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Though we all eventually learn 

to nod in admiration at the 

mention of Picasso or Monet, 

art appreciation is usually neglected in 

the early childhood classroom, and the 

production of visual art itself is reduced 

to finger-paint scrawls and macaroni 

jewelry. The acts of viewing and creat-

ing meaningful art provide (even at an 

early age) an opportunity for expres-

sion, communication, and exploration, 

in addition to laying a foundation for 

anthropological and historical context. 

Curriculums that emphasize creative 

arts improve academic performance and 

student discipline (Fiske 1999; Remer 

1990); physical and psychological well 

being; contribute to the local environ-

ment and community; and foster cul-

tural understanding. As the ‘prepared 

environment’ of a Montessori classroom 

demonstrates, children as young as  

two and a half years are already able to 

benefit emotionally and intellectually 

from art education.

Including	Art	Appreciation	In	

The	Preschool	Curriculum	

Art is a means of processing life and ex-

pressing new experiences and feelings 

through a physical material and is a fun-

damental part of our natural develop-

mental process. For children, developing 

this creative outlet is just as important a 

method of communication as is devel-

oping language skills. Undoubtedly, 

encouraging children to explore their 

creative side leads to success in reading 

and writing, introduces basic math and 

science concepts, and builds confidence 

and self-esteem, as well as social skills. 

By including ‘Arts’ in the curriculum a 

balanced development of the individual 

is promoted. 

Unfortunately, modern society places 

more value on scientific achievements, 

whereby memorized multiplication 

tables are more important than a self-

analysis of Pierre-Auguste Renoir’s On	

the	Terrace (1881). The director of Mon-

tessori ‘Assistants to Infancy’ training, 

Dr. Silvano Montanaro explains that 

such thinking only serves to under-

stimulate one half of the brain’s abilities. 

Each hemisphere of the brain controls 

different functions: the left side relates 

to logic, reason and verbal expression, 

while the right side is more intuitive, 

relating to non-verbal expressions such 

as music, movements and art. It is thus 

imperative that a person exercises both 

hemispheres to achieve his/her poten-

tial, such as music, movements and art. 

Montanaro argues: 

The more the two hemispheres (of 

the brain) work together, the richer 

everything we do will be. Children 

at any age must be offered a 

balanced experience of verbal and 

intuitive thinking to help develop 

the great potential of the mind. 

The results will not only include 

better functioning of the brain 

but also greater happiness in their 

personal and social life (1991, p. 82).

By encouraging the child to make full 

use of his creative powers, his learning in 

every field is enhanced, and fuller con-

sciousness; deeper understanding and 

more effective communication of ideas 

are permitted. Art not only supports the 

holistic development of the child; it is 

essential to it.

The arts develop neural systems that 

produce a broad spectrum of benefits 

ranging from fine-motor skills to cre-

ativity and improved emotional bal-

ance. In strengthening student problem 

solving and critical thinking, “the arts 

enhance the process of learning. The 

systems they nourish, which include 

our integrated sensory, attentional, cog-

nitive, emotional, and motor capacities, 

are, in fact, the driving forces behind all 

other learning.” (Jensen, 2001). A child 

becomes aware of details in his envi-

ronment by attempting to express ideas 

by Dr. Punam Bhatia, Director, 
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visually. The handling of art materials 

helps develop fine-motor control and 

refined stages of manipulation. The fine 

arts also provide learners with non-ac-

ademic benefits such as promoting self-

esteem, motivation, aesthetic awareness, 

cultural exposure, creativity, improved 

emotional expression, as well as social 

harmony and appreciation of diversity. 

These lead to a positive sense of identity 

and growth of individuality.

Although many early childhood pro-

grams do encourage children to work 

with Playdoh™ or markers for a small 

portion of the day, “art education in the 

United States has been considered an 

unimportant part of a child’s scholastic 

profile” (Gardener, 1990, p.36). This 

implies that the creative expression is not 

grounded in art theory, where apprecia-

tion of existing art and more interpre-

tive prompts are equally integral to Art 

Time. When children create art, they 

are “focusing on expressing their own 

intentions; their own desires,” so when 

looking at someone else’s art, “they’re 

not only looking at their own art ex-

periences, they’re looking at the artistic 

expressions and intentions of other peo-

ple” (Epstein, 2001, p.38). Art appre-

ciation experiences, however, “are often 

non-existent or a minor component of 

children’s interactions with the visual 

arts” (Epstein and Trimis, 2002; Colbert 

and Taunton, 1992). In fact, the founder 

of kindergarten, Friedrich Froebel, him-

self believed that young children should 

be involved in both making their own 

art and in enjoying the art of others. For 

Froebel, art activities importantly en-

couraged each child’s “full and all-sided 

development”(Froebel, 1862).

