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Abstract 

Fostering Artists through Choice: An Approach to Middle School Visual Arts Education explores how 

integrating choice-based visual arts instruction with core principles of Montessori pedagogy can 

enhance student engagement and autonomy in middle school art classrooms. Grounded in the belief 

that young adolescents thrive when given meaningful choices in their learning, this thesis examines the 

intersection of learner-directed artmaking and Montessori’s emphasis on independence, grace and 

courtesy, and prepared environments. Through a project-based approach, the study culminates in the 

development of a practical teacher tool designed to support educators in implementing greater student 

choice within visual arts curricula. This tool aims to empower teachers to create classroom 

environments that nurture creativity, agency, and sustained artistic inquiry through a series of 21 short 

video lessons. Ultimately, this work contributes to the growing conversation around student-centered 

art education and the transformative potential of choice in fostering lifelong artistic engagement. 

 

Keywords: choice, choice-based, student choice, student-centered, middle school, visual art, art, art 

education, education, Montessori, Maria Montessori, independence, teaching for artistic behavior, 

teacher tool, video tutorial, faux-flipped classroom, flipped classroom, grace and courtesy, prepared 

environment 
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Chapter 1: Problem to be Investigated 

Visual arts are a form of self-expression. For some, this comes naturally. Others may struggle to 

obtain even the most basic skills without considerable time exploring a material. As a second-born child, 

I always looked at the art my brother created growing up with awe and wonder. He seemed to have a 

natural talent for realistic drawing from a young age. Even at the age of 10, I began to compare my 

creations to his. As I entered into middle school art lessons, I compared myself to my peers, which only 

further enhanced my fear of failure in creative pursuits. I wondered if I was any good at art and whether 

I should throw in the towel altogether. My teacher at the time focused on a polished looking product 

and emphasized skill acquisition. Prescriptive art lessons led me to feel like the art I made was not good 

enough, and that, by extension, I was also not good enough. It reached a point where I felt like I was not 

an artist, and that I could not possibly compete with those whose work looked beautiful. 

This story, in its basic form, is not entirely unique. I have encountered many adults who do not 

identify as an artist due to having had a similar experience at some point during their childhood or early 

adolescence. While my high school experience ultimately brought me back to visual arts and inspired me 

to pursue art education as a career path, for many this is not the case. 

As I began working as an art educator, I saw firsthand this harmful pattern playing out with the 

students I taught. While I made every effort to inspire my students to believe in themselves as artists, I 

often fell short of that goal. It pains me to admit that several of my students left a three-year visual arts 

program without the belief that they were artists. I could not shake the feeling that I had failed them as 

their teacher. It became clear to me that something in my approach needed to shift in order to better 

support their needs and help them see themselves as artists. This, I realized, was essential to fostering a 

lasting relationship with visual arts. As famous artist Pablo Picasso once said: Every child is an artist. The 

problem is how to remain an artist once he grows up. 
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My Context 

I am an art educator who has worked with middle school students for the majority of my 

teaching career. As such, I have spent time learning about the age-specific needs of middle school 

students. A few years into my teaching career, I found myself struggling to keep students engaged in the 

art studio. Student engagement noticeably declined by the time they reached grade 8, and it became 

clear to me that something needed to change. I felt a growing urgency to reshape their experience and 

revive their passion for art. After all, middle school may be their final encounter with visual arts before 

the diverse opportunities of high school lead them down different paths. I felt a deep responsibility to 

leave a lasting impression—one that might stay with them into adulthood. It was heartbreaking to 

watch students leave my class still doubting that they were, in fact, artists. 

Over one summer break, I came across an educator on social media named Johanna Russell who 

taught visual arts using a choice-based model of instruction called Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB). 

TAB is a term coined by Katherine Douglas and Diane Jaquith to describe a choice-driven curriculum that 

“places the child at the center of decision making… [and] comes as close as possible to replicating an 

authentic artistic experience in the shared school studio setting” (Douglas et al., 2018, p. 4). Discovering 

her work sparked a powerful emotional reaction in me. I immediately knew this was the missing piece I 

had been searching for. Deeply inspired by her approach, I eagerly began planning to implement this 

instructional model in my own middle school art classroom. I launched the new school year with a 

completely revitalized program. While there was some initial pushback from parents, I soon witnessed 

the transformative impact of giving students more choice: increased engagement, independence, and a 

renewed enthusiasm for creating.  

