year” (p. 2). The Tasmanian state does not mandate the 

teaching of visual arts nor does it stipulate responsibility for the teaching of it, and the level of 

accountability for teaching the visual arts in Tasmanian schools is low. Whilst some independent 

and Catholic schools employ visual arts specialists this is less common in Department of Education 

schools where if visual art is taught at all it is predominantly taught by generalist teachers.  

 

Drawn from a broader mixed methods Master of Education study this paper explores the analysis of 

interview data from five Tasmanian K-6 classroom teachers about their use of the visual arts in their 

teaching practice. The first stage of the broader study surveyed 190 Government, Catholic and 

Independent schools in Tasmania with a response rate of 22% or 41 responses. The analysis of these 

survey data included the following findings: a vast majority 34 (83%) did include the visual arts 

regularly in their classrooms, with the majority of respondents (21 or 51.2%) choosing to integrate the 

visual arts with other curriculum areas; respondents who valued the visual arts more included it more 
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in their practice, with the inverse also being true; likewise, respondents with more visual arts training 

and with more confidence used it more in their classrooms; and, finally, many respondents expressed 

the perception that their schools did not actively support the inclusion of the visual arts in their 

teaching programs.  

 

This research paper extends these survey findings to include data from semi-structured interviews 

with five purposively selected interview subjects, all practising K-6 teachers from the North and 

North West of Tasmania. This paper explores the question: What characterises Tasmanian generalist 

primary school teachers‟ use of the visual arts in their classrooms? The thematic inductive analysis of 

interview data revealed four themes that impacted on this question: the importance of positive 

experiences, attitudes and beliefs about the value of the visual arts in education; a mixture of 

approaches to teaching the visual arts ranging from domain centred to integrated; a perception of a 

lack of support for the visual arts in the schools of subjects; and, a lack of pertinent curriculum 

knowledge amongst interview subjects.  

 

This paper discusses the literature regarding the confidence and competence of generalist K-6 teachers 

to teach the visual arts in their classrooms, and presents the methodology underpinning this research 

project. The four themes highlighted through the analysis of data are presented and discussed and 

conclusions drawn for practice and further research. Based on the findings of this research paper, of 

particular significance is the apparent lack of accountability for the inclusion of the visual arts in 

Tasmanian general classrooms. 

 

Literature 

According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) access 

to the Arts is a „universal human right‟ (2006, p. 3), and the foundation of the Australian Curriculum: 

The Arts (2015) is „based on the principle that all young Australians are entitled to engage fully in all 

the major art forms and to be given a balanced and substantial foundation in the special knowledge 

and skills base of each‟. However, according to Roy, Baker and Hamilton (2015) there is a „big 

disconnect‟ (p. 14) between the rhetoric of policy and the provision of Arts education in schools.  

 

Many international studies (Andrews, 2004; Bae, 2004; Bell, 2010; Bowell, 2010; Bresler, 1992; 

Ford, 2003; Freedman, 2000; Hausman, Ploof, Duignan, Brown & Hostert, 2010; Holt, 2006; Laird, 

2012; Pavlou, 2004; Winner 2007) have expressed concern for the state of visual arts education in 

primary schools. For some time Australian research has highlighted similar levels of concern (Davis, 

2008; Davis, 2012; Duncum, 1999; Garvis, 2009, 2010, 2011; Garvis, Twigg & Pendergast, 2011; 

McArdle, 2012; Welch, 1995).  

 

As stated in the introduction visual arts in Australian primary schools is predominantly taught by 

generalist classroom teachers. However, studies based on primary school visual arts teaching have 

demonstrated a lack of teacher confidence and competence when teaching visual arts (Alter, Hays & 

O‟Hara, 2009; Davis, 2012; Garvis, 2009; Laird, 2012; Pavlou, 2004; Russell-Bowie, 2002; Welch, 

1995). These authors attribute the following reasons for this poor self-efficacy: teachers‟ low 

perceptions of their own visual arts abilities; lack of pre-service training in visual arts education; lack 

of visual arts professional development and a lack of support or encouragement within the school to 

teach the visual arts.  

 

Self-efficacy plays a significant role in determining how teachers teach, and what teachers choose to 

teach in their classroom. In a study of the self-efficacy of New South Wales generalist teachers in 

visual arts education Welch (1995) asserts that „how people perceive themselves can affect the way 

they behave‟ (p.71). Citing numerous studies Davis (2008) raised concerns about the confidence of 

teachers, writing that „international and Australian research has identified that many of these students 
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have limited arts experiences themselves and lack confidence in their ability to teach the arts‟ (p.2). 