One of the most blatant ways art ap-

preciation molds the young psyche is by 

diminishing a child’s egocentric world-

view. Jean Piaget realized that chil-

dren construct knowledge of the world 

through their interactions with the en-

vironment; this occurs through four 

stages of development: sensori-motor 

intelligence; preoperational thought; 

concrete operations; and formal opera-

tions. Piaget specifically characterized 

preoperational thought as being egocen-

tric, lacking scientific or logical reason-

ing, and developing the use of symbols 

in primarily language. Thus, given that 

egocentrism is the inability to see an-

other’s perspective, Piaget believed chil-

dren were unable to reason logically at 

the pre-operational stage. This further 

implies that the child sees the world in 

the current moment, or only in a series 

of disconnected images without relating 

one state to another. Epstein, however, 

acknowledges that children are naturally 

egocentric but encourages art critique 

(whether the pieces of their peers or the 

Great Masters) as a means of broaden-

ing their perspectives to include oth-

ers. A piece of art such as Vincent Van 

Gogh’s self-portrait or the illustrations 

of Beatrix Potter, shows children how 

others thoughts and feelings differ from 

their own. On a larger scale, exposing 

children to Van Gogh’s Netherlands or 

Potter’s England expands their cultural 

awareness and instills in them the depth 

of a multicultural foundation. In other 

words, the visual representation allows 

children to separate their own experi-

ences from someone else’s. 

The immediate objection to art theory 

is that young children do not have the 

ability to cultivate an artistic eye. The 

goal here, though, is not to make them 

analyze the stillness of Edward Hop-

per or Edouard Manet’s color scheme 

but rather to build their storytelling 

and analytical skills. In merely describ-

ing the painting or sculpture, a child 

learns about design, lightning, color, 

composition, and perspective. For ex-

ample, a child recently told me that one 

of Clyfford Still’s paintings made him 

feel sad because it was very dark. In this 

instance the child is relating emotion 

to color and now has another verbal 

set in his arsenal to describe his emo-

tional state. This increases his vocabu-

lary but also allows him to comprehend 

how a lighting change can alter his  

mood, which moves him beyond that 

egocentric perspective.

A child becomes aware of details in his environment 

by attempting to express ideas visually. The 

handling of art materials helps develop fine-motor 

control and refined stages of manipulation.
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Maria Montessori (1870-1952) believed 

that a child’s artistic development should 

always be regarded in the context of his 

overall education. It is just one avenue 

of his growth and, as with all other ac-

tivities, should be carefully observed 

and recorded so that the teacher can be 

more fully aware of his level of prog-

ress. She said that: “we do not teach a 

child to paint or draw simply by giv-

ing him a paintbrush or a pencil but by 

giving him the opportunity to prepare 

his means of expression (Montessori, 

1988, p. 281). Montessori expected the 

teachers themselves to be connoisseurs 

of art. Yet, there is no “Montessori art 

curriculum” as such. Unlike the other 

areas of a Montessori prepared environ-

ment, Montessori traditions contain no 

“didactic apparatus” for art. Her writ-

ings reveal very little about the subject 

and there are certainly no standard set of 

learning tools or prescribed experiences. 

At MCI preschool, the school observed 

in this paper, an attractive environment 

for learning and self-discovery surrounds 

the children. The pastel walls and light 

floors allowed reproductions of prevalent 

masterpieces hung at a child’s eye level to 

be inviting and engaging. Since art appre-

ciation cannot be cultivated through oc-

casional or random exposure to artwork, 

the school has incorporated the medium 

on multiple levels to ensure visual art is 

always accessible in the classroom. 

In this study, I worked with children 

at MCI preschool, with a classroom of 

twenty-four 3-6 year olds. After a month 

or so in the classroom, I began discuss-

ing with the children what they saw and 

how they liked the paintings. These 

initial discussions indicated that the 

children were able to engage in art ap-

preciation, as in one instance, they were 

beginning to link artists with themes 

(i.e. Van Gogh liked painting sunflow-

ers; Degas likes ballerinas). “They can 

regard artwork from the perspective of 

style and aesthetics, think about artists’ 

intentions, describe feelings and sensa-

tions evoked by viewing works of art, 

and evidence genuine interest in the 

historical and cultural forces that shape 

the creation of art” (Epstein, 2001, p. 

41). This ability to not only cognitively 

analyze the art in the classroom but also 

to voice personal insight prompted us to 

more actively incorporate art apprecia-

tion into our daily work cycle.

