
COLLABORATIVE CANVAS: SPOTLIGHT ON THE ARTS 

ART INTEGRATION AND THE PRINCIPLES OF PERSPECTIVE: 
JOURNEYING BEYOND THE VANISHING POINT 

BY JAYLENE K. BENGSTON 

I n our current educational system, teaching the principles 
of perspective is a staple of art education. Here is the 
abridged version of what takes approximately two class 

periods of sixth graders to learn. Linear one-point perspec
tive is the technique of representing three-dimensional space 
on a two-dimensional surface and is achieved through using a 
horizon line, designating a vanishing point, and then drawing 
lines that connect to the vanishing point from the corners of 
a given shape. Most everyone, for example, is familiar with 
the set of railroad tracks or a road as it seems to converge and 
vanish into the distance, getting smaller and smaller until 
the two sides meet at one point on the horizon line. Next, 
to obtain a form, the shape is assigned a definite length by 
drawing a back edge that is parallel to the front edge, what
ever that contour might be. If done correctly, the illusion of 
three-dimensional space that is created can be quite beautiful 
and mystifying. Struggling through the steps, my sixth grad
ers might disagree but they never cease to be amazed upon 
watching a simple shape become a form before their eyes. 

In contrast, when I was a middle school student in the 70s, 
art education was somewhat hit or miss. If you lived in an 
urban area, you might have had the good fortune to take 
a formal art class that was taught by a certified art teacher. 
Most of us, however, were at the well intentioned mercy of 
our content teacher as she or he tried to "include art" by 
making posters, coloring photocopies, and creating papier-

mache topographical maps for social studies. Teaching the 
principles of perspective was relegated to high school or, 
more probably, college-level art courses, certainly not middle 
school, and definitely not with support from a content area. 

So what do the principles of perspective have to do with this 
article about art integration? How does art as a discipline 
blend with a content area and maintain it's identity as a valu
able learning methodology? How do teachers of ostensibly 
different disciplines find commonality of purpose? 

In the visual arts, perspective is all about representing differing 
points of view depending on the shift of the horizon line or the 
position of the vanishing point. According to definition, it is 
the technique or process of representing on a plane or curved 
surface, the special relation of objects as they might appear to 
the eye. But it is also about the interrelation in which its parts 
are mentally viewed or the capacity to view things in their true 
relation or relative importance (Merriam Webster's Dictionan , 
Tenth Edition). It is in reference to the second definition that 
this commentary will attempt to identify the elements of a 
fledgling art integration program that, even in its infancy, ha~ 

gained the respect and enthusiasm of our small school com
munity at Belmont Middle School in Belmont, N.H. It will also 
address the transformative journey down the disappearing rail
road track that has enabled us to move beyond the vanishing 
point, forward into uncharted territory. 
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Toward the Horizon Line 
To gain an understanding of how the present art integration 

model at )3elmont Middle School came to be, a brief per

sonal perspective seems relevant. As the art teacher, I have 

always felt my job to be two-fold. Teaching the discipline 

of art involves not only conveying instruction in the area of 

skill development but also discovering how and why art fits 

into our lives at all. Average middle school students would 

argue three things to the contrary; first, they can't do it; sec

ond, they shouldn't have to do it; and last, art is not impor

tant anyway. Most middle school art teachers have heard 

some variation of the above. How does one deal with such 

attitudes? Since the passage of the No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB), the arts have been named as a core subject area 

and contribute to improved student learning. Furthermore, 

according to Critical Evidence, the latest edition of support
ive documentation on the positive effect~ of arts education, 

we are close to collectively understanding that all students 

benefit from the opportunity to learn about and experience 

the arts (Critical Evidence, 2006). 

The report cites a May 2005 Harris Poll that targets 

Americans views toward arts education in which ninety

three percent agree that the arts are vital to a well-rounded 

education and eighty-six percent agree an arts education 

encourages and assists in the improvement of a child's atti

tude toward school. Despite this evidence, a 2007 Stanford 

Research Institute study on policy reforms in education 

called "An Unfinished Canvas", found that, even though arts 

are core, ninety-six percent of California middle schools and 

seventy-two percent of high schools fail to offer standards

aligned courses of study in all four arts disciplines. 