Garvis, Twigg & Pendergast (2011) in their Queensland study based on the „formation of self-efficacy 

beliefs in the arts‟ (p.36) claim that „self-efficacy acts as a motivational construct, determining the 

actual amount of effort that an individual will bring to the task of teaching as they assess their ability 

to perform the teaching task successfully‟ (p.37). Therefore if a teacher lacks confidence in what they 

are teaching they may not teach it effectively.  

 

Teachers‟ low perceptions of their visual arts abilities are also effected by their pre-service training in 

visual arts education (Andrews, 2004; Bamford, 2002; Davis, 2012; Eisner, 1997; Ford, 2003; Garvis, 

2009; Garvis & Pendergast, 2010; Grauer, 1995; Hamilton, 2010; McArdle, 2012; Paris, 2006; 

Russell-Bowie, 2002). It is not reasonable to expect teachers to be competent in teaching the visual 

arts if they have not received appropriate levels of pre-service and in-service training and support. 

According to Eisner (1997) teachers are not „particularly well prepared to teach art‟ (p.61). Without 

adequate training for pre-service teachers and support whilst on practicum, teachers will not feel 

competent or confident to teach visual arts (Bamford, 2002; Ford, 2003; Garvis, 2009; Grauer, 1995).  

 

Most teachers focus on developing their skills in areas where they feel most comfortable as well as 

areas that have the most school support, which is often literacy and numeracy (Bowell, 2011; Garvis 

& Pendergast, 2010). The study conducted by Paris (2006) in Western Australia which focused on 

what is and needs to be taught in Universities for pre-service teachers to feel more confident in their 

ability to teach visual arts, found „the pre-service training at a variety of Universities has largely failed 

to meet the visual literacy needs of these emerging teachers‟ (p.179).  

 

When coupled with a lack of self-confidence, and a lack of skills needed to be able to teach visual arts 

confidently and competently, the evidence seems to suggest that teachers are constrained in their 

ability to deliver quality visual arts education even before they enter a classroom. Ford (2003) in his 

study of teachers and their perceptions of visual arts found „a lack of trained teachers leads to poor 

teaching, which in turn leads to low status and low take-up of the arts and this then leads to lack of 

trained teachers, and so the situation perpetuates itself‟ (p.265). As a result of this cycle teachers often 

lack confidence because of their own inadequate visual arts education experiences.  

 

In addition to the deficits reported above research has also shown that the majority of pre-service 

teachers have had negative experiences with visual arts while on practicum (Bae, 2004; Duncum, 

1999; Garvis, 2009). Garvis (2009) found that many early career teachers did not have a positive 

experience with the arts during practicum; they were influenced by negative teacher feedback, there 

was an absence of modelling in the arts and they were given little opportunity to master arts teaching, 

resulting in low self-efficacy (p.8).  

 

A cycle of neglect in visual arts education is evident from this literature, in which it is perceived as 

unimportant (relative to literacy and numeracy), so pre-service teachers do not have the support or 

assistance to teach it effectively when in schools. The pre-service teacher training at a university level 

is insufficient, so pre-service teachers do not learn how and why visual arts is important, and because 

it is not being taught effectively in schools, pre-service teachers rarely experience visual arts on their 

practicum (Duncum, 1999). Pre-service teachers also bring to their study of visual arts education a 

low level of visual self-efficacy thus again contributing to the cycle of decline.  

 

Method 

As indicated in the introduction, the interview component of the broader mixed methods study from 

which this paper is derived occurred following the survey of Tasmanian schools. From the survey data 

six interview participants were purposefully selected to participate in a semi-structured interview. 

This purposive process does have some bias attached to it, because it could be said that those 
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participants who elected to participate in an interview chose to do so because of their interest in this 

area. However, the process sought to ensure that there was a representative spread across grade levels 

and that all three school sectors were represented. Unfortunately no survey respondents from 

Independent schools indicated willingness to participate further. Six participants were selected to 

participate in the interview and five of these were happy to participate with the sixth participant 

unable to be contacted.  

 

Interviews with each subject took place in November 2013, were conducted by one of the researchers, 

and were carried out in person or online, depending on the preferences of the subject. Each interview 

went for approximately thirty minutes, was recorded and subsequently member checked by subjects. 

Interviews were transcribed by one of the researchers and data were analysed and coded after each 

interview so that each subsequent interview would be informed by the previous interview. Hatch 

(2002) explains „data analysis begins while data collection is going on, this means that whenever new 

data are added to the data set, all of the data should be read before analysis continues‟ (p.163). All 

subjects are provided with pseudonyms herein. 

