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Rethinking Critical Thinking and  
Its Role in Art Museum Education

OLGA HUBARD

Meaningful interactions with works of art are often absent from education. 
Across the country, art museums are intent on changing this situation. But 
to incorporate art viewing1 into an educational milieu that does not value 
art, art museum educators are constantly forced to justify the educational 
value of their programs. One common argument to substantiate the worth 
of art viewing is that it promotes critical thinking. In fact, several museums 
across the United States assert that the goal of their education programs is 
precisely to foster critical thinking in students.2

 These assertions are aligned with a growing body of research that 
proves that encounters with works of art can help develop skills associ-
ated with critical thinking.3 According to Willingham, critical thinking 
consists of “seeing both sides of an issue, being open to new evidence 
that disconfirms your ideas, reasoning dispassionately, demanding that 
claims be backed by evidence, [and] deducing and inferring conclusions 
from available facts.” In sync with this definition,4 the research shows 
that guided dialogues about art can promote skills, including obser-
vation, questioning, association, inference, evidential reasoning, and 
openness to multiple perspectives.
 The link between certain art viewing programs and the development of 
particular critical thinking skills is thus unquestionable. This said, it is one 
thing to recognize this link and quite another to say that art viewing matters 
because it fosters critical thinking skills. In this essay I will critique the notion 
that the purpose and contribution of art museum education is to develop 
discrete critical thinking skills in students. I will articulate several problems 
inherent to this idea and conclude by inviting museum educators to em-
brace a broader vision of their work.

Olga Hubard is an assistant professor of art education at Teachers College, Columbia 
University. She is interested in the value art encounters can have for nonexperts and 
what educators can do to make these encounters humanly significant.
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Problem 1

The research that links art viewing to critical thinking skills focuses on 
 programs that engage students with artworks through inquiry methods. 
According to Audet and Jordan, inquiry in education is generally associated 
with science. The National Science Education Standards echo this, stating 
that “inquiry into authentic questions generated from student experiences is 
the central strategy of teaching science.”5

 In inquiry learning, students construct and discover knowledge for 
 themselves. To this purpose, teachers invite them to observe their surround-
ings, detect peculiarities, ask questions, infer meaning, probe for alternative 
explanations, form conclusions, offer evidence, and continually reflect on 
their understanding.6 The close relationship of science education and in-
quiry is to be expected; the belief that knowledge is the result of observation 
and rigorous evidential reasoning is at the heart of the scientific method. 
Nonetheless, inquiry is also used in subjects such as social studies, language 
arts, math, and philosophy, and students are encouraged to think critically 
across the curriculum.7

 In inquiry-based art viewing programs, students spend extended  periods 
of time with a particular artwork. A facilitator—usually a school teacher or 
museum educator—encourages them to observe the work, to make connec-
tions, to interpret, to consider alternative readings, and to ground their as-
sertions on what they see.8 Through this process, students naturally practice 
and hone observation, association, interpretation, and the other skills that 
the research highlights.
 But as mentioned earlier, observation, association, interpretation, and so 
on are skills germane to the process of inquiry—a process that occurs in 
science and other subjects when good teaching is in place. So, while it is 
valid to assert that students develop critical thinking skills through inquiry-
based art viewing programs, one can hardly argue that this is the contribu-
tion of art viewing: observation, association, and the other skills are prac-
ticed whenever a rigorous inquiry into an object (or situation) with visual 
features is conducted—whether the object is an artwork or not. And if one 
positions critical thinking as the contribution of art museum education, in-
formed decision makers will realize that critical thinking will happen in a 
school regardless of whether students engage with art, as long as solid in-
quiry is conducted in other subjects.9

 An alternative advocacy strategy, then, is to focus on the overlap across 
disciplines and to argue that the purpose of art viewing is to promote skills 
that are useful in other subjects. As art education scholars such as Eisner, 
Hetland, and Winner10 have pointed out, this, too, is a weak argument. Its 
flaw becomes evident if one reverses the contention to assert that the pur-
pose of science, or social studies, or language arts is to foster critical think-
ing skills that will help students in their encounters with art. That this can 
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happen is feasible: skills utilized across subjects can be developed in one 
field and applied in others. Thoughtful teachers know how to make the best 
of such interdisciplinary interrelationships. Nevertheless, the purpose of a 
subject is never merely to support the next one. In spite of tremendous over-
lap, each discipline, at its core, underscores distinct aspects of the human 
experience and provides unique lenses for understanding—lenses that to-
gether give students a broader, deeper vision of their worlds. To stress what 
Eisner and others have argued, to establish the worth of art education based 
on its support to other subjects is to devalue the unique perspective of art 
from the start.

