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Socioconstructivist Theory in an Arts-Integrated Curriculum

by
Linda Mc]{ay Aulgur

Introduction

Lisa adjusts her red-feathered hen mask as the curtain goes up for the performance of
"Down at Economy Farm" based on the folktale fable of the little red hen. She listens for her cue as
four of her classmates play the theme music for the little red hen on wooden xylophones. Coordinating her movements to the music, she demonstrates the hen's steady and industrious character.
She pantomimes cleaning, sweeping, and the joy of finding a wheat seed to plant. As the play
continues, she and her second grade classmates portray the familiar story to demonstrate their
knowledge of economic concepts such as producers and consumers, wants and needs, bartering
and opportunity costs.
For six weeks, the class has planned and collaborated with each other and their teachers in
creating their animal masks, designing the stage scenery and its arrangement, as well as in
arranging the instrumental and vocal music that accompanies the story. They have decided what
the wording of the script should include, and what stage movements will be most effective in
conveying ideas and emotions. Throughout the planning and rehearsals, the children made many
decisions to improve their production. During a six-week integration unit on economics, they have
had multiple opportunities to further their knowledge of economics through more in-depth
reading and writing, as well as math, art, and music experiences. In this expressive arts school,
children use the arts as well as more conventional methods to construct knowledge and to demonstrate it to their peers. Their art, music, and classroom teachers collaborate to provide this rich,
integrated learning environment.
For educators investigating the theoretical underpinnings of an arts-integrated curriculum, three topics within the literature can be reviewed: 1) sociocultural constructivist theory about
how children learn, 2) constructing and expressing meaning through the use of cultural tools, and
3) the role of expressive arts and language in integrated curriculum.
Sociocultural Constructivist Theory of Learning

Constructivism is a theory about how learners acquire knowledge; it is based on the belief
that individuals have an intrinsic desire to make sense of the world. Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky
are the two theorists most often associated with constructivist learning theory. Constructivism
can be interpreted from two major points of view about children's learning; one set of premises is
based primarily on Piaget's work and cognitive psychology and the other is based primarily on
Vygotsky's ideas and sociocultural theory (Cobb, 1996; Harris & Graham, 1994). Sociocultural
theory holds that learning occurs in a social, cultural context and is mediated by cultural tools,
such as language and the arts. Thus, as will be explicated more fully below, the Vygotskian
perspective is an appropriate lens through which to examine an arts-integrated curriculum.
For socioculturalists, knowledge is based on experience, but the interpretation of that experience occurs through a cultural lens, and structures for interpretation are socially constructed.
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These interpretations are expressed through writing, pictures, gestures, or other ways of communicating. Sociocultural theory explains that social experience directly shapes an individual's ways
of thinking and interpreting the environment. Children's sociocultural constructions of knowledge
"are not endogenous phenomena located simply in the individual. They are artifacts of a chain of
interlocutors; mutual expectations and adjustments in actions, verbalizations, and thoughts"
(Perret-Clermont, Perret, & Bell, 1991, p. 59). Vygotsky's theory is, thus , the basis for explaining
the social and cultural aspects of knowledge construction (Gelman, Massey, & McManus, 1991;
Fosnot, 1996).
Vygotsky's sociocultural perspective includes three general beliefs that appear in most of
his work (Wertsch, 1990; Wertsch & Toma, 1996). The first belief is that of a developmental, or
genetic, analysis to explain human activity and how it changes over time. His second belief is that
higher mental functioning, which occurs in the individual's social activity, has two identifiable
planes. The first is the actual social interaction between or among individuals and the second
occurs when the individual internalizes and interprets the experience in his or her own mind .
Vygotsky's third belief is that higher mental functioning is mediated by tools and signs (Wertsch,
p. 114). Tools and signs include all things in an individual's background and environment that can
give sense to an experience. Tools could be memory devices such as multiplication tables , dictionaries, maps , culturally accepted forms ofreasoning, and most importantly, language in all forms.
This last theme is demonstrated through Vygotsky's interest in semiotics (sign systems), linguistics, and literary analysis. He emphasized that the sign systems used in human communication,
particularly speech, play an important role in cognitive functioning. These sign systems become
tools for mediation, or shaping and defining one's thinking (Dixon-Krause, 1996). Language is a
powerful tool, passed down to younger members of a cultural group by the more mature members
(Tudge, 1990). A great deal of Vygotsky's research focused on how speech intertwined with other
aspects of social and individual activity. Children, in using language with adults, come to have
fuller understanding of both the language system and the meanings that can be shared through it.
The varied mental tools that can be called "languages" will be discussed in greater detail in the
next section.
The significance that Vygotsky placed on interactions between adult and child, or among
children who are at different developmental levels, is reflected in his most widely known educational construct, the zone of proximal development. All children, as well as adults, have two levels
of development: their actual development and their potential development. The two levels define
the boundaries of the zone of proximal development. Vygotsky offered the zone of proximal development to deal with the practical problems of assessing children's intellectual abilities and the
evaluation of pedagogy. He was interested not only in what the child already knows , but what
potential the learner might achieve if the optimal instructional practices were offered (Moll, 1990;
Wertsch, 1985).
When an adult, or a child on a higher cognitive level , interacts with a child in order to help
the child move on to his or her potential understandings, the successful teaching/learning interactions have come to be called scaffolding. While Vygotsky himself did not use this term , subsequent
scholars have developed the idea of scaffolding to show how the social interaction between adult
and child can foster cognitive growth and increased child performance. These interactions, or
scaffolding, between teacher and learner provide the learner with the support and guidance necessary to achieve a goal that would be unattainable without the support (Berk & Winsler, 1995;
Fosnot, 1996; Gallimore & Tharp, 1990).
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While Vygotsky postulated that learning occurs during interaction with a more knowledgeable other, recent research has studied the interactions of learners with peers of similar abilities.
The findings of this research indicate that children do not necessarily have to interact with
someone functioning at a higher level, but that the social interaction itself is enough to bring
about higher level thinking (Dixon-Krause, 1996; Forman & Cazden, 1985; Tudge, 1990). This
research has implications for teachers planning learning experiences in which children are given
the opportunity to talk through problem-solving experiences with others who are not necessarily
more knowledgeable.
In summary, Vygotsky believed that mental processing first occurs socially between
individuals and then moves on to an individual plane. Children interact with peers or teachers,
listen to each others' perspectives, and use language as a tool to state their own perspectives or
clarify others' opinions. As children are using cultural tools such as language, they are also internalizing these tools in a personally meaningful way. Thus, they learn culturally valued ways of
understanding (Bodrova & Leong, 1996; Dixon-Krauss, 1996; Forman & Cazden, 1985; Gallimore
& Tharp, 1990; Palinscar, Brown, & Campione, 1993; Wertsch, 1991). Language, the most widely
used tool in communication, can have many forms, including the arts .
Using the Arts as Mental Tools to Construct Meaning

