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INTRODUCTION

In this dissertation I wish to show that the new Junior
Certificate examination provides a much more accurate
estimate of a student's ability (in Art class) than the
previous Intermediate Certificate examination, from the
point of view of an overall Art education for both the
average student and especially the weaker students. The
projects which have been set for the new Junior
Certificate are much more extensive and practical, and

give students of all abilities a better chance.

My dissertation is divided into three chapters. The first
chapter consists of an exploration into the psychological
development of the child. In the second chapter, I will
be defining the slow learner in greater detail and
discussing the development of this type of student in the
Art room and the obstacles they may come up against in a
normal class environment. The third chapter will
demonstrate the advantages of the Junior Certificate
syllabus over the old Intermediate Certificate
examination. It will also show how the new Art, Craft and
Design syllabus sihows an understanding of both the power

of the environment and the positive aspects of using



creativity as a main source to stimulate and encourage
both the average student and the slower student to achieve

their natural potential.



Chapter 1.

AN EXPLORATION INTO THE PSYCHOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE

CHILD AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO THE SLOW LEARNER.
In this chapter I explore the different factors which
constitute the normal development of a child. These
factors which contribute to normal development are many
and varied. I will deal with cognition, intelligence, the
affective factors, perception, language, personality, the
effect of the home environment and finally innate factors.
Having briefly defined and explored current theories on
the above aspects of the child's psychological
development, I will then go on to discuss how a slow
learner functions within these definitions and theories of

development.

Cognition

Cognition may be defined as "an action or faculty of
knowing, perceiving and conceiving distinct from emotional
knowledge or feeling." (1) The term cognitive, which
comes from the Latin 'cognito' - to know, refers to all
psychological abilities associated with thinking and with
knowing. Fontana says that - '"The cognitive process
allows us to identify, interpret, organise and apply

information in the solving of problems and the attainment



4.
of desired goals." (2) However cognition also involves
the creative and constructive process of relating new
information to existing knowledge so without normal
cognitive development, a child's creative ability will be

hindered or impaired in some way.

Bruner sees cognitive learning or cognition as comprising
of three major processes:

1. The acquisition of information.

2. The transformation or manipulation of this information

into a form suitable for dealing with the task in
hand.

3. The testing or checking the inadequacy of this
transformation. (3)

This is another way of saying that a well adjusted child

has an innate or built in process which will absorb,

transform and finally check all material or problems it is

asked to deal with. Cognition is therefore a vital

process for educational progress.

Intelligence

Intelligence is not something that can be directly gauged.
In 1958 David Weschler, one of the most influential
figures in the current intelligence testing movement,
defined intelligence as - 'the global capacity of the
individual to act purposefully, to think rationally and to

deal effectively with his environment." (4) I would also
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define it as the ability to see relationships and to then
use this ability to solve problems that may occur in any
area of life. Some psychologists define intelligence as
proficiency in Intelligence Quotient tests, a process
where mental ages are matched with chronological ages.
But the defining of intelligence as the ability to score
highly in I.Q. tests falls down because it is now widely
accepted that measured intelligence is a consequence of
both genetic and environmental factors. 1I.Q. tests
themselves have shown that a child's I.Q. score can

improve with a stimulating environment.

Early researchers believed that intelligence was
inherited, but this view changed in the 1930's with the
Behaviourist movement. The Behaviourists shifted the
emphasis from genetics to environment. They believed that
we become what we are as a result of the learning
experiences we are subject to from birth. Here the whole
nature versus nurture dispute came about, but it is now
widely accepted that intelligence is an interaction of

environment and genetics.

What we must never forget while trying to define the
personality and development of the child, is that each

child is unique and the knowledge made available for each
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child through their environment is unique, that the
cognitive faculty of each child is unique and the ability
of each child to interpret, organise and transform
information is unique. (5) The information given (for
example in a class situation) may be the same, but each
child may use a different cognitive process to arrive at
an answer or an understanding of that information. For
example, if a child is asked twelve multiplied by twelve
in a Mathematics class, one child may know the correct
answer straight away. Another child may have to say the
twelve times table to arrive at it, and another may add
all the twelves together. And again another may use
association with his or her twelve times division - twelve
into one hundred and forty four and reach the correct
answer. They will all eventually arrive at the answer but

the methods they use are very different.

The process is as varied in Art. For example, the Art
teacher may give a class on perspective. The
interpretation given by each child will be different
depending on their history (i.e. genetics and
environment). It is my belief that every child's ability
in this will be largely dictated by their environment.