 

Interviews were semi-structured in format. Denscombe (2007) writes that „with the semi-structured 

interview the interviewer is prepared to be flexible in terms of the order in which the topics are 

considered‟ (p.176), which was important in order to allow participants the opportunity to elaborate 

on their perceptions and responses freely. Punch (2009) writes „it is a very good way of accessing 

people‟s perceptions, meanings, and definitions of situations and constructions of reality‟ (p.144). It 

was integral that data collected from subjects were an accurate representation of the perspectives of 

the individual interviewed. Sarantakos (2005) writes that „qualitative interviews do not use a strictly 

standardised approach. Rather, they employ a readiness to change, to correct and adjust the course of 

study as required by the research‟ (p.270).  

 

Data were analysed through inductive category construction (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Hatch, 2002; 

Miles & Huberman, 1984; Sarantakos, 2005). Through the inductive process, according to Hatch 

„understandings are generated by starting with the specific elements and finding connections among 

them‟ (p.161). To analyse these data the researchers needed to „search for patterns of meaning in data 

so that general statements about phenomena under investigation can be made‟ (Hatch, 2002, p.161). 

Data were entered into a multitude of charts, and colour coded in order to facilitate the identification 

and cross tabulation of emerging themes.  

 

Data and Analysis 

In investigating the question „What characterises Tasmanian generalist primary school teachers‟ use 

of the visual arts in their classrooms?‟, the analysis of interview data revealed four themes all related 

to the ways in which subjects described their approaches to visual arts education: the importance of 

positive experiences, attitudes and beliefs about the value of the visual arts in education; a mixture of 

approaches to teaching the visual arts ranging from domain centred to integrated; a perception of a 

lack of support for the visual arts in the schools of subjects; and, a lack of pertinent curriculum 

knowledge amongst subjects.  

 

General teacher experiences, attitudes and beliefs about the value of the visual arts 
in their classrooms  

The five subjects reported different experiences in the visual arts prior to the commencement of their 

teaching careers. They each commented on the personal value they attributed to teaching the visual 

arts and reported the influence of previous teachers, academics or parents who saw the value of visual 
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arts and inspired them. Whilst pre-teaching experiences differed all five subjects consistently 

described extremely positive attitudes to the inclusion of visual arts in their teaching practice.   

 

Luzette, a grade 5/6 teacher on the North West Coast of Tasmania, stated that „all children learn 

differently‟ and the visual arts is one way for some students to really engage in their work. Luzette 

was not taught visual arts until she started at teachers college, and is not confident in her own art 

making. She commented on the value of her pre-service visual arts training, stating that it „was a 

compulsory thing‟ and she found it very helpful because it built her confidence when working with 

different visual arts media and showed her „lots of different things you can do‟. This was good for 

Luzette because she  believed that she „wasn‟t very good at a lot of things, but still had a go‟, which 

she believed was important because teachers need to be able to teach a variety of subjects, even those 

in which they don‟t feel confident, however it is important to at least „have a go‟.  

 

Lilly, a grade 5/6 teacher in Northern Tasmania explained that she saw visual arts as „really important 

for creativity in our children‟. Lilly had undertaken more visual arts in her undergraduate training than 

other participants in this study. In her education degree she „went through some proper techniques, 

like papier mache and charcoal drawing, and it gave me some ideas‟. She also undertook a unit in 

Sculpture which „taught me more about abstract art and how not all art has to be you know, drawing 

exactly what you can see, which was probably a good thing for me‟. Both Luzette and Lilly 

mentioned the importance of „creativity‟, which they believed could be achieved through visual arts 

education. 

 

Northern Tasmanian Grade 3/4 teacher Isaac expressed the belief that visual art was „therapeutic, it‟s 

relaxing, and a lot of the learning that can take place can be subconscious‟, and he suggested that 

visual arts could be used to support learning in other subjects in the classroom. He believed that 

through the visual arts he could teach abstract notions in interactive ways because „it helps understand 

concepts that are too abstract to put into words‟. Isaac did not elaborate regarding his pre-service 

training in visual arts education, however he commented that „I love it, if I could be just an art teacher 

I would‟. 

 

All five subjects also recalled having positive experiences when teaching the visual arts in their own 

classrooms.  As stated by Gibson and Ewing (2011), one of the reasons that may determine whether 

teachers teach visual arts in their classroom was the „teachers own prior experiences‟ (p.2). Data 

suggest that quality visual arts experiences, throughout any stage of learning, whether at home, school 

or University, positively influenced these subjects‟ beliefs about the value of the visual arts in 

education. 

 

Kindergarten teacher Dorothy believed that „little children communicate through drawing‟ because 

„they just draw to communicate their ideas, how else can you get them across?‟ Dorothy explained 

that she discovered the benefits of visual arts education when completing her education degree 

because „we had two wonderful education lecturers in Art‟ who taught „us to teach the children‟. 