Language is known as "the universal tool" because it is common to all human culture (Bodrova
& Leong, 1996; Wertsch, 1985). Vygotsky included all sign systems known to a particular culture

as mental tools and acknowledged that there are many forms oflanguage. Music, art, and drama
are all forms oflanguage that can be used for mediating cognitive development (Bodrova & Leong,
1996; Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1993; Gallas, 1994).
Mediation can be described as "the use of an object or symbol to represent a specific
behavior or another object in the environment. For example, the word red mediates the perception
of colors" (Bodrova & Leong, 1996, p. 161). The concept ofred includes a way of assigning meaning
to something that is a particular hue, including classifying how it differs from other hues that are
not red. The word has become the tool for us to mediate the concept. Specific language labels, such
as the word "red" or "yellow" help speakers to accurately recall properties of objects. The perception of red might be different across cultures, and what we know about red we gained from our
particular culture.
This cultural tool of language mediates thinking; however, it is not the only cultural tool to
do so. In Reggio Emilia, Italy, teachers encourage young children to use various media in addition
to oral language to represent their thinking. The educators in Reggio Emilia have described these
multiple avenues ofrepresentation as "the hundred languages of children" (Edwards, Gandini, &
Forman, 1993, p. 3). Gallas (1994) also uses the term "languages" to describe children's work in the
arts as a means to demonstrate knowledge. She feels that the arts, because they are not limited to
just spoken language, can offer teachers a broader opportunity to study "with children, what kinds
of understandings they are building in the classroom" (p. 117).
By producing and performing through expressive arts and reflecting on this process, the
child has multiple ways to construct knowledge. Hoffman and Lamme (1989) note that "a strong
program in the expressive arts builds upon what children already know and trusts them to
construct their own new knowledge" (p. 94). Through arts integration, students have many opportunities to self-assess knowledge , refine it, and demonstrate that knowledge to themselves and
7