Problem 2

With the focus outside art education, we fail to consider what critical 
 thinking skills might afford students within the realm of art viewing. In ef-
fect, the assertion that the purpose of art viewing is to develop critical think-
ing skills implies that there is no motive for someone to engage with art 
once he or she has mastered these valuable skills.
 Museum educators often refer to the emphasis on skills as an antidote 
to the traditional top-down lecture. In a typical lecture, the educator de-
fines the content that is worth knowing and passes it on to students, shut-
ting out any questions, observations, and impressions students may have. 
By contrast, a skills-based program empowers students to make meaning 
from artworks for themselves, veering away from predetermined content. 
The value of equipping students with critical thinking skills that facilitate 
meaning making is unquestionable. The problem is that the discourse about 
the purpose of art viewing ends up only focusing on the development of 
skills and disregards that skills are valuable, not for themselves, but be-
cause of the meanings, understandings, and experiences they afford. From 
a disciplinary perspective, saying that the purpose of art viewing is to foster 
critical thinking skills is akin to saying that the purpose of learning to play 
an instrument is to promote finger speed, strength, and precision. Speed, 
strength, and precision: Yes, but to what end? And observation, interpreta-
tion, and evidential reasoning: Yes, but for what purpose? What might stu-
dents adept at these skills gain through their encounters with art—beyond 
practicing these skills? What kinds of understandings, or meanings, or ex-
periences will they have access to? How might these meanings matter?
 It seems that in their efforts to avoid the predetermined contents of the 
traditional lecture, some art museum educators have come to neglect the 
significance of all contents—including those that students shape through 
their encounters with art. And if we don’t consider the kinds of meanings, 
experiences, and understandings that emerge when students think critically 
about an artwork, our contentions about the purpose and contribution of art 
museum education remain superficial at best.
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Problem 3

The sort of logical reasoning that inquiry affords is one important way to 
make meaning from artworks. But unlike the contents of written texts, art-
works present themselves as physical (or virtual) entities that exist in the 
same space as we do. Works of visual art are embodied in images that the 
eyes perceive and in things that can potentially be touched.11 Therefore, 
there is a sense of immediacy in the way viewers begin to apprehend an art-
work: a physical, sensorial, and often emotional engagement that precedes, 
and sometimes overrides, the conceptual.12

 This is not to say that art always speaks exclusively to people’s bodies 
and emotions. As was implied earlier, artworks can provoke viewers to 
form compelling interpretations through rational thought processes.13 Thus, 
experiences with works of art can be simultaneously conceptual and em-
bodied; they can set in motion at once a person’s reason, senses, emotions, 
and motor channels of response.14

 For many education professionals, the idea of embodied ways of 
 knowing is suspect. A long-standing Cartesian mindset underlies this reti-
cence. The Cartesian schema, inherited from the Enlightenment and prevail-
ing in today’s educational milieu, splits intellect from body and considers 
logical reasoning as the one path to true knowledge. Art programs that fo-
cus chiefly on measurable, rational skills epitomize this approach. From the 
twentieth century on, however, humanists, scientists, and educators have 
reconsidered the status of the body and emotions in the construction of 
knowledge.15 As Lakoff and Johnson assert, “the mind is not merely corpo-
real but also passionate, desiring, social”;16 hence, “our sense of what is real 
begins with and depends crucially upon our bodies.”17

 Stating that the purpose of encounters with works of art is to develop 
 rational thinking skills is to neglect the complex, multidimensional process-
es through which humans come to know the world. That this assertion is 
made in the context of art education is paradoxical, as artworks are unique-
ly positioned to engage and integrate multiple ways of knowing.18 From a 
practical standpoint, art viewing programs whose chief goal is to promote 
discrete measurable skills risk depriving students of important aspects of 
what it is to learn from art. Can one say that a language-based rational in-
quiry into an artwork is of necessity more educational than an encounter 
that eludes logical reasoning and perhaps even words? On what basis? To 
address this question one needs to go beyond thinking about art and ponder 
what kinds of experiences are worthy of a growing mind.19

Final Thought

To return to the issue of advocacy: One common claim is that, given the 
current educational climate, highlighting measurable reasoning skills is the 
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best way to secure the place of art museum education programs in schools.20 
Maybe so—especially if decision makers are ill informed. But if we choose 
this argument for marketing purposes, we must at least distinguish our sell-
ing line from the philosophy that guides our programs. This way, one argu-
ment will get our feet through the door while a richer one shapes multidi-
mensional art experiences for students.
 There is an alternative to this potentially effective, though somewhat 
schizophrenic, approach. It involves joining forces to promote a broader vi-
sion of education—one that is hospitable to the richness of art and that has 
room for more than the easily measurable. People reluctant to take this path 
will comment on the implausibility of changing an overwhelming, increas-
ingly restricted approach to education. These skeptics may or may not be 
right. But if we stop short of trying, then we know for certain that the trou-
bling status quo will ultimately continue to control what students learn—
and what they do not.
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