After years of teaching through traditional methods, specifically Discipline-Based Art Education 

(DBAE), I sensed that parents had grown accustomed to seeing polished, display-ready artwork designed 

to impress. These works generally focused on a particular set of prescriptive skills and techniques with 



Fostering Artists through Choice in Art                                             3 

limits on materials, theme, timeline, and more. Gaspardi (2015) describes the DBAE approach: “These 

skills, highly valued in the 20th century, no longer address the needs of a 21st century workforce. In 

addition, the whole group approach does not connect with increasingly diverse student bodies” (p. 99).  

Although these projects often received positive feedback from parents, they ultimately created a false 

impression of students' abilities. The artworks were the result of carefully guided steps aimed at 

producing a specific outcome—one that students were rarely able to replicate independently. Without 

direct support from the teacher, the creative process often fell apart, revealing a lack of true 

understanding or ownership. Zalmstra (2015) says, “If [students] cannot think for themselves and be 

responsible for developing their own ideas and related skills, then students are not the artists--the 

teacher remains the artist” (pp. 145-146). Under the DBAE model, my students had not internalized the 

creative process at all. The highly structured projects left little room for personal expression, preventing 

students from developing a sense of ownership or creative agency. For many, this led to a loss of 

interest in art altogether. Recognizing the need for change, and with the support of my administration, I 

was able to communicate to parents the profound benefits of a choice-based approach. As the months 

passed, both students and parents began to witness the effectiveness of this program. I was thrilled to 

see students experimenting with a variety of materials, pursuing their passions, and expressing ideas 

that held personal meaning. Most importantly, they began to take real ownership of their work. While 

the transformation came with its challenges, the shift in students' attitudes toward art was truly 

inspiring. The visual arts classroom had evolved into a space where students felt empowered, deeply 

engaged, and confident in their creative identities. For the first time, they were not just making art—

they were beginning to truly identify as artists. 

My journey as an educator eventually led me to a Montessori school, where I completed my 

secondary Montessori training and began to draw meaningful connections between the choice-based 

model of visual arts instruction (TAB) and the principles of Maria Montessori’s educational philosophy. 
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In my current professional context, I have observed a noticeable gap in Montessori education: while 

core subjects are often taught with an emphasis on choice and process, visual arts instruction remains 

predominantly prescriptive and product-focused. This realization has inspired me to explore ways of 

blending my experience in choice-based visual arts instruction with the insights of other researchers in 

the fields of visual arts and Montessori education. Through this research, I hope to encourage both art 

educators and Montessori practitioners to integrate greater student choice into their visual arts 

programs, ultimately fostering more authentic and empowering creative experiences. 

Research Problem 

In the adolescent visual arts classroom, students often struggle to believe in themselves as 

artists. Students in young childhood often identify as artists, yet many fail to do so as they enter 

adulthood. Often, at a point in time that cannot be exactly identified, students begin to disengage with 

artistic pursuits (Graham, 2003). This steep decline in artistic engagement is an ever-growing problem in 

the field of art education (Graham, 2003). Beltowski (2015, abstract) stated, “low self-esteem and 

insecurity is common among adolescents… Students often stop engaging in art practice, believing that 

they lack talent.” Beltowski further described this lack of artistic engagement to be caused by “multiple 

factors that lead to the declining interest in art during late childhood and preadolescence. Opportunities 

at school, artistic developmental stages, perceptual failures, and society’s general opinion, all contribute 

to the decline” (2015, p. 8). 

For art educators like me, the reality of teaching often goes against our best intentions. We are 

faced with issues of class composition, diverse student needs, lack of time, fewer and fewer resources, 

and general stress that interfere with meeting the needs of our students alongside curricular outcomes. 

The problem investigated in this thesis is that middle school students are struggling to identify as artists, 

which can lead to decreased engagement and decreased creative confidence in visual arts. 
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Area of Inquiry 

The area of inquiry in my research focused on exploring choice-based art education programs, 

their alignment with Montessori pedagogy, and how this combined approach meets the diverse needs 

of middle school visual arts students. By developing a teacher resource that utilizes choice-based 

methods of instruction and aligns with Montessori practices, I hope to inspire other educators to 

increase student engagement and promote creative independence through choice. 