Now this is a huge statement, but I believe it to be true.

I will give an example from a classroom situation that I
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found myself in last year. I asked my students to draw
two converging lines with a ruler. The ability to draw
two converging lines involves a cognitive process in that
the student must understand what 'converging' means and
understand how to use a ruler and must also understand the
number, two. However the execution of the two converging
lines will depend on the environment of the student if for
a moment we include language, i.e. the significance of the
ruler to the child. One student used the ruler as a
violent weapon and began pointing it as a gun at his
fellow students, thus causing discipline problems. At
this point, I had two choices - to correct the student and
insist he draw two converging lines so that the class
could continue uniformly, or allow his environment and
associations to be expressed by telling him to forget the
converging lines and draw a gun. I chose the latter and
the student did a good drawing of a gun and the class
continued smoothly. Another child drew the two converging
lines, listened attentively, but seemed to be devoid of
the imagination and free association of the more
disruptive child. The obedient student was acting from
environmental conditioning. He did not question and did
not disrupt probably what he has been taught at home. One
could argue that both children were skilled in different

ways. The 'good' child seemed to lack imagination, while
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the 'undisciplined' child was imaginative. This showed
that a very ordered environment may not be very
stimulating and could stunt a child's cognitive

development so that their natural or innate intelligence

may be thwarted in some way.

The Affective Factor

The Affective factor is extremely important and plays a

huge part in the psychological development of the child.
The affective factor applies to the emotional factors
associated with human behaviour. It includes attitudes
and value systems, emotions and feelings, ambitions,
aspirations, personal complexes and self regard. It
takes in both the conscious and unconscious and

incorporates many of the things which helps define
individuals. (6)

The affective factor is always in operation in the
student. For example, if the teacher tells the students
to draw their own houses, one student may draw his/her
house much bigger than it actually is. They may not
necessarily be boasting, but may be expressing their
emotional attachment to their house because their parents
live there and the size of the house appears bigger in
their mind than it really is. So the simple exercise of
drawing one's house has a very complex outcome and the
main reason for this is the affective factor intermingling

with the cognitive process.
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It can be argued that the distinction between the
cognitive and affective factor is merely an artificial one
because the two are so intertwined. A crude distinction
is to define cognition as pure thought and to define the
affective factor as pure feeling. These are absolutes and
philosophical principles and I do not think it is possible
for anyone to act purely from pure thought or pure feeling
but somewhere in between. The cognitive is always
modified by the affective factor and vice versa, but for
the sake of psychological or philosophical theories, they

must be allowed a functional independence.

Perception

Gearhert notes that perception is the process whereby
sensory data is identified, organised and translated into
meaningful information. (7) We are bombarded with
stimuli from the environment every moment and we can only
attend to a small part of this stimuli by coding, i.e.
classifying the information into categories of importance.
The interesting thing is that the way we classify this
information depends on our experience of the world. So a
'slow learner' may be a child who, because of personal
history, gives importance to minor or irrelevant details.
For example, in class a child who is more intent on ruling

the page of his/her copybook than on solving the problem
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set by the teacher, would show an inability to perceive

and classify information in order of importance.

Attention

Attention is closely connected to perception and is the
cognitive process that enables us to attend to selective
features of environmental stimuli. (8) Attention can be
divided into two components: 1. Selective attention and
2. Sustained attention. Selective attention is the
ability to survey all environmental information and then
focus on what is relevant or pertinent at that given
moment. Sustained attention is the ability to refocus
attention onto new relevant stimuli. Hallahan (1975)
states that: '"Many students who have learning problems do
not have properly trained cognitive abilities with regard
to the attention functions." (9) They may fail to
concentrate on the central learning task, may respond
impulsively or may fail to consider alternatives when
solving problems thus proving that a highly developed
selective and sustained attention system is necessary if

the child is to learn properly.

Memorz

Memory is also crucial for the learning process and is a

highly complex cognitive system whereby information is
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stored and called upon when needed. (10) It is also
divided into two types - short term and long term. Short
term is more limited and deals with the immediate or the
temporary, while long term memory stores meaningful and
more permanent information. Research in the area of
learning disabilities indicate that many students who are
considered slow are unable to associate new information
with an existing knowledge base. In other words, there is
a link missing between short term and long term memory, or
some process in the brain which finds difficulty
assimilating and linking new information with information
that is already there. This association is essential for
the learning process, because otherwise new information

cannot be integrated in a meaningful constructive way.