others. An example of this kind of reflective process happens when a child thinks, "I'm going to
draw the bird," then realizes after examining the sketch, "I need to make the wings show more."
They experiment with a flight-like motion with their arms, and observe peers doing the same.
After noting the angle of their peers' arms, they refine their drawing. They show the drawing
stating, "This is a bird flying."
The ability to recognize images and symbols enables children to represent their world to
others. Vygotsky thought that this use of sign systems as tools was crucial to making meaning
(Dyson, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978). Gardner (1994) states "every art form involves communication on
the part of one person (or subject) to another by means of a symbolic object that the first subject
has created, and that the second is able in some way to understand, react to, or appreciate"
(p. 30). Children learn very early in life to "read" many symbols, such as a lullaby to signify
bedtime, clapping of hands to represent approval, or a red octagonal sign to mean stop. Dyson
(1993) explains "a symbol-a word, a picture, a dance-exists because of a human intention to
infuse some tangible form-a sound, a mark, a movement-with meaning and thereby, to comment
on or take action in the social world" (p. 23). This symbolization and representation provides ways
for the child to hold on to an experience and to rethink it, constructing further sense from it
(Bowman, 1990). All of the arts provide ways for structuring ideas which can change, appear in
new contexts, and take on multiple meanings. According to Templeton (1995), art and music are
"alternative" ways of knowing, tapping "intuitive, nonlinguistic recesses in our minds and souls."
He suggests that the arts bring "an affective component to the construction of our cognitive
schemata" (p. 15).
Eisner (1972) defines this cognitive schemata as intelligence. He further states that intelligence is qualitative; it is a process of problem solving. Therefore, because artistic activity is a
series of problem-solving experiences, it is regarded as a mode of intelligence (Gardner, 1982;
Cohen & Gainer, 1995). In early childhood classrooms where art is encouraged and respected as a
method of expression, children can be observed deep in thought as they paint a picture or work
with a ball of clay, solving spatial relationship problems in order to convey what they see in their
minds. Wheatley and Mambo (1994) note that "educators should agree that the goal oflanguage in
any culture is communication and expression and that music and art are unique forms of communication and expression, each with its own language and media" (p. 10). Eisner (1990, 1997) and
Leland and Harste (1994) specifically warn against an overreliance on spoken and written
language for meaning making and encourage schools to recognize multiple sign systems including
art, music, mathematics, drama, and language because each offers a different perspective.
Vygotsky thought the aim of education was to elevate the child to higher levels of functioning by moving him or her toward the ability to use abstract reasoning or synthesis (Bodrova &
Leong, 1996; Dixon-Krauss, 1996). In an arts-integrated curriculum, where performance is
frequently used as a means of expression, students are constantly exposed to situations that can
develop abstract reasoning. The performing arts of music, dance, and drama each involve three
actions: creation, performance, and reception (Hoffman, 1992). Through the roles of composer,
performer, or audience member, the child refines both his or her productive and receptive forms of
communication. In creating, a student goes beyond analytic thinking to the higher order of
abstract reasoning (Oddleifson, 1989). Through the performance, a student gains social acceptance and personal identity. All communication requires an audience-there has to be a sender and
a receiver. Each of these art forms has an intended audience-the receiver. Each receiver interprets
and makes his or her own personal meanings of the work.
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Education in the expressive arts encourages imaginative thinking, enhances nonverbal as
well as verbal communication, fosters critical and technical skills such as art and music evaluation and production, and leads to self-discovery and self-expression (Mambo & Wheatley, 1992).
Hart-Davis (1994) found that many academic skills were enhanced through the integration of arts
and content material. These included heightened learning ability, test scores, achievement levels,
understanding of other subjects, self-esteem, productivity, creativity, and understanding of the
arts' effect on everyday life~