Dorothy also completed a major in visual arts education in her education degree. She explained that 

because of the quantity and quality of pre-service training she received, she realised how important 

visual arts education is and how important it is for children to create their artworks themselves in 

order to learn through the creative process. 

 

Dorothy used visual arts in her classroom as a way for her children to understand and communicate 

their worlds. Dorothy explained that „you just accept what they do‟, the process of making visual arts 

itself was more important than the product. This indicates that Dorothy understood the importance of 

process in visual arts making. Dorothy also believed that a feeling of success in visual arts making is 

important, stating „you want them to get success so they‟ll have another go‟. For Dorothy giving 

young children a sense of accomplishment, and the acceptance of their work without criticism, 

encouraged them to continue to enjoy creating art.  
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Grade 5/6 teacher Luzette saw the value of including the visual arts in her teaching for all her students 

and believed it should be taught regularly in every primary school classroom. She explained stating 

that „it also caters for those kids that aren‟t strong in other areas, it gives them a chance to say this is 

my area it gives them a chance to really be good at it. And I‟ve got a few like that, one struggles with 

literacy but art, he always does a great job and he‟s always happy and proud of it‟. However, Luzette 

had also recently noticed that many of her students had preconceived ideas of their visual arts 

abilities, demonstrating that some already doubted those abilities before they reached grade five! She 

stated that „I‟ve got kids who won‟t have a go . . . you know “I can‟t do this, this doesn‟t look right” 

something must be happening between kinder and upper primary‟.  

 

North West Coast grade 3/4 teacher Matilda said that the visual arts had always been a part of her life 

because „my mum is an artist . . . so from a little tiny person . . . we were always encouraged to be 

drawing and colouring in‟. She also had positive experiences with visual arts throughout her schooling 

because she had „a couple of great art teachers‟ who did „really different stuff‟, she saw that visual 

arts was important; „when I went to school (I graduated 30 years ago) . . . everybody had an art 

department, it wasn‟t just this fit it into your curriculum‟. Matilda did not receive any visual arts 

training in her one year Graduate Diploma of Education; however she placed importance on visual 

arts because of her personal experiences. 

 

Dorothy‟s description of her teaching program demonstrated a greater understanding of visual arts 

pedagogical content knowledge than other subjects, which could be because of Dorothy‟s more 

extensive pre-service training in visual arts. Dorothy was very passionate about ensuring her children 

could be creative and learn through experimentation, she would accept everything they created in 

order to promote a culture of success in visual arts. Dorothy believed that it was easier to do this at a 

kindergarten level because „it‟s all about exploring materials‟, she also wanted to ensure the children‟s 

artworks were always their own, indicating that she once again understood the benefits of the process 

of making in visual arts. She believed her children would gain more out of experimenting and 

remembering instructions when creating their artworks, more so than if they were to receive 

individual assistance to ensure their artworks „looked‟ of a higher standard. Dorothy described one 

scenario comparing her class‟s artworks to the kindergarten class next door. She again displayed good 

pedagogical content knowledge, stating that: „you won‟t go into our rooms and find twenty-four of the 

same things, but that‟s where I‟m passionate, so on the wall there, that‟s their interpretation of 

tadpoles and froglets and frogs, and you just accept what they do, you want them to get success so 

they‟ll have another go‟. 

 

Support for the visual arts in general classrooms  

Four of the five subjects reported the negative attitudes of some of their teaching colleagues towards 

visual arts education. Due to a lack of accountability for the provision of visual arts education, 

subjects explained that teachers who did not share their positive attitude toward visual arts did not 

teach it, therefore each individual teacher essentially determined whether they would teach the visual 

arts, what visual arts they would teach and how they would teach it.  

 

Each subject described different levels of school support for visual arts education in their classrooms. 

All participants indicated that there was no active school support or encouragement for teachers to 

teach visual arts, and there were no guidelines in respect of what to teach from senior staff. However, 

even though there was no active support from senior staff no one told them that they could not include 

the visual arts or that they could not buy visual arts supplies, therefore although the support for the 

visual arts was not active, it was not necessarily discouraged. Each subject also commented that there 

were some visual arts supplies which the schools provided, however most also needed to use a 
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substantial amount of their own classroom budget to ensure they had the supplies they needed to teach 

visual arts in their classroom.  