Language

As Fontana observes - '"The world without language is a
world without complex thought." (11)

It is through language that the child begins to learn the
complexity of the world. As the child grows, speech
develops out of early experiments with sound. The child
repeats certain sounds that people make and drops other
sounds from his/her repertoire. Linguistic development
comes in fits and starts and by four years of age, a child
should have a command of everyday language. At school the

child should improve greatly and with this vocabulary
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growth, there also comes the development of thinking and
the ability to communicate feelings with more

articulation.

Fontana says: "It is clear that language does not just
happen but comes about as a result of the child's
environment." (12) Research shows that children from
higher socio-economic backgrounds tend to have more
complex and elaborate verbal codes than those children

from less well off backgrounds.

Once at school, children come to rely more and more upon
language as the principal means of communication and
increasingly their academic progress becomes tied to their
ability to use the spoken word. It follows therefore that
all teachers, no matter what their subject, are teachers
of lénguage. The good teacher will be able to assess the
child's progress by the child's ability to grasp new

concepts through the medium of language.

Personality

It states in the Penguin Dictionary of Psychology that
"Personality is the organisation of the physical, mental,

moral and social qualities of the individual that

manifests itself to other people in the give and take of

social life." (13)
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I would define personality as the form of behaviour,
whether hereditary or environmental, that makes us unique.
However, psychologists tend to argue as to whether
personality is innate or learned, or a mixture of both.
The three American paediatricians - Thomas, Chess and
Birch, who undertook a study of a hundred and forty one
babies seem to believe that the consistency in the
behaviour of these children suggested that personality is

hereditary. (14)

Freud, on the other hand, believes that personality is

learned or is formed by the environment the baby is born

into. (15)

Whether personality is hereditary or learned, there is
still room for the interaction of personality with
environment. A proper environment will help mould the
child's personality, placing emphasis on all the better
human endeavours, while a bad environment will emphasise
endeavours of less importance, or may neglect and abuse
the child thus interfering in a harmful way with the

child's basic personality. (16)

H.J. Eysenck proposed the existence of three major
personality dimensions. These are: 1) Extraversion,

2) Neuroticism and 3) Psychoticism. Extraversion
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indicates an individual orientation towards the external
world. Neuroticism indicates that the individual is prone
to anxiety and fear, and psychoticism describes an
individual who is independent, tough, aggressive and cold.
From these three main types he constructs several

personality types. (17)

I believe the function of education is to modify or
develop the child's personality in a structured
environment. Thus a good teacher will encourage the shy
introverted child to be more outspoken and articulate and
will encourage the extroverted outspoken child to think
more and perhaps not feel the need to always speak first
or longest. These are simplistic examples, but serve well
enough to prove my point that in order to be an effective
teacher, one must believe that the teacher plays some part
in the formation and development of the child's

personality.

Self Esteem

Research shows that children with high self esteem come
from homes where they are considered to be significant and
interesting individuals. Children from lower socio-
economic backgrounds have been found to have a lower
confidence level and appear tougher in order to protect

their self image. It is also noted that self esteem is
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usually linked to parental behaviour and undoubtedly
affects a student's behaviour in the school environment.
It is vital that the teacher at all times protects the
self esteem of the student, even while disciplining. It
is well known that children flourish when praised and
become problematic when corrected. In my experience, a
positive attitude from the teacher always elicits a
positive response from the student whether they suffer

from learning disabilities or are of average intelligence.

The Slow Learner

Having outlined and discussed the different factors which
constitute the psychological development of the child, I
now wish to focus on the slow learner, as the main thrust
of this dissertation in the exploration of an assessment
system (i.e. The New Junior Certificate) which can

accommodate the slow learner.

By 'The slow learner' it is generally meant any child who
is unable to cope with the work of his or her age group to
the satisfaction of teachers. The slow learner is defined
by the Department of Education and Science 1964 as -
"Children of any degree of ability who are unable to do
work commonly done by children of their age." (18)

Having identified a child as a slow learner, the next task

of the school is to find out why that child is struggling
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academically. Some children whose I.Q. score is average,
or above, can fall into the slow learner category, but
this is usually because of some external factor and does
not reflect on the child's intelligence. In most cases
like this, the child can be helped and then returned to
normal classes. But the 'slow learner' that I am
interested in is the child whose I.Q. is between 70 -80
and who, in some subjects (i.e. Art), is integrated with
students of average or above average I.Q. I believe this
intermingling to be a good procedure (where possible) as
it allows the slow learner to integrate with students of
average intelligence instead of isolating them in another

part of the school.

