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The work of tomorrow will require a labor force that can communicate easily, think 
both in and out of the box, collaborate with others, adapt to change, and solve 
complex problems. Phillip Yenawine addresses the question, of how to guarantee 
that we have workers with these and related skills. A huge percentage of students in 
public schools fail to learn the basics, but even those who succeed in school graduate 
with less ability in language, flexibility, creativity, and rigorous intellectual discipline 
than they need to address our global challenges. Recent research is showing that art 
can play a part in turning this around. This talk demonstrates why and how art 
provides essential literacies, thinking and language skills, and the capacity to work 
within a group to use what you know to figure out what you don't.  
 
Phillip Yenawine served as director of education at The Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, for almost a decade, and was on the education staff of the New York State 
Council on the Arts, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Chicago. He is the founding director of Visual Understanding in 
Education (VUE) a nonprofit entity that conducts research in developmentally based 
education specifically to foster cognitive growth through interaction with art. He was 
director of museum programs at the South Street Seaport in New York, and founding 
director of the Aspen Art Museum in Colorado. Yenawine has taught at the 
Massachusetts College of Art and the University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana and 
was a visiting curator for the Institute for Contemporary Art in Boston. Along with 
many articles and essays, Yenawine is the author of six books about modern art for 
children and two books for adults also addressing the questions and interests of 
beginning viewers, How to Look at Modern Art and Key Art Terms for Beginners. He 
has been involved with many efforts that support the rights and needs of artists, 
including Art Matters (a foundation providing fellowships to visual artists) and Visual 
AIDS (the organization that sponsors Day Without Art and the Red Ribbon project).  
 
Lynne Sowder, principal of Burns Sowder Art Advisory, is the producer of The 
Artworld is Flat: Globalism, Crisis, and Opportunity. She was a partner with Nathan 
Leo Braulick in Y-CORE, which produced widely recognized cutting edge corporate art 
programs. She was president of the Association of Professional Art Advisors, Director 
of Visual Arts at First Bank System. Lynne has been a guest curator for multiple 
projects internationally and her practice has been published and discussed in 
numerous books and periodicals including Activists Speak Out, Talkback, Art at 
Work, the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and Fortune Magazine. 
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Research 
Cognitive psychologist Abigail Housen’s original research on aesthetic development 
began with the intrigue that some people know nothing about art while others are 
experts. Once naïve viewers, the experts must have undergone many changes as 
their capacities developed. After many years of research, Housen published a study 
on aesthetic development in 1979 and in 1983 submitted her doctoral thesis on 
analyzing aesthetic thought, to the Harvard School of Education. 
 
From the time that Philip Yenawine was appointed Director of Education at The 
Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1983, he began to conduct research that could 
inform the Museum about its audiences. Yenawine was introduced to Abigail Housen 
in 1988 and they began to work together to assess MoMA's Education Department 
programs focusing on programs for teachers and students. One initial finding 
confirmed what was suspected: almost all teachers in the study were beginning 
viewers. However, one experiment showed that if properly prepared, classroom 
teachers could have a significant impact on the viewing abilities of their students. 
Housen and Yenawine began to consider ways in which their findings could be 
incorporated into a sequential curriculum that would enable general classroom 
teachers to introduce the discussion of works of art to their students. In January 
1994, the Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) was tested for the first time in classrooms 
outside of the United States. Experimentation in St. Petersburg, Russia, recognized 
that the VTS could help reform educational practices in the former Soviet Union. This 
student-centered approach to education has now been implemented in Kazakstan, 
Estonia, Macedonia, Lithuania, Kyrgyzstan, and Ukraine. 
 
In January 1995, Housen and Yenawine formed Visual Understanding in Education 
(VUE), a not-for-profit organization, to further developmentally based education 
research. The K-6 VTS method is currently being implemented in specific U.S. sites 
including San Antonio. • In March 2001, a study entitled “Methods for Assessing 
Transfer from an Art-Viewing Program” was published by Dr. Abigail Housen. The 
paper summarized a research project conducted by Philip Yenawine and Dr. Housen 
in Byron, Minnesota in the years 1993-1998. The project set out to prove art viewing 
as a means to other types of academic development. The conclusions ultimately 
suggest an important role that art viewing can play in education. The VTS method 
proves to transfer to other academic disciplines of reading, writing, science, and 
math. 
 