 

Kindergarten teacher Dorothy felt that she was supported, however she was unsure what would 

happen in the future because a new principal had started at her school, stating „I don‟t know what will 

happen now, well we have a new principal so I don‟t know, but other senior staff have been ok. I 

think they value it as an important part of education, I mean there‟s an art curriculum isn‟t there?‟ She 

believed that with a new principal it could bring about change and was unsure what this may mean for 

the visual arts in her classroom. Does this mean that Dorothy believed the visual arts to be at the 

whimsy of the principal even though the Arts is a core subject in the curriculum? Dorothy‟s confusion 

about visual arts curriculum will be explored further a little later.  

 

Isaac‟s experiences of school support were very different from those of Dorothy; he believed his 

school principally valued literacy, numeracy and religious education. Recent research conducted into 

visual arts education in primary schools expresses concerns about the effects of NAPLAN on visual 

arts teaching and the pressure that is put on primary school teachers to ensure their students can 

achieve the best results in the testing areas of literacy and numeracy (Dulfer, Polesel, & Rice, 2013), 

see also Bowell (2011) for a New Zealand perspective.  

 

Different approaches to teaching the visual arts ranging from domain centred to 
integrated 

All five subjects reported that the amount of time each teacher taught the visual arts in their 

classrooms was a matter of personal choice. It was clear that schools did not make teachers 

accountable for visual arts education and therefore teachers could choose how and if they wanted to 

teach visual arts in their classroom despite its curriculum presence. Each of the subjects taught visual 

arts regularly in their classroom and outlined approximately how much time they spent each week 

teaching it.  

 

For grade 3/4 teacher Isaac, integrating the visual arts to teach concepts in other subjects in a practical 

way helped his students to understand at a deeper level. Kindergarten teacher Dorothy talked in depth 

about enabling her students to experience as much as they could with different media as well as 

encouraging children and accepting their artwork, she said that she did this to help build and develop 

their confidence when creating their artworks. Dorothy explained that she tried to „give them as many 

experiences of different media…whether it‟s collage, printmaking, painting, mono-printing, and not 

just painting with brushes, we paint with ink, we paint with sparkly paint, we paint with puffy paint‟. 

Dorothy encouraged her children everyday with visual arts making and responding, saying „so we 

draw every day, we do artwork every day‟. Dorothy set up „at least two art activities‟ every day and 

her classes were constantly learning and exploring using the visual arts. Dorothy‟s approach to 

including the visual arts in her classroom reflected a strongly integrated approach.  

 

Grade 3/4 teacher Matilda said that she liked to integrate visual arts into other learning areas. She said 

that she often created lessons or unit plans which included visual arts activities. When her students 

learnt about a topic or did a book study, twice a week in the „rotational‟ activities her students were 

given the opportunity to learn about this through the visual arts. These activities were based on a topic 

her students were learning about in class. She explained this in more detail by saying „so for example 

we just finished reading Fantastic Mr Fox, and that was an idea, you know draw and lets have a look 

at what he looks like and that type of thing. In some cases it‟s a little hard to branch out and make a 

mask or something. But, I always try and [sic] have daily or if not at least twice a week‟. Matilda said 

that her students were also given the opportunity to learn some basic visual arts techniques, this 

explanation of how she teaches visual arts showed that the rotational activity time was the only time 

that visual arts activities were taught in her classroom.  
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Like Matilda, grade 5/6 teacher Lilly integrated visual arts into other subjects so her students still had 

the opportunity to make artworks, she tried to „cross it together as much as I can‟. She believed that 

visual arts could be taught at any time „if it filters into something else we are doing in the curriculum‟ 

however Lilly also taught specific visual arts activities in her classroom on a Monday afternoon. Thus 

her practice included both domain centred and integrated visual arts learning, as did the other grade 

5/6 teacher, Luzette. Luzette said that she tried to teach as many discrete visual arts projects as 

possible with her class as well as integrating visual arts into other subjects. Her ability to teach visual 

arts both discretely and through integration with other learning areas could be attributed to her pre-

service training which was more significant than other subjects.  

General classroom teacher knowledge of visual arts curriculum  

Data clearly indicated that none of the subjects had really referred to either the Tasmanian Visual Arts 

Curriculum, or the Australian Curriculum: The Arts, despite each subject indicating their valuing of 

the visual arts. Instead of using curriculum documents several subjects indicated that they relied on 

the internet for ideas. This is supported in numerous international and national studies that have 

expressed concern for the quality and depth of the visual arts teaching which takes place in primary 

school classrooms (Alter, Hays & O‟Hara, 2009; Bamford, 2002; Bresler, 1992; Ford, 2003; Laird, 

2012; McArdle, 2012). As stated by Eisner (1997) „elementary school teachers [tend] to provide a 

collection of projects or activities for students to explore without creating a program with the kind of 

continuity and practice necessary for the development of significant forms of learning in art‟ (p.61). 

