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	 Creating Mindful Learners in Postmodern Art Classrooms	

By Mikela Thrasher

New Methods of Meaning Making
This article serves as a framework to 

comprehend the necessity of a contemplative 
practice within postmodern art classrooms, 
simultaneous to visual culture’s rising impact on 
everyday life. It is important to understand how 21st 
century learners are becoming multi-literate, 
meaning that literacy now involves making meaning 
through multiple communicative modes, including 
language, image, and sound (Duncum, 2004). 
Visual culture informs literacy which influences 
one’s ability to be a conscientious learner. As 
educators build curricula to successfully incorporate 
ideas within visual culture, they can empower 
students to become mindful  learners, highly aware 
of how their worlds are structured.

Postmodern theory recognizes the paradox 
that exists between reality and illusion, resulting 
from interactions with images and the notion of 
truthfulness that surround them. Without taking the 
time to recognize and reflect upon these 
interactions, students cannot fully interpret their 
relationship with the visual information that exists 
around them. This is when contemplative practices 
can become critical components of student 
learning. Richard Kearney recognizes that “one of 
the greatest paradoxes of contemporary culture is 
that at a time when the image reigns supreme the 
very notion of a creative human imagination seems 
an under mounting threat. We no longer appear to 
know who exactly produces or control the images 
which condition our consciousness” (1988, pg. 3).

A contemplative pedagogical practice can             
serve as a basis for expanding the consciousness 
and critical thinking skills of all learners through 
introspection, in which students focus inwardly to 
more deeply understand themselves (Barbezat & 
Bush, 2014). 

            

Understanding oneself is dependent on 
understanding a sense of where one’s ideas lie in 
relation to the world around them. Visual cultures 
studies recognize the necessity of deconstructing 
images and visual information that present 
themselves in our daily lives; it is undeniable that 
any classroom would benefit from these types of 
cultural awareness that are so pervasive to 
students’ lives.             

Deeply mindful learners are those who are             
reflective towards their own values and belief 
systems, as well as attentive towards the multi-
faceted cultural perspectives that pervade their 
daily lives. They also recognize the cyclical nature 
of their own beliefs in congruence with their 
surrounding culture. In the art classroom, learners 
should understand the effects of visual culture in 
order to actively and meaningfully engage in 
contemporary artistic endeavors. Additionally, 
students should use artistic habits of mind like, 
express, envision, and reflect as foundations to 
art making processes, where they can make 
informed creative decisions (Hetland & York, 
2007).

In relationship to formulating meaningful             
contemplative practices, complexity theory 
describes a decentralized network of knowledge; 
this is defined as “used to make sense of the 
structures of associations in systems of ideas-- 
associations among concepts, metaphors, and 
other connections that constitute a collective body 
of knowledge or to describe an individual’s mind.” 
Memory, language, and culture are all examples 
of decentralized networks (Davis & Sumara, 2000, 
pg. 57). Contemplative practice in itself 
necessitates the connectivity of ideas and 
individual values in relation to greater cultural 
perspectives. 

In terms of understanding “humanness,” 
we must recognize what it means to be 
human in our society. An integral aspect 
is being aware of how visual culture 
shifts consciousness and realities. 
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Examples of Meditative Practices to Create 
Mindful Learners

Non-discursive meditation:
Sitting meditation brings awareness to the present 
moment; it enhances understanding and provides 
insight. Have students purposefully sit in silence - or 
create a guided meditation or visualization with 
specific instructions.

Semi-discursive meditation:
Many creative processes that allow students to 
make something for personal expression fall within 
this category. For example, having students create a 
visual or written “personal vision narrative” in which 
they tell a story from the future and how they lived 
out their vision, prompts connections between past, 
present, and future experiences.

Discursive meditation:
This type of meditation is content oriented, often 
analytical, and can be text-based. They can include 
reflections on youtube videos, movie clips, Internet 
articles, and other cultural sources.

(Waddock & Werhane, 2010).

Critical Thinking and Literacy 
Students can enrich critical thinking skills 

upon understanding the cultural associations of 
visual information that exists; this often involves a 
post-structuralist framework for learning wherein 
students both recognize and accept multiple 
viewpoints of ideas (Buffington, 2007). If 
educational models allow for interpretive and 
subjective knowledge to become valued through a 
reflective practice, students can willingly make 
connections between personal experience and 
subject content within schools; this creates 
relevancy. Perceiving visual imagery through an 
instinctive lens empowers student knowledge. 
Similarly, future consciousness psychology 
recognizes how critical thinking builds upon both 
imagination and linguistic symbolization in ways 
that approach learning as intuitive, insightful, and 
holistic (Lombardo, 2009). These methods are 
most effective when learners are given the tools to 
be both mindful and attentive listeners. 

