Gerald Sroufe, AERA jsroufe@aera.net; 202-223-9485

Comments on CRITICAL LINKS

May 16, 2002

Good morning.  I want to extend my congratulations to Richard and James, and their colleagues, on the successful completion of this challenging project.  This is an important study, and I am happy to have had an opportunity to be involved as an advisor.

As you may have noticed, “educational research” is the middle name of my association.  And one of the contributions the report makes is to inform policy makers – and especially appropriators – that more research is needed.  This is an admonition we are always willing to offer.  However, the argument implicit in the report goes beyond research as a general good.  Rather, the report makes the case that research about the relationship between the arts and academic learning is a productive arena for the investment of our scare education research dollars. I believe that continuation and expansion of work such as is summarized in the compendium holds promise for being a fertile field for study of central education questions, including those dealing with meta-cognition, problem solving, motivation, learner persistence and transfer.

The discussion of transfer of learning offered by James Catterall in the compendium’s concluding essay will be very familiar to those who have read two of the most recent reports from scholars at the National Academy of Sciences:  How People Learn, and Knowing What Students Know.  I mention these reports to suggest that James is on very solid ground in his analysis.

(Time permitting, one would like discuss an area of research not explored in the study:  the context in which learning takes place – the conditions for learning -- represented by schools and even communities.  The culture or learning climate of a school clearly impacts the learning that occurs there, and the presence or absence of arts programs clearly impacts the climate of the school and the conditions known to influence learning.)  

From the perspective of the research community the Partnership’s report appears likely to become a benchmark study.  That is, it will be a starting place for future research in the arts because it represents a fairly comprehensive picture of what research-based knowledge exists about the critical links between the arts and learning, and the manner in which this topic has been approached by researchers in the late 20th century.   I fully expect that the existence of the study will stimulate more and better research questions, and that the improved questions will be studied in more and better ways.

The immediate implications of the study with regard to education research are three.  First, additional resources are required.  The report is meritorious, but it is necessarily a thin volume, including some rather thin studies.  More robust relationships about the critical links between the arts and learning will require more robust funding -- something of the order of magnitude of the country’s investment in research in reading. 

Second, applied attention to research in the arts should inform the creation of improved background variables in longitudinal studies already supported by the federal government.  A richer set of variables depicting the nature, quality, and extensiveness of arts experiences in school and home is essential in order to explore the transfer issues raised at the conclusion of Catterall’s commentary.

Third, and in conclusion, the compendium suggests that John Hersey was wrong in his 1960 depiction of a pedagogy for advanced mathematical training.  In his apocryphal novel, The Child Buyer, he created a disturbing story in which the mathematical skill of a child was enhanced by the systematic reduction of all humanistic portions of his life, in order to focus his mind solely on mathematics.  This reduction of non-mathematical experiences ultimately included the literal reduction of senses of sound, taste, and sight.  Happily, Hersey was exactly wrong.  Critical Links, and contemporary theories of cognition, demonstrate that the building blocks for learning and sound instruction require providing students opportunities to build connections among many and diverse experiences, including the arts.  