Research Question 

The research question that guides this thesis is: What strategies, aligned with Montessori 

pedagogy, could help middle school visual arts teachers to create a learning environment that 

empowers students to identify as artists? As Montessori states (1965), “Our care of the child should be 

governed, not by the desire to ‘make him learn things,’ but by the endeavor to always keep burning 

within him that light which is called intelligence” (p. 240). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore strategies that middle school visual arts teachers could 

employ to help create a learning environment where students are empowered to identify as an artist. 

The secondary purpose of the study is to provide resources and strategies to teachers, using the lens of 

Montessori pedagogy, so that they may better support middle school learners at their specific age and 

stage of development. This study also aims to reveal the alignment between Montessori pedagogy and a 

choice-based method of visual arts instruction. 

The videos I have produced aim to guide educators in more effectively supporting their students 

by adopting a choice-based instructional approach, which aligns closely with Montessori pedagogy in 

several key aspects. As Sesto stated in her article about her Montessori choice-based approach, “when 

children exercise their own discretion in choosing what to do and when to do their work, they develop 

self-discipline, a desire to learn, and the ability to concentrate” (2015, p. 51). Choice-based visual arts 
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instruction has been shown to lead to greater independence and supports students in feeling confident 

about their creative pursuits. As Sesto (2012) stated, “intuitive decision-making and problem solving 

within the artistic process build confidence in artistic skills and feelings of competence… and yield a 

strong voice of inner authority and high self-esteem” (p. 54). By offering and encouraging greater choice 

in the art studio, middle school teachers can support creative independence and student engagement 

while ultimately creating opportunities for their students to identify as artists. 

Justification of the Study 

There are several reasons why it is important to investigate this problem. Middle school 

students are at such a critical stage of development where self-efficacy is an integral element to 

students’ success. It is a “delicate and difficult time” due to the physical and emotional changes during 

adolescence (Grazzini, 2004, p. 37); “there are doubts and hesitations, violent emotions, 

discouragement and unexpected decrease of intellectual capacity” (Montessori, 2007b, p. 59). When 

discussing the important solutions to preventing a decline in student engagement during the 

tumultuous time of adolescence, Graham stated, “[adolescents] need to be able to create imagery that 

is meaningful and artistically accomplished according to their own aesthetic and perceptual standards” 

(Graham, 2003, p. 164).  

A pedagogical shift in visual arts towards greater choice aligns on many levels with the teachings 

of Maria Montessori and may better support middle school learners. Empowering students to identify as 

artists may be the key to greater engagement in artistic activity and to the development of greater 

autonomy for students. Various studies and articles support the inclusion of a choice-based model of 

instruction in the middle school visual arts classroom as a means to better meet the needs of this age 

group and increase student engagement. In one study done by a graduate student at East Carolina 

University in 2017, the author described how students felt about being the decision makers in their 

choice-based art class:  
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The responses that [students] gave on their questionnaires showed that the students really felt 

that they were creating works of art that mattered to them. It was also evident to me that the 

students were able to see the value in that choice once they were given it (Usewicz, p. 30). 

The implementation of a choice-based visual arts program is a strategy that can be employed by 

middle school educators wishing to increase student engagement and could lead to students identifying 

as artists. It is my belief that supporting educators in implementing a choice-based approach to visual 

arts instruction could facilitate increased engagement and creative independence among middle school 

students. 

Operational Definitions 

The following are operational definitions used in the present study: 

1. choice-based refers to an approach to art education that offers choices to the student with 

regard to materials, timeline, theme and more. One example of a choice-based program is 

Teaching for Artistic Behavior. 

2. creative process is the series of steps that artists go through to in order to create works of art. 

This process takes many forms, but generally is sequential and begins with an idea and/or 

research, and ends with the display of work. 

3. differentiation refers to an instructional approach that adapts teaching methods to 

accommodate the varying learning needs, preferences, and abilities of students. Instead of 

relying on a uniform strategy, it involves modifying elements such as content, process, product, 

and the learning environment to ensure equitable access to the curriculum and to promote 

student success. 

4. Discipline-Based Art Education (DBAE) is a method of art education that includes not only 

traditional studio art but also art history, art criticism, and aesthetics. 
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5. faux-flipped classroom is a method of instruction where students review instructional videos in 

the first few minutes of class and utilize the remainder of their class time to complete work. This 

method allows the teacher to work one on one with students since they are not doing whole-

class demonstrations or lectures, and enables students to work at their own pace. 

6. holistic education is an educational philosophy that emphasizes the development of the whole 

child; this approach aims to support the child intellectually, emotionally, socially, physically, 

creatively, and spiritually.  