Without reference to the curriculum documents that support and direct learning in visual arts 

education how can teachers possibly establish a sequential and sustained visual arts program?  

 

The only exception to this finding regarding use of curriculum documents was kindergarten teacher 

Dorothy who said that she used the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF), which „is all about the 

child so [visual arts] is just in there, it‟s part of their whole development and the whole curriculum‟. 

Whilst this statement is consistent with Bruce (2011) who states that in the early years the teacher‟s 

role in visual arts education is to „create both an atmosphere and an environment that cultivates 

creativity‟ (p.44). However, the extent of this subject‟s knowledge of visual arts related curriculum 

was not clarified, and she did not refer to the most pertinent outcome of the EYLF, Outcome 5, which 

focuses on different means of communication.  

 

Grade 3/4 teacher Isaac claimed that the Tasmanian Visual Arts Curriculum was „too basic I suppose 

for what was going on in primary school and I always try and hit a lot higher‟. He explained that „I 

have a lot of ideas in my head already, but I also find quite a few things online and things like pintrest 

[sic] have great ones, and just googling to get ideas‟. This again suggests a lack of rigour and perhaps 

understanding. Unfortunately this lack of rigour was also evident in data from Matilda, who relied 

heavily on the internet and who said „I haven‟t even looked at the curriculum for art and how bad is 

that! And I think, well do they have a curriculum and obviously they do, and who looks at it cause 

[sic] who has time to make it, because it‟s not accountable you know‟. Northern Tasmanian grade 5/6 

teacher Lilly admitted openly that she had „no idea what the visual art curriculum looks like‟ a 

situation she shared with Matilda who wasn‟t even sure that there was a visual arts curriculum. This is 

inconsistent with other curriculum areas and it seems that the lack of accountability for visual arts has 

allowed teachers to teach it without reference to or understanding of the curriculum.  

 

The five interview subjects said that they placed value on visual arts education, however none of them 

apart from Dorothy, used the appropriate curriculum document for visual arts at the year level at 

which they taught. The interview subjects also indicated that they determined how much visual arts 

was taught, what it looked like and if it was actually taught at all. These perceptions demonstrate that 

what visual arts education is taught in Tasmanian primary schools is dependent on the teacher, the 

value they place on visual arts and their confidence. These subjects also describe a climate in which 
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visual arts education is undervalued in Tasmanian K-6 classrooms, to the extent that there is no 

accountability for its inclusion or quality.  

 

Conclusion 

Data analysed herein that characterises Tasmanian generalist primary school teachers‟ use of the 

visual arts in their teaching practice was mixed. Two themes describe a negative situation for the 

visual arts in general primary classrooms: the lack of curriculum knowledge and the lack of schools 

support. However two themes describe a positive experience of varied approaches to teaching the 

visual arts and the importance of positive attitudes and beliefs in the valuing of the visual arts in their 

classrooms amongst interview subjects. Any of these thematic areas provides rich ground for further 

research in this area.   

 

The important role for the classroom teacher in the inclusion of the visual arts in these classrooms was 

evident throughout these data. The backgrounds of these subjects were significant determinants of 

their inclusion of the visual arts in their teaching practices. These data support the finding of the 

survey component and the literature that those who have had positive experiences with the visual arts 

are more likely to teach it themselves (Bowell, 2011; Davis, 2008; Garvis, 2009). Four of the five 

subjects reported very positive school and university based visual arts experiences that had positively 

influenced their attitudes to the inclusion of the visual arts in their classrooms.  

 

The extent to which the subjects included the visual arts in their classrooms, indeed if they chose to 

include it at all, and also their pedagogical approach to this, was essentially a matter of personal 

choice. It was clear that schools did not make teachers accountable for visual arts education despite its 

curriculum presence. Of particular importance were those data that indicated that all but one of the 

subjects (Dorothy) self-reported very low levels of curriculum knowledge in visual arts education. 

Instead of using curriculum documents several subjects indicated that they relied on the internet for 

ideas, a theme also strongly supported in the literature. An investigation of the visual arts curriculum 

knowledge of in service teachers would make a significant contribution to better understanding their 

practice.  

 

The impact of standardised testing such as NAPLAN on the narrowing of classroom curriculum and 

marginalisation of areas that are not tested was also evident in these data, with four of the five 

subjects indicating that they did not believe their schools actively supported the inclusion of the visual 

arts in their classrooms. This is consistent with survey data and also with the literature (Dulfer, 

Polesel & Rice, 2013; Garvis & Pendergast, 2010; Laird, 2012; Patty, 2011). Bamford‟s (2006, p. 39) 

finding that „poor quality arts education may be particularly evident within “at risk” school 

communities, where there is a perception that literacy and vocational education take precedence over 

the arts”, may provide a useful lens through which to examine this finding in more detail.  