“Mommy	it’s	a	Renoir”	

Aline Wolf designed well-known, highly 

respected art appreciation materials, such 

as Mommy	it’s	a	Renoir (1984); the purpose 

of this is not to teach children art history, 

but to expose the children to different 

types of paintings and artists. “By intro-

ducing children to fine art at a young age, 

we give them the opportunity to develop 

a taste for genuine quality from the earli-

est years. A variety of paintings in their 

early classroom experience will enhance 

their awareness of the great diversity in 

art and entice them to further discovery” 

(Wolf, 1984, p. 21). Using Wolf’s materi-

als, the children were able to match post-

cards of famous paintings and to learn 

about the style of different artists. I asked 

them questions like: 

What	 type	of	art	are	you	 looking	at?	Is	 it	a	

painting	or	a	sculpture?	Are	there	trees,	build-

ings,	animals,	or	people?	How	many	colors	do	

you	see?	Do	you	like	it?	What	does	it	remind	

you	of?	

When the art museum announced it was 

bringing an in-depth exhibition on Vin-

cent Van Gogh’s path to becoming one 

of the world’s most recognizable artists, 

MCI preschool also decided to study 

Van Gogh in the classroom. They hung 
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reproductions of Van Gogh’s famous 

paintings such as Starry	Night, The	Night	

Cafe,	 Irises, Sunflowers, and The	Bedroom 

on the walls, read the children stories 

about his life (such as Sunflowers	 and	

Swirly	 Stars, Van	 Gogh	 and	 the	 Sunflow-

ers), asked them to categorize his works 

as landscapes, portraits, or still life, and 

gave them puzzles of his famous paint-

ings. They were delighted when they 

recognized what they had created! They 

became so familiar with The	Sunflowers, 

The	Starry	Night, and Van Gogh’s bed-

room that they excitedly discovered a 

tiny rendering of The	 Sunflowers in a 

background scene in The	 Snowman, a 

picture book by Raymond Briggs. That 

connection was made completely on 

their own initiative and demonstrates 

the type of critical and intuitive think-

ing Froebel and Piaget envisioned. 

In further developing these neurological 

functions, I gave the children a postcard 

and challenged them to find similar art 

hanging on the walls of their own class-

room. Initially, this was not an easy task, 

and they kept referring to the postcard 

as they walked around the classroom. 

Over the next few days however, this 

activity became so fun and simple that 

a painting only had to be mentioned for 

them to go searching for it on the walls. 

Later, I found they would take out the 

postcards on their own and leave them 

on top of the reproduced painting in the 

classroom. They were now able to hold 

an image in their minds as they sought 

its counterpart, developing the ability to 

think abstractly. 

An encouraging factor was that the 

study of Van Gogh went beyond the 

classroom. Several parents visited the 

exhibition at the art museum with their 

children, and asked them to describe 

their experiences. Although he recog-

nized the work as Van Gogh’s, one stu-

dent remarked disappointedly that there 

was no Starry	 Night in the museum. 

“There were paintings of flowers and 

many of him, but there was no Starry	

Night,” he said. This ability to process 

that something was missing from the 

expected indicates knowledge of, famil-

iarity with, and the development of an 

abstract mind—one that can think about 

a painting when it is not present in front 

of him/her. A major component of in-

tellectual development is this process of 

gradually moving from extremely con-

crete thinking to increasingly abstract 

thinking in an ever-increasing array of 

content areas. Moreover, parents re-

ported their children were recognizing 

Van Gogh’s paintings in the homes of 

people they visited—much to the resi-

dents’ amazement! Similarly, the chil-

dren would exclaim whenever they saw 

an advertisement for the museum exhib-

it, immediately recognizing Van Gogh’s 

work. The famous artist had become as 

familiar as a friend.

Art	Theory	

The deliberate integration of art theory 

into the MCI classroom benefitted the 

children emotionally, intellectually, and 

socially. From expressing how a paint-

ing made them feel to creating their own 

self-portrait to mentioning Van Gogh 

in passing, these encounters strength-

ened the functions of both sides of the 

brain. The Burton study of more than 

2000 children found that those in the 

arts curriculum were far superior in cre-

ative thinking, self-concept, problem-

solving, self-expression, risk-taking, 

and cooperation than those who were 

not (Burton et al., 1999). With that in 

mind, MCI preschool continued to re-

fer back to Van Gogh as they began a 

study of Edgar Degas, forcing the chil-

dren to draw comparisons and contrasts 

between two great artists and drawing 

them further and further from that ego-

centric persona. 

After exposing the children to Van 

Gogh and Degas’ art, I explored one 

technical artistic aspect as it correlates to 

emotional response. Since the children 

now had an awareness of what art was, 

I introduced color theory to show them 

how to produce that art for themselves. 

Drawing on the styles of Clifford Still 

and Mark Rothko, the children painted 

how they were feeling. A five-year-old 

says as she paints: “These colors make 

me feel happy. It’s because of the orange. 

The orange looks like an orangy-yellow. 

And the red looks like it has not been 

painted right. I wanted it that way. I like 

my painting because it is full of color. 

Like a rainbow. I want people to think 

that the artist is feeling great and happy.” 

I find the children expressing themselves 

better and more confidently as a result of 

the richness that has been added to their 

lives with the masters of art. 