7. identify as artists/an artist refers to the feeling a student/child has about themselves as a 

creator of art. Students who identify as artists use a growth mindset, believe they are capable of 

creating art if they practice or experiment with materials, and are less focused on the outcome 

of the product than they are on the creative process. 

8. Montessori Method is a term used to describe the student-centered, holistic approach to 

education that Dr. Maria Montessori developed in the early 1900s. Some of the core tenets of 

this method or educational philosophy include hands-on learning, practical real-world 

application, and self-directed activities for students. 

9. self-efficacy is a person’s belief in their ability to complete certain tasks or outcomes. Self-

efficacy is tied closely to motivation, behavior, and social factors. In visual arts, self-efficacy 

deals with a belief in oneself as being capable of the physical process of creating art, and 

capable of carrying out the creative process. 

10. student engagement is a student’s willingness to participate in, and the way in which they are 

engaged in, the learning process. 

11. Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB) is a term coined by Katherine Douglas and Diane Jaquith to 

describe a choice-based curriculum that “places the child at the center of decision making… 



Fostering Artists through Choice in Art                                             9 

[and] comes as close as possible to replicating an authentic artistic experience in the shared 

school studio setting” (Douglas et al., 2018, p. 4). 

Brief Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to investigate strategies that middle school visual arts educators can 

use to cultivate a learning environment in which students feel empowered to see themselves as artists. 

A secondary aim is to provide educators with resources and guidance for implementing instructional 

methods that more effectively address the developmental needs of middle school learners, drawing on 

principles of Montessori pedagogy. This research addresses the problem that many middle school 

students struggle to develop an artistic identity, a challenge that can contribute to reduced engagement 

and creative confidence in the visual arts classroom. By investigating literature about how to increase 

student engagement as it relates to visual arts, this study focuses on developing a teacher resource 

which outlines strategies for implementing a choice-based method of instruction. This resource aims to 

present a concrete, evidence-based approach to visual arts instruction that supports the developmental 

needs of middle school students. Grounded in the principles of Montessori pedagogy, it seeks to foster 

greater student engagement, creative independence, and a more meaningful connection to the creative 

process.  

Chapter 2 provides a review of relevant literature in the fields of art education and Montessori 

education, establishing the theoretical framework for the study. Chapter 3 outlines the research 

methodology and details the developmental process involved in creating the teacher resource. Chapter 

4 presents a summary of the video content included in the teacher resource and provides access to the 

full tool. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the alignment between two pedagogical frameworks, 

acknowledges the limitations of the study, and offers recommendations for future research and 

practice.   
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Chapter 2: Background and Review of Related Literature 

In this literature review, I first examine a brief history of visual arts education, providing 

essential context for the exploration of specific approaches to instruction. I then outline a choice-based 

method of visual arts instruction called Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB). Finally, I review some of the 

core tenets of Montessori pedagogy. By providing a detailed description of TAB and closely examining 

both age-specific and overarching Montessori principles, I infer the broader connections between these 

two approaches. In Chapter 5, I will provide a more in-depth analysis of their alignment. 

A Brief History of Teaching Visual Arts 

The teaching of visual arts dates back centuries, arising from the need to pass down artistic skills 

and techniques to future generations. In early civilizations, art education was often associated with 

rituals and worship or took place through apprenticeships, where young artists developed their skills 

under the guidance of master artisans (Efland, 1990).Efland wrote, “while some societies regarded 

knowledge of the arts as the privilege of a social elite, others thought that the visual arts were subjects 

fit only for slaves or the children of artisans” (1990, p. 2).In the 19th century, class, gender and societal 

influences dictated access to instruction (Efland, 1990). However, with “the rise of universal literacy,” 

educational reform began “the first tentative efforts to introduce art and music into public education” 

(Efland, 1990, p. 2).Over time, visual arts education became more formalized, with curriculum designed 

to teach foundational skills, art theory, and art history. 

In the early 20th century, teaching visual arts underwent significant transformation embracing 

new materials, techniques, and perspectives. The field started adopting more diverse and innovative 

methods, inspired by modern art movements such as Surrealism, Cubism, and Pop Art (BrainArt.co., 

2023). What was once a rigid approach to academia began to move towards greater artistic exploration 

and personal expression.  Alongside the change to academic approaches came a growing recognition of 

the importance of visual arts in mainstream education; educators began to see the benefits of fostering 
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creativity, critical thinking, and cultural awareness through art. While teacher-led instruction remained 

prevalent in arts education at this time, it had evolved from its traditional roots to incorporate a more 

progressive approach. 