Technology is continually shifting the 
definitions of literacy and communication 
for postmodern learners, as well as 
chang ing human in te rac t ions and 
relationships— essentially changing the 
entire structure of how we live.

Many educational institutions structure 
themselves around linguistic and linear modes of 
thought and interaction, in which contemplative 
thinking is hardly recognized or rewarded 
(Anderson, 1981). As educators shift modes of 
learning towards the non-linear, students can 
construct their own knowledge both intuitively and 
imaginatively (Davis & Sumara, 2000).

Henry Jenkin’s skills for 21st century 
learning express the liminalities between new 
media literacy and critical thinking that inherently 
require reflective abilities: for example — distributed 
cognition: the ability to interact meaningfully with 
tools that expand mental capacities; collective 
intelligence: the ability to pool knowledge and 
compare notes with others toward a common goal; 
judgment: the ability to evaluate the reliability and 
credibility of different information sources (2009). 

Understanding Historical Contexts
A meaningful contemplative practice allows 

students to construct knowledge individually, where 
there are ultimately no right or wrong ways to 
access greater understandings (Davis & Sumara, 
2000). This ideology corresponds to and has roots 
in the historical pedagogy of progressivism, in 
which a child-centered curriculum enables students 
to engage with their own activities and interests 
(Daichendt, 2010). John Dewey believed that the 
world and its realities could be perceived through 
previous screens of knowledge and experience, 
which are continually reconstructing themselves 
(Efland, 1990). Dewey confirmed that reflective 
thinking corresponded to and strengthened critical 
thinking skills that all learners need to succeed in 
educational institutions (Buffington, 2007, Efland, 
1990). However, Dewey’s theory provided a more 
strict, scientific methodology of how critical thinking 
served a purpose in education. Educational 
researcher, James Streib expanded the definition of 
critical thinking in the late 20th century to 
encompass problem solving, metacognition, and 
higher order thinking  (Buffington, 2007). 

V i s u a l c u l t u r e d e m a n d s c o n s t a n t 
recontextualization of meaning formed from the 
seemingly infinite external stimuli within our lives. 
Students can also practice artistic modes of 
thinking to strengthen understanding of their 
immediate worlds. Reflecting insights learners into 
methods of being self-aware and self-critical of their 
artwork and investment in art-making processes 
(Hetland & York, 2007). Reflection strengthens the 
cyclical relationship of how ideas transform into art 
objects and how these objects create new ideas.
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Technology and Language
Technology is continually shifting the 

definitions of literacy and communication for 
postmodern learners, as well as changing human 
interactions and relationships— essentially 
changing the entire structure of how we live. Both 
technology and culture create language. Willis’s 
theory of grounded aesthetics puts forth the idea 
that people achieve self actualization and meaning 
through the consumption of images and objects, 
simultaneous to shaping their own culture (Carter, 
2008).

Advertisements, memes, and emojis, for 
example, are all types of language that are 
structured through social phenomena, and all hold 
powerful places within visual culture. The 
acknowledgement that language construction is 
dependent on cultural constraints reinforces the 
urgency of consciousness on formulating both a 
literate and self-aware population.

When s tudents mere ly accept the 
information received through cultural sites like 
television, computer sites, internet sites, and 
advertisements, they neglect critically thinking 
about their origins and connotations to greater 
cultural realms; when students are able to question, 
critically engage, and analyze content, they open 
themselves to exploratory engagement, raising 
their attentiveness and mindfulness within the 
classroom (Eisenhauer, 2006, Jenkins, 2009). 

Contemplative practice should serve as the 
foundation for any deeper awareness of the self. In 
order to raise awareness, educators should 
genuinely integrate contemporary methods of 
instruction, such as engagement with technology, in 
ways that are both responsive and reflexive to 
student needs. For example, class blogs and other 
virtual platforms can serve as a space for students 
to reflect and respond to each other about their 
experiences within the classroom. In this way, 
introspection reinforces the necessity for student-
centered knowledge. This becomes another facet 
of the participatory culture that exists on virtual 
platforms — including social media affiliations, and 
expressions of new creative forms, such as: 
youtube videos, digital sampling, and mash-ups 
(Jenkins, 2009). 

