








lesson, Harris had multiple objectives for her
seventh- and eighth-grade students: gathering
and thinking about divergent information on
the WWW, evaluating the information they
located, condensing large quantities of infor-
mation, creating pamphlets using a graphic
layout program, and sharing the finished
product with other students.

Harris' students had no difficulty locating
information; however, they found that olten
the information from different sources did
not agree. Ihis led some students to interview
farmers and research scientists as well as to
consult other print media regarding geneti-
cally modified foods. Students each created
a pamphlet explaining their views on issues
related to food technology based upon their
research. Among their numerous learning
experiences, three were particularly salient
with regard to critical thinking. Students not
only learned how to evaluate information they
found, but they also learned that conflicts
in existing information are not necessarily
indicative of incorrect information, and that
the creator of the website determined what the
site presented as the truth. For instance, the
agribusiness websites presented genetically
modified foods as being safe, while the websites
of environmental groups presented genetically
modified foods as potentially harmful. Both
types of sites can be deemed reliable, yet their
conflicting information created a situation in
which students had to decide what to believe
and why.

Using Harris' process as a model, teachers
could create art projects based around
contemporary social issues of controversy that
are well represented on the WWW. Students
couid use websites pre-selected hy the teacher
or find their own, investigate different points
of view, and come to their own understanding
of the issue. Tlien, students could create a
website communicating their point of view on
the i.ssue, possibly using images the students
create in graphics programs. Thus, students'
artmaking could contribute to creating
the WWW, instead of merely consuming
it. Alternatively, students could create a
painting, brochure, billboard, t-shirt, or other
artwork that communicates their viewpoint.
Contemporary artists are concerned with
countless social issues including the environ-
ment, identity, body image, community, race,
culture, technology, etc. Additionally, this idea
could be adapted to focus specifically on issues
relevant to museum practice, including the
provenance of stolen Nazi-era art, the recent

scandals involving the purchase of antiquities,
the repatriation of objects, and many issues
surrounding the display of objects. Students
could work with websites that represent a
variety of viewpoints on these issues and
create artworks that reflect their developing
understanding of the issue.

Interpreting Artworks
A second and related way teachers can

involve students in critical thinking using
the World Wide Web relates to the inter-
pretation of artworks. As noted by Leshnoff
(1995), teachers and students often have
different experiences and different knowl-
edge bases to draw upon when interpreting
artworks. Instead of a traditional "art in the
dark" approach to art history and art criticism,
teachers should involve students in actively
constructing their own ideas and understand-
ings of artworks. Selecting artworks that have
a variety of plausihle interpretations that are
available upon the WWW is a crucial step.
Stucients can investigate the contexts of the
artwork including the historical time in which
it was made, the places the artwork has been
exhibited, and the intention of the person who
made the object.

Additionally, students could use museum
websites as sources of "official" information
about an object and compare and contrast
these to other ideas about the artwork that are
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represented on the WWW. Students will need
to consider the motivations of the different
sites and think about why the different sites are
promoting different ideas. This type of activity
recognizes the existence of a multiplicity of
ideas and could enable students to think criti-
cally about why and how people come to inter-
pret works of art in diflerent ways. This clearly
relates to the idea promoted by Jacqueline
Chanda and Vesta Daniel (2000) in their article
on Recognizing works of art. They believed
that students are likely to accept an interpre-
tation that is easy to access or is comfortable.
Through using the WWW. teachers can expose
students to a variety of interpretations about
artworks that may challenge students' comfort
zones and cause them to reflect upon why these
divergent ideas may exist. Developing a knowl-
edge base about an artwork and then thinking
about different interpretations of the artwork
allows students to think critically about the
meaning of the artwork.

WebQuests
WebQuests constitute a third means for

integrating the WWW and critical thinking
skills in the art classroom. Authors describe the
emerging uses of WebQuests' to build student
critical thinking skills (Kundu & Bain, 2006;
Vidoni & Maddux. 2002; Young & Wilson,
2002). The concept of a WebQuest was first
articulated by Bernie Dodge in 1995 (1995,
2000) and refers to inquiry-oriented activi-
ties for students that develop higher order
thinking skills using websites as information
sources, WebQuests have a specified format to
guide student inquiry; the sections include an
introduction, task, process, resources, evalu-
ation, and conclusion. Despite their name,
well-developed WebQuests require more than
information gathering; students must also
process, evaluate, and synthesize the infor-
mation to form their own conclusions. Often,
WebQuests involve students working collab-
oratively and culminate in a class discussion,
presentation, structured debate, creation of an
art project, or another activity connected to
classroom interaction.

A good WehQuest focuses on an issue that
has multiple viewpoints represented on the
Web, such as a social, political, environmental,
or heaith related issue. Though there are
numerousauthors who write about WehQuests,
they rarely focus on visual arts WebQuests.
One exceptional WebQuest page was created
by the Whitney Museum of American Art
and addresses the work of Jacob Lawrence

I
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"Learning Resources." Jacob Lawrence: Exploring Stories, Whitney Museum of American Art, N.Y., November 8, 2001,
www.whitnew.org/jacoblawrence/resources/webqst_index,html, ©2001 Whitney Museum of American Art.

(http://www.whitney.org/jacoblawrence/
resources/webqst_index.html). Through the
numerous WebQuests on this site, students
can investigate a variety of issues related to
Lawrence's work including working women,
struggle, transition, migration, family and
community, and discrimination.

Conclusions
I have suggested that the ideas promoted

in the recent published literature on critical
thinking and the WWW do not explicitly
relate to contemporary ideas about critical
thinking. Additionally, there is little conti-
nuity or agreement among the articles as to
what critical thinking is. As art educators, we
need to create working descriptions of critical
thinking that can guide our practices and
conscientiously work to involve our students
in lessons that involve critical thinking. If
we can be successful in these goals, then we
may heip students learn more about tbe worid
beyond the classroom and help students tbink
as they investigate topics through the WWW.
For teachers to be successful in integrating
critical thinking and the WWW, they should
be prepared for the following scenarios:

• Students will likely come to different
conclusions and may need to learn how
to disagree witbout being disagreeable;

• Students' questions and ideas may lead to
other questions and ideas, and not neces-
sarily to an answer;

• Without sufficient guidance, student use
ofthe WWW may be superficial, at best,
and mainly involve surfing commercial
sites;

• You may wish to generate lists of pre-
selected sites for students to use as a
starting point. This is especially beneficial
for younger students and tbose who do
not have considerable experience locating
information on the WWW; and

• Try incorporating a critical thinking
activity involving the WWW into a lesson
you enjoy teaching and that you know is
already successful with students. Starting
with an established lesson and adding a
WWW component may increase your
chances of having a successful experience.

Continually rethinking and refining what we
do to involve recent technology and contem-
porary ideas will not only heip prepare our
students for their roles in society, but will also
help art teachers stay invigorated and excited
about their profession.

Melanie L Buffington is assistant professor.
Department of Art Education, School of tbe
Arts, Virginia Commonwealth University,
Richmond. E-mail: mbuffington@vcu.edii
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ENDNOTES
'Critical thinking is also referred to as "higher
order thinking" and "understanding" by
different authors.

^Numerous articles written about applications
of critical thinking curricula in higher educa-
tion settings include detailed descriptions of
the concept.

^See the WebQuest page at the San Diego
State University's website: www.sdsu.
edu/webquest for further information and
examples of WebQuests.
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