Contemporary visual arts instruction was further shaped in 1947 when Lowenfeld published 

Creative and Mental Growth. This influential text "served as the dominant intellectual force in art 

education until his untimely death in 1960" and provided teachers with a framework for understanding 

the developmental stages of creativity (Efland, 1990, p. 235). It emphasized the significance of visual arts 

from childhood through adolescence and advocated for its inclusion in mainstream education 

(Lowenfeld, 1947). “Even though one could argue that Lowenfeld’s approach was child-centered in 

theory, using this approach to teach a wide variety of needs, such as the inclusion of students with 

special needs… failed some educators” (Lutkus, 2019, p. 13). While this approach failed to capture the 

full complexity of artistic development for all students, Lowenfeld’s work remained essential to the field 

of art education until the late 20th century, when new educational approaches to visual arts instruction 

emerged and the distinction between teacher-directed and student-directed learning began to take 

shape. 

In the 1980s, the evolution of teacher-led visual arts instruction continued to evolve with the 

emergence of Discipline-based Art Education (DBAE). According to Greer (1984), DBAE is a 

comprehensive approach to visual arts instruction that centers on four main disciplines within 

mainstream educational settings: aesthetics, studio art, art history, and art criticism. These disciplines 

are taught through a “formal, continuous, and sequential written curriculum across grade levels”, much 

like other academic subjects (p. 212). This curricular approach aims to cultivate adult artists by 

scaffolding skill development across grade levels and through the study of renowned works of art 

(Greer, 1984). Greer wrote, “The educational end-in-view will be educated adults with a sophisticated 

understanding of the arts” (1984, p. 213). While DBAE has been shown to support the acquisition of 
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drawing skills in a U.S.-based study (Chad-Friedman et al., 2018), it often relies on a rigid, teacher-led 

approach that is limited by specific art forms and historical contexts. This teacher-directed method of 

instruction was developed in collaboration with the Getty Institute and became widely adopted in 

classrooms across North America.  

As DBAE gained momentum across North America, choice-based education began to emerge in 

response to the restrictive nature of teacher-led instruction. One form of choice-based education, 

known as Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB), emerged in the 1970s when Katherine Douglas and John 

Crowe aimed to develop a student-centered approach to visual arts instruction (Teaching for Artistic 

Behavior, 2021). However, it was not until the 1990s, when they teamed up with Pauline Joseph and 

Diane Jaquith, that they began sharing this innovative pedagogy with other educators through 

professional development workshops and conferences (Teaching for Artistic Behavior, 2021). Douglas 

and Jaquith describe the interchangeability of the term choice-based and Teaching for Artistic Behavior 

when they stated:  

At one point, choice-based and teaching for artistic behavior were interchangeable phrases to 

describe an art program where children make most of the decisions regarding their work. 

However, as “choice” caught on, we learned that there are many interpretations of what this 

means from tiny choices, like warm or cool colors, to full choice, with many nuanced variations 

in between (2018, p. 1). 

 

 

 

  



Fostering Artists through Choice in Art                                             13 

Figure 1 

Taken from:https://theartofeducation.edu/2015/11/the-difference-between-tab-and-choice-and-why-it-

matters/ (Purtee, 2023) 

 

According to Douglas and Jaquith (2018), the TAB approach allowed students to work “in a rich studio 

setting where play and artmaking were often indistinguishable” (p. 1). This method focused on making 

students decision-makers with regard to materials, ideas, inspiration, and collaboration (Douglas and 

Jaquith, 2018). While this approach can be criticized for lacking sufficient guidance, a choice-based 

teacher is able to balance the choices which motivate students with structure that support their success. 

Foundational skills and curricular outcomes can be thoughtfully integrated into a choice-based model 

while addressing the diverse needs of the student body. Douglas & Jaquith stated, “choices motivate 

children, leading to high engagement and students on task, fewer discipline issues, and success for at-

risk learners” (2018, p. 83). As the concept of offering greater choice gained traction in various 

pedagogical approaches, such as holistic education, this particular choice-driven approach became 

uniquely embedded in the field of art education, where it plays a crucial role in fostering creativity and 

self-expression. 
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At the same time as TAB began to make its way into art education, holistic approaches to visual 

arts instruction were beginning to manifest across the world and explore student-centered learning. A 

holistic approach to education has the capacity to “bring together… various theories in art education 

synthesizing them into a comprehensive curriculum” (Campbell, 2011, p. 23).Some examples of holistic 

education include the Montessori Method, the Reggio Emilia approach, and Waldorf Education (Douglas 