The Significance of Images
Creating an “image” remains one of the 

most vital modes of artistic expression and 
communication within a K-12 classroom-- a result 
of modernist tendencies that persist within 
curricular standards and requirements. However, 
the elements and principles, along with other rigid 
systems of evaluation, are not sufficient to inspire a 
quality meaning-making through art (Gude, 2007). 
Contemporary art curriculums should focus on  
reflection and personal experiences as criteria for 
projects. Because we rely so heavily on the use of 
images within the classroom as ways of receiving 
information, it is necessary to fully understand their 
implications of meaning within the signs and 
symbol systems that construct visual language.

Current Common Core Standards require 
the interpreting, reading, and analyzing images as 
synonymous to reading text, further emphasizing 
the necessity for image literacy (Thomas & 
Vannatta Reinhart, 2014). Implications for 
postmodern art educators necessitate the ability to 
be “versed in semiotics and methods for decoding 
s ign systems as wel l as in methods of 
deconstructing social meaning. [Furthermore,] art 
students need to be provided with the means to 
critically examine the mass media and its visual 
language and to be receptive to various forms of 
cultural production” (Pearse, 1992, pg. 250).  

Emojis are 21st century examples of visual 
language systems.

Educators should genuinely integrate 
contemporary methods of instruction, 
such as engagement with technology, 
in ways that are both responsive and 
reflexive to student needs.
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K-12 art educators should recognize the 
relevance of an artist statement, written reflection, 
verbal discussion, and critique surrounding a work 
of art as critical in fully interpreting its meaning; 
these are ways of engaging students in 
contemplative practice across developmental 
abilities and age ranges. As art education 
movements are shifting emphasis from modern to 
to postmodern ideologies, the elements of art and 
principles of design prove to be limiting. Duncum 
believes that they “overlooked the fact that the 
cultural meaning of a particular [work of art] was 
always reliant on an interaction between people’s 
prior knowledge, the artifact, and its title” (2004, pg. 
258). Assessing students through a reductionist 
methodology is not a reflection of the complex 
learning that is a part of any creative process. 
Instead, reflection and an interpretative modes of 
constructing meaning should become the basis of 
evaluation for projects. 

Being receptive to visual culture is not 
simply an awareness that systems of visual 
language exist, but a conscientious understanding 
that they shift meanings of and interactions with the 
world around us; this is when contemplative 
practice becomes necessary as a means of 
decoding our human experience. Students, as 
meaning makers, need to recognize the 
interdependence of language on the surrounding 
social contexts it exists. In terms of the art 
educator’s role, this means that students need to 
see art ist exemplars, both historical and 
contemporary, as well as examples from visual 
culture, and need formally and explicitly describe, 
analyze, interpret, and evaluate given examples 
(M. Stewart, 2005). Furthermore, print media, 
advertising, children’s books, and film are all 
examples of art forms that breach the boundaries 
of “high” and “low” art, and are relevant topics of 
discourse (Duncum, 2004).

Peter Abbs understands that “the deepening 
of consciousness and the quiet attending to 
consciousness does not lie at the heart of our 
competitive consumer society, where the all-
pervasive iconography proclaims that individuals 
are no more than what they possess and consume” 
(2003, p. 39). In relationship to art, mindfulness 
helps us tap into the intuitive functions of the right 
brain, to think in complex images rather than in 
sequential order, and to see the whole, as well as 
the parts (Barbezat & Bush, 2014).  

Being receptive to visual 
culture is not simply an 
awareness that systems of 
visual language exist, but a 
c o n s c i e n t i o u s 
understanding that they shift 
m e a n i n g s o f a n d 
interactions with the world 
around us; this is when 
contemplat ive pract ice 
becomes necessary as a 
means of decoding our 
human experience. 
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Ideas for Application
The recognition and inclusion of postmodern 

concepts in art education, such as the interaction 
between text and image, recontextualization, and 
hybridity, lends itself to creating a holistic learning 
environment because it is a response to how we 
live (Gude, 2004). Gude’s method supports an 
examination of visual culture through the inclusion 
of these postmodern principles within art education 
curriculums. Holistic classroom atmospheres guide 
authentic learning experiences through the 
integration of mind, body, and spirit; in relationship 
to contemplative practice, this allows learners to 
feel safe, supported, and trusted in their reflective 
responses.