In many cases, this mingling of students also helps the
academic development of the slow learner, as they are with
students whose standard is higher and this may improve
their learning standard. I think also that the
intermingling is a good idea for the slow learner's self
esteem. Children, whatever their I.Q., are sensitive to
slights on their intelligence and for progress need to
feel that they are making progress, and can achieve

success at however low a level.
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This is the main reason why I think the Junior Certificate
is a vast improvement on the Intermediate Certificate.
The Junior Certificate accommodates the slow learner and

allows the student to work towards a specific academic

goal.
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Chapter 2
THE PERFORMANCE OF THE SLOW LEARNER IN THE ART ROOM
In this chapter I will discuss the development of the slow
learner in the Art room and how his/her approach to Art
may differ from that of a student of average ability.
Slow learners may be defined as "...children of any degree
of ability who are unable to do work commonly done by

children of their age." (1)

Others have defined slow learners as children who are of
limited intelligence. (2) I do not agree with this
definition as I have previously explained that it is a
difficult task to define intelligence and we are all aware
of people who have low I.Q's but who may have an
exceptional talent at dancing, for example, or some other

activity.

Slow learners may be detected in early childhood. The
early signs may be lack of interest in toys, slow language
and vocabulary development, or perhaps an inability to mix
socially with other children.
These may lead on in later childhood to slowness
in reading, difficulty in forming concepts or
perhaps problems expressing themselves or delayed
or stunted emotional development due to continued
failure. (3)

Because it is illegal today for a child to leave school

204
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before the age of fifteen, the number of students in
Secondary school has increased dramatically and classes
may vary greatly with the ability of each student.
W.K. Brennan, who studied the development of slow
learners, noted that these students' lesson preferences
and hobbies are not markedly different from average
students, and they may develop and mature like others but

at a slower and more variable rate. (4)

However as Brennan points out, these students appear to be
less stable and more directly influenced by relationships
with the teacher. I have noticed that in class the weaker
students with learning problems, tend to behave badly and
distract others. They seem to constantly want attention
and seek some kind of approval either from me or their

classmates.

All teachers play a vital role in ensuring that students'
self esteem is protected and when they recognise their
need for help, feel comfortable and secure enough to seek
it. 1If a child encounters learning difficulties at
school, they should be approached with much care and
consideration because it is at this crucial stage that a
child's personality, confidence and self resilience could

be seriously damaged - "For the development of a healthy
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personality, it is the utmost significance that a balance
be kept between emotional, growth and intellectual
growth." (5) This statement not only applies to a healthy
personality but a general feeling of well being in terms
of emotional growth. It is the teacher's responsibility
to ensure and guide positive development of personality as

well as academic progress.

If a teacher has one or more slow learners in a normal Art
class who need special attention, this should not create
problems. All successful teaching in Art rests on a
methodology that demands that the teacher treats all
pupils as individuals. (6) The fact that the slow
learners are given special attention should in no way make
them feel different or inferior in front of their
classmates. Whether a child is of average or weak

intelligence, they require individual attention.

Art education has now become an important subject in the
school curriculum. In the past, teachers believed that
artistic talent and creative ability only applied to a
gifted minority due to innate factors. However this has
changed. W.H. Kilpatrick remarks - '"Creativeness is a
characteristic of all learning although it differs in

degree from one situation to another." (7)
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Creativity may be defined as - '"The ability to generate
fluent and novel ways of tackling problems." (8)
And "The very act of taking into account a number of
alternatives compromise the impulse to create." (9)
This last quotation implies that when a student is
presented with a problem, there may be a number of
solutions and the student may discover his/her own unique

solution.

I have noted in Art class that all the students whom I
have taught, no matter what their academic level, have the
ability to produce something that for them is new or
unique compared to previous work. However, the level of
creativity may differ widely from one student to another.
Creativity is part of the cognitive process and surely if
a student's cognitive ability is well developed, his/her
creative ability will be at a higher level. If a
student's cognition is disfunctional in some way, it must
affect their performance in the Art room. This is one of
my points in this chapter - that academically bright
students (from my experience) usually perform well in the
Art room; slow learners usually excel in different and
somewhat more intuitive areas in Art, for example, dealing

with colour.
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The visual arts deal with forming and expressing ideas,
thoughts and feelings through the reality of materials.
(10) In doing so, students become more aware of and
sensitive to the environment around them and how they
relate to it. The Art room should provide plenty of
opportunities for direct sensory experience through
handling materials. The nature of these Art and
especially craft experiences, can involve the student in
learning situations that are tactile, sensory and

stimulating, physically as well as mentally.