The Role of Arts and Language in an Integrated Curriculum
A century and a half ago, Fredrich Froebel stressed the importance of art in curriculum for
young children. He recommended children have a universal comprehensive education that
included singing, drawing, painting, and modeling (Alper, 1992). Throughout history the arts have
most often been taught as distinct bodies of knowledge. The Western approach tends to compartmentalize, or "look at one area of life in isolation from the rest of life, deluding ourselves into
thinking that we are seeing the whole picture. For children, though, experience is interconnected"
(Manins, 1994, p. 37).
In the early twentieth century, curriculum integration was a main component of the
progressive education movement led by John Dewey. He emphasized the integration of knowledge
and life experiences. Dewey (1938) also saw the danger in focusing on isolated subject matter.
Dewey's goals "elevated the importance of art, and music ... for their intrinsic value and potential
to help students learn other subjects" (Levin, 1991, p. 74). Because of problems with implementation and varied interpretations of the progressive movement, it was criticized as an "anything
goes" approach. So schools returned to separating subjects and defining teaching as regimentation
(New, 1992).
The early 1970s brought open classrooms with cross-disciplinary approaches influenced by
the British Infant Schools. But again, the variety of interpretations of child-centered curriculum
was responsible for education swinging back to a more content focused, separate discipline
approach in the 1980s (New, 1992). Interest in Piaget, which began with translations of his work
in the late 1960s, has continued through the past decade. This interest has helped the educational
tide swing back to child-centered, integrated curriculum in the 1990s.
Much current research supports the integration of subjects, including the visual arts (Seefeldt,
1992), and will be discussed in greater detail in the next section. Vygotsky's work (cited in earlier
sections) also has become influential in how educators now view children's learning. Although his
theories differ from Piaget's, particularly regarding the role of adults in helping children learn,
both he and Piaget emphasize the interrelationship of language and learning (Bodrova & Leong,
1996; Cobb, Boufi, McClain, & Whitenack, 1997). This symbiotic relationship of language and
learning is an important component in expressive arts schools with arts integrated curriculum .
Teachers basing instructional practices on Vygotsky's theory provide a learning environment that
is a "highly literate setting in which many different types of symbolic communication are used and
integrated" (Berk & Winsler, 1995, p. 115). Vygotsky believed that cognition is a social phenomenon and regarded language as "a critical bridge between the sociocultural world and individual
mental functions" (p. 12). The interrelationship of spoken and written communication with the
arts is discussed in the following two sections.
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Arts and Language

Pappas, Kiefer, and Levstik (1995) state, "Language and the arts are our humanistic
vehicles for constructing and conveying meaning" (p. 190). These authors believe that language
and the arts are branches of the same root, yet they differentiate language as a way of naming and
the arts as a way of knowing. Gardner (1982) also ties language and the arts together. Through
language and the arts , the human mind creates, revises, transforms , and "recreates wholly fresh
products, systems and even worlds of meaning" (p. 5). This method of moving between different
sign systems strengthens understandings as children have to consciously reflect on their learning
(Eisner, 1982). Recognizing the importance of the relationship of signs, symbols, language, and
learning in the classroom, educators who advocate arts integration have a strong interest in the
way in which spoken and written language is taught. Most proponents of arts-integrated curriculum view learning as occurring holistically and value whole language theory (Dixon-Krauss, 1996;
Goodman & Goodman, 1990; Leland & Harste, 1994; Manning, Manning, Long, & Wolfson, 1987;
Mason, 1996; Sawyer & Sawyer, 1993).
The whole language research base draws from sociocultural constructivist learning theory.
Vygotsky (1978) stated that children should learn to read and write the same way as they learn to
speak. This belief that facility with written language "develops as speech does, in the context of its
use," is the foundation of whole language (Goodman & Goodman, 1990, p. 223). Goodman and
Goodman identify four key concepts of whole language that come from Vygotsky's theory. These
concepts include the importance oflearning literacy in a context personally relevant to the learner;
having children be in control of their own learning; using play and other "out-of-school" experiences as a basis of higher level schooled concepts ; and the relationship of teaching and learning in
which teachers become "insightful kid-watchers who sense from what kids are doing what they
are capable of doing" (p. 228, italics in original). This last concept emphasizes the adult's role in
facilitating learning experiences in children's zones of proximal development. Whole language
teachers also know the value of collaborative peer learning and encourage learners to work
together on problems that are personally relevant to them. Teachers collaborating among themselves is also based on individuals communicating in a variety of ways and another component of
a constructive approach to learning (Krajcik, Blumenfeld , Marx, & Soloway, 1994).
Mambo and Wheatley (1992) found that a whole language teaching approach naturally
incorporates the arts. By participating in various art forms , children can utilize and refine both
creative and critical thinking skills holistically. Knowledge and skills in the real world are rarely
fragmented . "People use language arts skills, math skills, and knowledge from other content area s
in integrated ways as they confront real-life problems" (Salinger, 1996, p. 36).
Benefits of Integrated Curriculum