 

The role of the classroom teacher, the pedagogic and content choices they make, and a perceived lack 

of accountability for visual arts education, are linked to one another, and reflect a negative cycle of 

support and consequent outcomes (Ford, 2003; Garvis, Twigg, & Pendergast, 2011). Questions to 

consider for future investigation include: Is the quality and quantity of visual arts taught in Tasmanian 

primary school general classrooms dependent on who is teaching it, what they value and the level of 

school support? And, to what extent does the lack of accountability for the teaching of the visual arts 

impact on that quantity and quality?  

 

Broadly, the implications of this research for teacher education are, in line with literature, that teacher 

education should support pre-service teachers with opportunities to create positive visual arts 

experiences and that they should also be encouraged to apply their learning whilst on practicum, thus 

continuing to create personal, positive experiences. However, based on these findings, and in line with 
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literature, pre-service and in-service teachers should also be encouraged and supported to move 

beyond providing one-off visual art experiences and to develop sequential and substantial visual arts 

programs that are developed with reference to curriculum documents. 

 

References 

Australian Curriculum: The Arts. (2015). Overview: The Arts across Foundation to Year 10. 

Retrieved from http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/the-arts/the-arts-across-foundation-to-

year-10 

Andrews, B. (2004). Curriculum renewal through policy development in arts education. Research 

Studies in Music Education, 23, 76-93.  

Alter, F., Hays, T., & O‟Hara, R. (2009). Creative art teaching and practice: Critical reflections of 

primary school teachers in Australia. International Journal of Education and the Arts, 10 (9). 

Retrieved March 7, 2013, from http://www.ijea.org/v10n9/. 

Bae, J. (2004). Learning to teach visual arts in an early childhood classroom: The teacher‟s role as a 

guide. Early Childhood Education Journal, 31(4), 247-254.  

Bamford, A. (2002). The qualities of primary art teachers (Doctoral dissertation) Retrieved from 

UTSePress Digital Thesis Collection http://epress.lib.uts.edu.au.  

Bamford, A. (2006). The wow factor: Global research compendium on the impact of the arts in 

education. Berlin: Waxmann Verlag. 

Bell, D. (2010).Visual arts education in New Zealand: Curriculum, promise and challenge. 

Curriculum Matters. 6, 28-47. 

Bowell, I. (2010). Primary visual art teaching: supporting teacher confidence. Teaching and Learning. 

Bowell, I. (2011). Supporting visual art teaching in primary schools. Australian Art Education, 34(2), 

98-118. 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 

Psychology, 3, 77-101. 

Bresler, L. (1992). Visual art in primary grades: A portrait and analysis. Early Childhood Research 

Quarterly, 7, 397-414. 

Bruce, T. (2011). Cultivating creativity. (2
nd

 ed.). London: Hodder Education. 

Davis, D. (2008). First we see: The national review of visual education. Australian Government: 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations.  

Davis, S. (2012). Developing confidence and creative capacity: The arts learning journey for primary 

and early childhood pre-service students. Joint AARE APERA International Conference, 

Sydney.1-16. 

Denscombe, M. (2007). The good research guide: for small sized research projects. Maidenhead, 

England; New York. Open University Press.  

http://www.ijea.org/v10n9/
http://epress.lib.uts.edu.au/


Visual arts education, teacher choice, accountability and curricula in Tasmanian K-6 primary schools. William Baker 

Bill.Baker@utas.edu.au 

 
 
Dulfer, N., Polesel, J., & Rice, S. (2013). Senate inquiry into the effectiveness of the national 

assessment program – literacy and numeracy (NAPLAN). Whitlam Institute within the 

University of Western Sydney. 

Duncum, P. (1999). Primary art pedagogy: Everything a generalist teacher needs to know. Australian 

Art Education, 21(2), 15-23.  

Eisner, E. (1997). The state of art education today and some potential remedies: A report to the 

national endowment for the arts. Art Education, 50(1) 27+28-61-72. 

Ford, R. (2003). On primary matters, because primary matters. International Journal of Art & Design 

Education, 22 (3), 260-267.  

Freedman, K. (2000). Social perspectives on art education in the U.S.: Teaching visual culture in a 

democracy. Studies in Art Education, 41(4), 314-329.  

Garvis, S. (2009). Snapshot 3: Can I use arts on my practicum?: Pre-service teachers‟ insights into 

teaching the arts in the middle years. AARE Conference, Canberra. 