Within an arts-integrated unit I created 
about the history of stereotypes in the media, high 
school students used appropriated imagery from 
m e d i a a n d p o p c u l t u r e s o u r c e s . T h e 
recontextualization of found imagery, along with the 
importance of combining text and image, served as 
criteria for successful depictions of stereotypes that 
affect the students’ lives. The unit elegant prompt 
stated, “students will create a collage using a 
variety of papers and appropriated imagery that 
confronts or challenges a stereotype they have 
experienced in their life.” Within this, I instructed 
learners to reflect in both verbal and written ways, 
individually and as a collective; this initiated a 
participatory paradigm for learners to engage in 
dialogue both internally and with each other (Davis 
& Sumara, 2000). 

Examples  of reflective activities included an 
enactment of Paul Kivel’s Examining Race and 
Class spectrum activity; during this, a facilitator 
asks students to silently step backward and forward 
when asked a series of questions that illustrate the 
unequal opportunities for Americans based on 
discrimination within race and class structures 
(2002). 

As a way to contextualize contemporary 
stereotypes, I found and printed screenshots with 
text captions from contemporary television shows. 
The content of these images regarded stereotypes 
about gender roles, masculinity, and femininity. The 
s tudents reflec ted upon the i r ind iv idua l 
interpretations of these images and then discussed 
their ideas with partners; a class discussion 
followed in which the students compared and 
contrasted the content of these images, as it related 
to their own understanding of how media influences 
and constructs meaning and cultural belief systems.

Part of a rural community, Tristan’s response to a 
stereotype that affects his life is entitled 
“Rednecks and their Festivities.”   2014. 

Ult imately, when subject content in 
educational contexts is disparate and irrelevant from 
modes of living and being, learners become 
disengaged. By embedding units with activities that 
necessitate the recall of personal experience, 
learners recognize the relevancy of a topic within 
their own realm of experiences. By creating a 
classroom that emphasizes contemplative ways of 
being, students become more mindful in all aspects 
of their lives; this translates into a more enriched 
understanding of how students’ surrounding worlds 
are impacted by images and visual information that 
shape their belief systems and perspectives.

A selection of screenshots from contemporary 
television shows. 2014.
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Author’s Note

Currently, I am listening to college students talk 
about Snapchat simultaneous to studying in 
textbooks. Now they’re taking a selfie. There is 
no doubt the use of technology structures 
meaning and that it informs visual culture, 
communication, and literacy, and vise versa. 

As a preservice art educator, I recognize the 
importance of both using technology in the 
classroom, while also getting away from it. This is 
a reflection of my own life; I am cultivating a 
meditative, reflective practice to become more 
attentive in all other aspects of my life, in which 
technology is necessary to converse, create an 
identity, and access pertinent knowledge and 
information in many ways. By neglecting visual 
culture in our classrooms, we do not equip our 
students with the awareness to be successful 
critical thinkers in the postmodern world. Without 
time to pause and reflect, our students will not 
understand the potential for rich, deep, and 
layered meaning that art making experiences can 
hold. Students in all art classrooms need to be 
aware that artistic thinking processes create the 
designers and artists that create visual culture. 

I believe that to become genuinely mindful, 
students need to simultaneously involve 
themselves with technology, because our world 
does not function without it, while also being 
contemplative. One should not exist without the 
other.

Mikela Thrasher, Maryland Institute College of Art
Masters of Art in Teaching (MAT) Class of 2015

Digital photograph, 2014.
As a visual response to this research, I created a box 
of mirrors, as a holding form for our conscious minds. 
The box, however, metaphorically evolves into an 
outward form-- not a box at all, but contained of 
everything that surrounds it-- everything that is 
outside of the box. A mirror is also a reflection -- just 
as reflection is the foundation for contemplative 
practice. With a mirror we reflect both inwardly--into 
ourselves, and outwardly--as in the facade of 
appearances. The form of the box adds complexity 
because it reinforces the paradox that knowledge is 
something contained when in actuality it is always 
fluid and expansive. What is reflected in a mirror is 
never something stagnant or straightforward-- even 
though a mirror is rigid in structure, And an interaction 
with a mirror embodies conscious learning in that we 
recognize ourselves as living and breathing bodies, 
seeing ourselves and externalizing the reality of our 
existence. 
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