Quality interdisciplinary programs should involve students in making connections among
the disciplines and should be guided by children's interests and input (Jacobs, 1989, 1991; Sawyer
& Sawyer, 1993). Acknowledging that children must learn about what is relevant to their lives,
and not just accumulate isolated bits of knowledge , is a fundamental principle of curriculum
supported by sociocultural constructivist theory (Au , Mason, & Scheu , 1995; Chard , 1992; Lave,
1991; Berk & Winsler, 1995). Katz and Chard (1989) have also contributed much to the body of
research literature in support of early childhood integrated curriculum that is relevant,
project-based, and stems from student-initiated questions. Since art and music are media through
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which children are usually comfortable in expressing themselves, the arts-integrated curriculum
is a natural, relevant way for children to construct new knowledge and express their understandings.
Each of the expressive arts can be used to enhance learning from various other disciplines.
Sims describes how the fine arts enhance each other through relationships among dance, theater,
and music. "Because young children's learning is not compartmentalized, even when we think we
are teaching 'poetry' or 'sound sources' or 'music' ... we are always teaching much more" (Sims, in
Hoffman, Kantner, Colbert, & Sims, 1991, p. 24). Langfit (1994), Fitzgerald (1983), and Lamme
(1990) detail teaching methods using music to help children learn to rea<;l. Research also links
music with increased student academic performance in reading (Hart-Davis, 1994; Lamb &
Gregory, 1993; Rivard & Bieske, 1993). Using creative movement to express certain elements in a
story can foster children's interest in literature (Sayre, 1990; Crinklaw-Kiser, 1996).
Visual art has long been viewed as a symbolic means of communication. Lowenfeld and
Brittain (1975 ), however, cautioned teachers to view children's art as a creative process rather
than a finished product. The creative component is a necessary element in "the learning process
and essential for holistic experiences that explore, clarify and enhance" (Kantner, in Hoffman,
Kantner, Colbert, & Sims, 1991, p. 23 ). Connecting writing and art is a way to deepen understandings as children reflect upon their actions and record them in a journal (Ernst, 1995).
Arts-infused education has found international acceptance. Three countries, Hungary,
Japan, and the Netherlands , that lead the world in science achievement of fourteen-year-olds are
reported to include expressive arts education (Oddleifson, 1989). Across the United States a few
arts-infused schools have been noted in the research literature as having documented evidence
that academic performance improved in all areas as a result of arts integration (Hanna, 1992;
Oddleifson, 1989). They include the Elm Creative Arts School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, the Ashley
River Creative Arts Elementary School in Charleston, South Carolina, and the St.Augustine School
of Arts in the South Bronx. Gardiner, Fox, Knowles, and Jeffery (1996) have published data
supporting their theory that by participating in an arts-infused program, kindergarten and
first-grade students in Providence, Rhode Island, developed better attitudes toward learning. Their
study, publicized on National Public Radio in 1996, also suggests that learning arts skills forces
mental stretching useful for other areas of learning, math in particular. These reports , however,
must be interpreted cautiously. They indicate only a set of correlational findings linking arts and
achievement.
Summary
Constructivist learning theory starts with the premise that children are in charge of their
own learning and strive to make sense of the world around them by constantly reflecting on and
changing existing ideas and concepts. Vygotskian theory holds that knowledge construction comes
about within a particular social and cultural context and is mediated by tools such as language,
mathematics, and the arts. Children gain information and strategies for using these tools by interacting with both peers and teachers. Teachers can mediate learning experiences by varying the
opportunities for social interaction among children and by scaffolding children's learning in their
zones of proximal development. Because of the emphasis in sociocultural theory on the ways in
which multiple cultural tools shape individual thinking as children internalize cultural ways of
knowing , a Vygotskian perspective is an appropriate lens through which to examine an
arts-integrated curriculum.
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The arts, as cultural tools, represent cultural values and offer a medium for individuals
to construct and refine ideas and to share them with others. Since the arts can be thought of
conceptually as multiple languages for student communication, an arts-integrated program gives
children many opportunities to construct knowledge and express it in a variety of ways and to
progress to higher levels of knowledge in the process.

An integrated curriculum is not divided into separate subjects but takes the global perspective of the child. Through expressing ideas in a variety of art and literary forms, children exhibit
and refine their personal meanings of the world around them. The arts offer multiple venues of
culturally accepted forms of expression. Each of the arts offers opportunities for children to make
connections and to represent their knowledge to others. In order to offer an exemplary
arts-integrated program, teachers must work collaboratively to plan and enact the learning
environment and emerging curriculum.
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