The findings further suggest that the largest barriers to 

meeting the state's arts education goals is that of inadequate 
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state funding for the provision of arts education and a reli

ance on outside funding sources, such as parent groups 

thus creating inequities (SRI, 2007). It is interesting to 

note a similar concern in the writings of Elliot Eisner in 

his book, The Arts, H11ma11 Development, and Ed11catio11 
in which he cites the growing emphasis on measurement 

caused such concern among elementary school princi-

pals, (also in California), that their national association 

devoted its March-April journal to the theme, "The Myth 

of Measurability." The journal appeared in 1975 and is 

testimony to the reality that the focus on testing has been 

around for decades. Why, then, despite the positive research 

that art is valued and an important component for student 

learning, do we continue to see the decline of arts program

ming in our schools? If seventy-nine percent of Americans 

agree that incorporating the arts into education is the first 

step in adding back what's missing in public education 

today (Critical Evidence, 2007), why do we still need to 

convince students and parents that art is a good thing to 

know and be able to do? How do we sustain the continu

ance of a discipline that is not only vital to our identity as 

art educators but also an integral contributor to the emo

tional and intellectual growth of a global society? 

After much deliberation, our faculty at Belmont Middle School 

decided that we needed to take a different train. A fresh per

spective on how to approach an art program at the middle 

level began to develop as successful collaboration occurred 

during occasional integrated projects, allowing us to glimpse 

the possibilities of art integration as a powerful agent for 

change. Collaboration became a central theme of our school 

as the core teachers and the art teacher delivered the projects 

together. Rather than questioning how art fit into content cur

riculum, our dialogue became focused on aspects of how each 

area could support the other, and reach the goal of improved 
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student learning. Thus began the emergence of a new design 

for delivering art instruction; a better way, a more meaning· 

ful system that would engage students and also support the 

curriculum. 

One very real obstacle threatened the vision: the untamed 

beast of middle level organizational structure, scheduling! 

When art is offered as a separate course, classroom teach· 

ers have a period to plan and prepare for their classes. How 

would we fully integrate a program that, in reality, provided 

the needed prep period? Was it possible that art could exist as 

a full fledged program yet be infused within the curriculum 

and also taught hy the only art specialist on staff? The best of 

both worlds seemed unattainable. But perseverance and com· 

mitment to a vision are empowering qualities that began to 

transform the attitudes and beliefs of even the most negative. 

After three years of preparatory planning and the success of 

more than a few integrated projects, we were ready to pro

pose a truly unified vision of an art integration model. The 

horizon appeared ever closer. 

Changing Perspectives 
As our conversations became more collaborative, the sched

uling issue merited greater attention. Our building principal 

was aware of the need to deliver rhe art program as a fully 

integrated model; that the art schedule would have to be flex

ible. This posed a problem. No art teacher in any of our dis

trict's schools has ever had a flexible schedule. Traditionally, 

unified arts classes have been administered on a six to seven 

week rotational schedule in which students rotate through 

various Unified Arts such as Art, Technical Education, 

Physical Education, Life Skills, Music, and Foreign Language. 

Unfortunately, the traditional schedule means that students 

are only seen again for one six week session each year 

and we do not see other students till the end of the year. 

Collaboration was a difficult task when trying to integrate 
with core subjects and design projects that included an entire 

grade level at the same time. If we were to fully integrate the 

program to benefit all students, art would have to be taken 

out of the Unified Arts rotation to allow the art teacher to 

work with the teaching team across the grade level. 

Due to previous successes with projects that occasionally 

utilized a flexible schedule, we were aware of its capacity to 

deliver integration to the fullest degree. The format is not 

entirely unique. Through participation in the integration pro

cess and the observable enthusiasm of the students, faculty 

support for the transition from static scheduling to that of a 

more fluid model grew. In addition, the direct experience of 

teachers with this unique team teaching process was popular. 

This challenging, new paradigm was enticing. Collaboration 
became more than a mere conversation about ideology. It 

began to transform our interactions with each other and with 

our students. As one colleague put it, "I think that when we 

started, or when I started ... the way I looked at it was ... how 
were you (the art teacher) going to fit into what I do? And that 

perspective has changed. It's not how is the art piece going to 

fit. We now have all these great opportunities with all of these 

great art perspectives. Which one are we going to take? What 

are the unique experiences that we want the kids to get out of 

our combined efforts?" Points of view began to coalesce. The 

vanishing point became visible. 

Shifting Horizons 
As educators, we are well aware of the microscope of NCLB on 

school communities in this era of testing statistics. Perfor

mance and accountability factors are common threads for all 

public schools as they struggle to maintain the intrinsic ele

ments of what we consider the education of the "whole child". 