The slow learner encompasses many types of students that a
teacher is likely to encounter, because the tendency
nowadays is to move these students out of specialised
schools into the more normal environment of an ordinary
school. The area that has been provided for the below
average child is generally known as 'special education'.
Special classes are provided to facilitate students with
learning problems. In the last decade these have
developed as part of the educational system and more
attention seems to have been given to the below average

student than to the gifted child.

Slow learners starting their education in a normal school
classroom begin by manipulating art materials, rather than

by drawing or modelling recognisable objects. They are
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sometimes slower to play with the materials given to them
than the average learners, and may not explore their
possibilities fully. Once they have begun manipulating a
medium, they are often reluctant to branch out into the

use of symbols.

A five year old child may arrive at the symbol stage
within a period of three weeks to six months, whereas the
slow learner, who has an I.Q. of about 70 - 80, may not
reach this stage until a year or more later. Once this
has been reached, the symbols usually resemble that of an
average child. Repetition that requires little thought
suits slow learners and tends to give their work a
characteristic rhythmic quality. However this tendency of
repetition may interfere with the creation of new symbols
and may retard their development of the symbols already

discovered.

Regression from the symbol stage to that of manipulation
may occur in the work of all children, as a result of such
factors as fatigue, ill health, emotional disturbances
etc. Reversion of this kind tends to occur more with slow

learners than with average children.

Forms, used by slow learners to extend the meanings of

their symbols, sometimes show peculiar characteristics.
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The length of limbs in human symbols may be greatly
exaggerated. Details added may not show uniform
development and slow learners may leave out some items

that normal children would probably include in their

symbols.

However these students may use relatively complicated
conventions but only after much practice. Research by
Gaitskell and Hurwitz shows that slow learners:
1. Tend to fail to achieve unity in their composition.
2. The rhythms they adopt may become monotonous.
3. The centres of interest that may appear as they
begin to work may later be destroyed.

4. They are usually successful in achieving variety

in their use of elements of design although it is

rarely as interesting as that of normal children. (11)
Slow learners, in my experience, appear to have more
success in the use of colour, although they do not tend
to really mix tints of shades and rely on unmixed colours.
It is also rare that they use light and shade in their
work. (Fig. 1) Their drawings have also shown that some
may use line successfully in a vigorous or sensitive way.
Textural effects achieved by drawing occur extremely
infrequently. However they may include some attractive
detail in their work. I believe that these deficiencies
may be overcome if enough attention and time is spent
using easy step by step procedures. Step by step

activities may present no real challenges for average

students, but may give a slow learner a valuable sense of
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achievement and may lead them into more creative

endeavours.

For the slow learner the actual process is important and
he/she must enjoy it because there is the danger that
interest is lost completely. It may be difficult for
these students to look ahead, work through difficult parts
in a project and see it leading to an end product. I have
experienced difficulties in keeping weaker students
stimulated and motivated when working through projects as
they often expect to see an end product straight away.
Schaefer Simmerns comments on the learning process of slow
learners:

Creating order and organisation in the realm of

concrete, visual experience is a discipline

thoroughly suited to the nature of mentally

defective individuals - these patients who are

taught embroidery, weaving, rugmaking and the like

often surprise one with the accuracy in their work.
(12)

He also warns us against providing such children with
prepared designs, stating that:
For the sake of their inner stability and
satisfaction, for the sake of their own
enjoyment in the realisation of their world,
they should be led to create their own
cultural pattern. (13)
I have noted that weaker students and slow learners tend
to display difficulty in working in Art projects that

involve a high risk of failure and in the past I have

encouraged them to copy works of famous artists. However,
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it is obvious that I should have relied on a different
approach that would allow them to engage in work of a more
creative nature. Art activities should be offered which

are flexible enough to interest them.

The educational value of copying for any student is not
very good as it interferes with their participation in an
original creative art process. I have found difficulty in
encouraging students to move on to more original and
personal ideas after they have been copying and the
students have lost their confidence when making their own
choices. (Fig. 2) As Gaitskell and Hurwitz stated - "The
benefits to be achieved from approaching Art as a
thinking, feeling process should be available to children

of all mental ages." (14)

Art work that works well by chance can also cause
problems, because the student may not understand the
procedure whereby he/she has got to the end result. Art
is all about learning like any other subject and the
knowledge learnt from the process should allow the student
to repeat it. I often compare the art process with a
mathematical theorem arriving at a final result from a

pattern of logical procedures.
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Sometimes because slow learners cannot seem