During the first three-years of the San Antonio VTS program, Abigail Housen 
conducted on-site research to prove that experimental students trained in the VTS 
would display more critical thinking skills (making observations and generating 
speculations) than control students. In effect, critical thinking skills would transfer to 
other domains. Her strategies included:  

a. Looking for evidence of enhanced critical thinking in Aesthetic Development 
Interviews;  

b. Looking for evidence of transfer of VTS-learned skills to non-art objects such 
as foreign coins, calipers, and anemometers in Material Object interviews; and  

c. Looking for evidence of transfer of VTS-learned skills in writing assignments  
 
The study concluded that within the SAISD, the use of the VTS method facilitated an 
increase in students’ development of aesthetic thinking and demonstration of VTS 
learned skills of observation, supported observations, and speculation. 
 



Philip Yenawine is co-founder (with cognitive psychologist Abigail Housen) of 
Visual Understanding in Education (VUE), a non profit educational research 
organization that develops and studies ways teaching visual literacy and of using art to 
teach thinking and communication skills.  VUE’s curriculum, Visual Thinking Strategies 
(VTS), is in use in schools across the US as well as in seven countries of the former Soviet 
Union, most of them in severely distressed circumstances. 

Director of Education at The Museum of Modern Art from 1983–93, he worked in 1992–
94 as consulting curator at the Institute for Contemporary Art, and during the academic 
year 1993–94, as Visiting Professor of art education at Mass College of Art, both in 
Boston. From 1978–82, he was founding director of the Aspen Center for the Visual Arts, 
Colorado, now the Aspen Art Museum.  He has held positions as director of education 
at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago; director of museum programs at South 
Street Seaport Museum, New York; associate museum educator-in-charge, Department 
of High School Programs at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; and Visual 
Arts Program Associate at the New York State Council on the Arts.  He has been a 
visiting lecturer at numerous museums and for several terms at the University of 
Illinois, the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, and DePaul University, Chicago. He 
has been a panelist and consultant to the New York State Council on the Arts, the 
National Endowment for the Arts, Colorado Arts Council, New Mexico Arts Council, 
North Carolina Council on the Arts, and numerous foundations. 

Yenawine is the author of an introduction to modern art, called How to Look at Modern 
Art, and has written six children’s books about art—Stories, Colors, Lines, Shapes, People, 
and Places.  Key Art Terms for Beginners was published in 1995. He was an editor of Art 
Matters: How the Culture Wars Changed America. He is co-author with Abigail Housen of 
Visual Thinking Strategies, an art-based elementary curriculum. He is a principal 
contributor to a prototype website, Art Matters, which attempts to make difficult art 
accessible to non-specialists, especially addressing art that has become politically 
controversial. He is a consistent contributor to journals and anthologies on issues of art 
and education, as well as frequent lecturer. 

He is active in the area of contemporary art sponsorship and freedom of expression, as 
Chairperson of Art Matters, Inc., a foundation that supports the work of artists 
stretching the boundaries of media and aesthetic content. He is board president of 
Elizabeth Streb/Ringside, a past Chair of Visual AIDS, John Kelly Company, a former 
board member of The Estate Project for Artists with AIDS, Creative Time, Art Start (a 
program for children living in shelters), and is an advisor to many organizations and 
projects. 

His contributions have been recognized within the arts community by the National Art 
Education Association Award for Distinguished Service, 1993; National Art Education 
Association Museum Educator of the Year, 1991; New York State Governor’s Award for 
Visual AIDS and A Day Without Art, 1990; New York State Governor’s Award for The 
Museum of Modern Art’s program for people with hearing disabilities, 1984. 
Additionally he was made a George A. Miller Visiting Scholar at the University of 
Illinois, 1996 and awarded a Doctorate of Fine Art, Honoris Causa, from the Kansas City 
Art Institute, 2003.  Yenawine was a guest at Yaddo in both 2004 and 2005. 

 
 