It is in this context that the art integrated curriculum has so 

much relevance. As educators, we also know that integrated 

curriculum is not new. Fostered in Dewey's progressive move· 

ment of the 1930s and in the curriculum initiated by Waldorf 

schools in Germany and Switzerland in the 1920s, the uni-

fied school experience was advocated to make learning more 

interconnected and meaningful. Cognitive learning theory 

also holds important lessons for integration of the arts into the 

curriculum. First, art is contained within social and cultural 

contexts. Works of art enable students to integrate knowledge 

from various aspects of their lives; events that deeply affect 

their world-life and death, war and peace. Moral and value 

related issues touch their sense of social justice and the need to 

belong. Secondly, research suggests that the arts are valued for 

their ability to stimulate interpretive processes, cultivating dif

fering strategies for learning (Efland, 2002). Arts integration 

addresses these varying strategies for learning so effectively. In 

the integrated classroom students succeed at tasks rather than 

fail because they are able to utilize skills that are individualized. 
Here is Gardner's Multiple Intelligences (MI)Theory at work. 

According to MI, intelligence is situated, distributed, and· 

contextual. Thinking involves not only what goes on in your 

mind but also includes the materials and values of where 

you are and what you're doing at a particular time when it 

occurs. The particular context or culture will have a sig

nificant impact on the degree to which specific abilities will 

be activated, developed, or discouraged (Shearer, 2004). 

Consequently, as we observe some students excelling in a par· 

ticular context with specific materials, we also see challenges 

for others that become apparent through visual channels but 

were not known to the teacher in the core classroom setting. 

Spatial and sequencing deficits for example, become instantly 

apparent in an art room but might have been overlooked in a 
classroom where information is generally conveyed in a lec

ture format. Students who are highly academic are challenged 

by the more subjective freedoms of art projects that require 

them to be intuitive and spontaneous. 
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Collaboration has allowed t:1s to work in partnership and 
witness truly inspired transformations in students who find 
a meaningful ability to connect with curriculum on this 
level. Such experiences with art integration have also enabled 
teachers to gain insight into their own talents and interests. 
As a result of our unique model of collaboration, an apprecia
tion for and an understanding of art as a methodology for 
learning has developed. 

In art class we enjoy creating the illusion of three dimen
sional space on a two dimensional plane. The horizon line 
plays an essential role in establishing a specific point of 
view; a horizon line that is placed low on the page sets up 
an upward perspective and one that is high on the page 
creates an aerial view. As art integration began to become 
more entrenched in our curriculum, attitudes and beliefs 
concerning teacher roles began to shift from the traditional 
ratio of one teacher to 25 students to transformative col
laboration and team teaching. Much like the horizon line of 
the landscape drawing, the model has enabled us to begin 
to look upward and onward. 

Beyond the Vanishing Point 
The integrated art program at BMS is now in its fourth year of 
implementation. Although we have developed many success
ful projects, several of which have been repeated, we are very 
aware that it is a work in progress. To assure sustainability, 
there are several areas that demand continued development 
and revision such as fulfilling requirements of the frameworks 
and the learning standards for art and the core content areas, 
continuing to assess strategies that are fair and help to validate 
student learning, and have the support of administration, and 
assuring that the flexible scheduling format is preserved. These 
clements are a priority as we strive to design the most beneficial 
learning environment for our students. For our school com
munity, it is also important to build an environment that 
allows our students to be creative and to enjoy their learning 
experiences. 

After observing the initial success of the art integration pro
gram, we would challenge the snapshot view of the testing 
environment alone. Our students deserve a more authentic 
approach to their education. We have witnessed classroom 
environments where cooperation, student-to-student teaching 
and complex levels of learning take place because students 
are happily exploring their subjects through real life applica
tions. And this process has not been limited to the students . . 
Many teachers have experienced a transformation of spirit 
and belief through this art integrated curriculum. They have 
realized many interests and strengths that they did not know 
they possessed. Above all, they have come to understand that 
many of the processes of art making involve deep levels of 
concentration and problem-solving through the exploration 
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and evaluation of one's material and spiritual world. As a 
faculty, we have also recognized that it is part of our singular
ity as humans that we excel in the use of symbol systems that 
include not only spoken language but also the language of the 
arts, the universal language (Boyer, 1985). Through utilizing 
the unique qualities of art- making, our students have been 
enabled to convey their passions and effectively connect them 
to the curriculum while expressing sensitivity, understanding, 
and joy in purpose. 

In linear perspective, the purpose of the vanishing point is to 
create the illusion that space and objects appear to disappear. 
As thinking beings, we know that the railroad track doesn't 
just end at a point on the horizon line. The future for art inte
gration at BMS depends on many things, some are beyond 
our control. As the program continues however, it is impor
tant to process, reflect, and evaluate to en ure that the vanish
ing point is only a beginning. 

Uncharted territory beckons. 

}aylene K. Bengston is an integrated arts teacher at Be/111011t 
Middle School in the Shaker Regional School District. 
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