Furthermore, the fine arts enhance per-

ceptual and cognitive skills. The MCI 

preschool teachers noticed the chil-

dren’s ability to construct patterns and 

develop logical reasoning. In a recently 

introduced work, a child is supposed to 

count the eggs in a basket and place the  
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corresponding numeral next to it. The 

cards are all mixed together but we found 

one of the students doing this work in a 

sequential order, thus redefining the cat-

egories of information through execu-

tive functioning. In a study conducted 

by Judith Burton at Columbia Univer-

sity, research showed that subjects such 

as mathematics, science and language 

require complex cognitive and creative 

capacities “typical of arts learning” 

(Burton, Horowitz, & Abeles, 1999). 

As we have seen by the way the children 

have been doing their work, the skills of 

order, precision, organization and clas-

sification have developed. 

We are also amazed at their increasing 

powers of deductive reasoning. The 

children have been introduced, for ex-

ample, to the Chinese characters for 

big  and small and they have categorized 

shamrocks and bugs into big and small. 

While reading a book to them in Chi-

nese, some children were able to recog-

nize these same characters in the book 

and describe what it meant. This ability 

to transfer what is learned from one con-

text to another is associated with abstract 

thinking. An abstract thinker is able to 

think about things when removed from 

them while a concrete thinker can reflect 

only on the here and now. Soon through 

deductive reasoning, the children were 

able to point to the character for medium 

as well. 

Art appreciation also helps the children 

develop their understanding of time and 

of a continuous thought process. For 

the egocentric preschooler, the present, 

or where they are right now in time is 

very important to them so a sense of 

time has to be gradually built in them. 

After introducing them to color theory 

by comparing the work of Mark Rothko 

with that of Clyfford Still, we returned 

to the work of Van Gogh, an artist stud-

ied earlier in the year. Armed with our 

new knowledge of color, we specifically 

examined how Van Gogh’s palette ex-

pressed emotion. Van Gogh’s The	Sower 

is a striking landscape of golden yellow 

and dusky blue hues. We prompted a 

discussion with questions such as:

How	 many	 colors	 do	 you	 see?	 Which	 one	

catches	your	 eye	 immediately?	Are	 the	 colors	

in	 this	 painting	mostly	 dark	 or	 light?	What	

kind	of	mood	or	feeling	do	you	get	from	looking	

at	this	painting?	What	does	it	remind	you	of?	

Is	there	another	artist	you	have	looked	at	that	

also	used	these	colors?	

We then told them that Van Gogh de-

scribed this painting as “a yellow sky 

with yellow sun” and asked them if 

this was an accurate description of the 

painting. Working through Van Gogh’s 

repertoire in a similar manner, the chil-

dren were particularly amused with his 

description of The	Bedroom: “two chairs 

the yellow of fresh butter”. Such analo-

gies enhanced the students’ vocabulary 

and laid a foundation for literacy ex-

pression in the future. To drive the de-

scription home, I brought in butter to 

the classroom so the children could see 

the color and decide if they thought the 

chairs were a similar shade of yellow. 

It was when one of the students wan-

dered off on her own initiative to find 

Color Box 3 (a Montessori material 

that consists of 63 colors representing 

seven graded shades of red, yellow, blue, 

green, purple, orange, brown, pink and 

gray) however, that we were truly able to 

see the depth of our art program. Com-

paring the color of butter to the chairs in 

the painting was one thing, but could we 

put it all together and match the yellow 

to a shade in the color box as well? This 

last step required many of the skills we 

developed in our study of Van Gogh and 

of color: deductive reasoning, waning 

egocentricism and sympathy. 

Making a connection with materials in 

their environment, one of the children 

brought out Color Box 3 (and looked 

for the shade of yellow that matched the 

butter and the yellow chairs in The Bed-

room. We took this opportunity to have 

the children describe the colors in the 

box and showed them how this exercise 

helped them to be more specific and rich 

in expressing themselves. 

Conclusion 

Given what we have observed in the 

classroom it is evident that the benefits 

of art appreciation enhance other areas 

of child development as well. That be-

ing said it is imperative that we create 

a space for art in the Early Childhood 

Curriculum. While it appears the Mon-

tessori classroom is best suited for inte-

grating art theory and art works into the 

prepared environment this can also be 

accomplished in more traditional pre-

schools. For example, during an arts and 

crafts period, the children could learn to 

paint their own sunflowers by looking 

at Van Gogh’s example. Additionally, 

there are several books for the preschool 

reading level that tells stories about the 

artist and their works. In this way a 
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foundation in the arts is built and will 

later encourage cognitive abilities and 

creative expression. Therefore whether 

it is Montessori or Reggio or play-

based, every preschool should provide 

their students with an opportunity to 

explore and to engage with the fine arts 

in order to develop a divergent mind. ¢
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