Garvis, S. & Pendergast, D. (2010). 1. Does arts education have a future in Australia against literacy 

and numeracy? The International Journal of The Arts In Society, 5(2), 111-119. 

Garvis, S. & Pendergast, D. (2011). An investigation of early childhood teacher self-efficacy beliefs 

in the teaching of arts education. International Journal of Education & the Arts, 12(9). 

Retrieved [21/03/2013] from http://www.ijea.org/v12n9/.  

Garvis, S., Twigg, D., & Pendergast, D. (2011). Breaking the negative cycle: The formation of self-

efficacy beliefs in the arts. A focus on professional experience in pre-service teacher education. 

Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 36(2), 36-41. 

Gibson, R. and Ewing, R. (2011). Transforming the curriculum through the arts. Melbourne: Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

Grauer, K. (1995) Beliefs of pre-service teachers toward art education (Doctoral dissertation) for 

doctor of philosophy Simon Fraser University. 

Hamilton, A. (2010). Arts in the primary school: preparing teachers for the future. Journal of Art 

Education Australia, 33(Special Edition No. 2) 46-58 

Hatch, J.A. (2002). Doing qualitative research in education settings. New York: State University of 

New York. 

Hausman, J., Ploof, J., Duigan, J., Brown, W. K., & Hostert, N. (2010). The condition of art 

education: Critical visual art education [CVAE] club, Winter 2010. Studies in Art Education, 

51(4), 368-374. 

Holt, D. (2006). Problems in primary art education: Some reflections of the need for a new approach 

in the early years. International Journal of Early Years Education, 5(2), 93-100.  

Laird, J. (2012). Primary school visual arts education: Teachers‟ perspectives. Curriculum Matters, 8, 

48-68. 

http://www.ijea.org/v12n9/


Visual arts education, teacher choice, accountability and curricula in Tasmanian K-6 primary schools. William Baker 

Bill.Baker@utas.edu.au 

 
 
McArdle, F. (2012). New maps of learning for quality art education: what pre-service teachers should 

learn and be able to do. The Australian Association for Research in Education, Inc. 39, 91-106. 

Miles, B., & Huberman, M. (1984). Qualitative data analysis: a sourcebook of new methods. Beverly 

Hills: Sage Publications. 

Paris, L. (2006). Content knowledge mentoring within a deficit model of initial teacher education. 

Australian Art Education, 29(1), 29-47. 

Patty, A. (2011). US education expert blasts „narrow‟ testing. The Age, May 02, 2011, p.5. 

Pavlou, V. (2004). Profiling primary school teachers in relation to art teaching. International Journal 

of Art & Design Education, 23(1), 35-47. 

Punch, K. F. (2009). Introduction to research methods in education. London: SAGE Publications Inc.  

Roy, D., Baker, W., & Hamilton. A. (2015). Teaching the arts: Early childhood and primary 

education (2
nd

 ed.). South Melbourne: Cambridge University Press. 

Russell-Bowie, D. E. (2002). Art smart or music smart: Comparing the background and confidence of 

teacher education students in Australia, South Africa, Namibia, USA and Ireland. Research 

Matters: Linking outcomes with practice: Proceedings of XXIV Conference. 155-167). 

Sarantakos, S. (2005). Social research. Houndmills, Basinstoke, Hampshire. Palgrave MacMillan. 

Tasmanian Department of Education. (2007). The Tasmanian Curriculum, Arts Curriculum Area: K-

10 Syllabus and Support Materials. Hobart: Department of Education.  

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation UNESCO. (2006). Road Map for 

Arts Education. The World Conference on Arts Education:  

Building Creative Capacities for the 21st Century Lisbon, 6-9 March 2006. Available from: 

http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/files/40000/12581058115Road_Map_for_Arts_Education.pd

f/Road%2BMap%2Bfor%2BArts%2BEducation.pdf  

Welch, A. (1995). The self-efficacy of primary teachers in art education. Issues in Educational 

Research, 5(1), 71-84. Retrieved [21/03/2013] from 

http://education.curtin.edu.au/iier/iier5/welch.html. 

Winner, E. (2007). Visual thinking in arts education: Homage to Rudolf Arnheim. Psychology of 

Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts, 1(1), 25-31. 

 

 

http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/files/40000/12581058115Road_Map_for_Arts_Education.pdf/Road%2BMap%2Bfor%2BArts%2BEducation.pdf
http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/files/40000/12581058115Road_Map_for_Arts_Education.pdf/Road%2BMap%2Bfor%2BArts%2BEducation.pdf
http://education.curtin.edu.au/iier/iier5/welch.html