& Jaquith, 2018; Lutkus, 2019). These well-rounded pedagogies teach the whole child by focusing on 

“the different dimensions of physical, sensory, emotional, cognitive, social, moral, and spiritual” in order 

to better meet the needs of their students (Campbell, 2011, p. 23). Although these educational 

approaches were first developed in the early to mid-20th century, they remained in their early stages of 

development until the latter part of the century when their influence became more widespread. As art 

education has historically been undervalued in the broader educational landscape (Effland, 1990), the 

emphasis of these approaches has predominantly been on subjects grounded in literacy and numeracy. 

As a result, considerable work remains to be done in aligning the core principles of these pedagogical 

approaches with art education. 

This overview does not attempt to provide a comprehensive history of all teaching methods and 

pedagogical approaches in visual arts education. Contemporary models such as arts-based integration, 

project-based learning, and S.T.E.A.M. have been deliberately excluded to maintain focus. Rather than 

presenting an exhaustive list, this summary highlights the educational approaches most relevant to the 

scope and objectives of this study.  

Teaching for Artistic Behavior: A Choice-Based Method 

Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB) is a choice-based method of visual arts instruction that puts 

students at the center of their learning. Unlike Discipline-Based Art Education (DBAE), which focuses on 

skill-building through the creation of a specific product, TAB honors the uniqueness of each student and 

enables them to make creative decisions independently. Students ask their own questions and problem 
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solve how to answer them. Since no two students are the same, their preferences and their creative 

responses will differ greatly. As Douglas and Jaquith (2018), the founders of TAB, state: 

There is no one lesson and no one approach to instruction in visual arts that will satisfy all the 

curiosities, interests, and personalities in a classroom of learners. Students need time to explore 

materials, techniques, and concepts in meaningful ways, and teachers need to connect the art 

curriculum to the lives and interests of children. (p. 3) 

Much like the approach for students, the ways in which the program can be introduced is also flexible. 

Just as no two students are alike, no two teachers are alike either. While the approaches can be 

customized based on “students, setting and teacher personality” the core principles of TAB remain: 

examination of what artists do through process-driven work, an unfaltering belief that the child is the 

artist, and careful preparation of the art room as the child’s studio space (Douglas et al., 2018, p. 4). 

While there is flexibility in being able adapt to student needs, there is also stability through consistent 

offerings of materials which enable forward thinking and planning for students.  

 TAB was developed by examining how artists in the real world create their own masterpieces. 

“The practice of teaching from artistic behavior comes directly from the practice of artists” (Douglas et 

al., 2018, p. 5).According to Gates (2016), TAB is “a student choice–based approach to art making 

[which]…  ‘regards students as artists and offers them real choices for responding to their own ideas and 

interests through the making of art’” (p.16). Students in a TAB classroom explore materials, envision 

their creations, plan steps to complete it, consult others for feedback, enlist support or collaborate with 

others, reflect on their work, problem solve, create connections to other areas of their lives, and so 

much more. In her thesis work which focused on choice-based art education, Lutkus (2019) stated, 

“Choice-based teachers also support students identifying their own learning styles and discovering their 

own artistic process through giving them real choices and support. The choice room is inquiry and 

problem solving in action” (p. 42). The structure for these steps can be supported in a variety of ways by 
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the teacher. Students are able to internalize the creative process because they are the ones in charge of 

their work. “Artistic behaviors cannot be taught, but you can teach for these behaviors to emerge and 

be supported in art class” (Douglas et al., 2018, p. 5). Regardless of the specific choice-based approach, 

students take ownership of their artistic creations, and this autonomy empowers them to genuinely see 

themselves as artists. 

 In a TAB classroom, the students are the artists. Because they make their own creative 

decisions, they not only produce work that holds deeper personal meaning, but they also become more 

fully engaged in the artistic process (Usewicz, 2017, p. 30). In one study done by a graduate student at 

East Carolina University in 2017, the author describes how students felt about being the decision makers 

in their choice-based art class:  

The responses that [students] gave on their questionnaires showed that the students really felt 

that they were creating works of art that mattered to them. It was also evident to me that the 

students were able to see the value in that choice once they were given it (Usewicz, p. 30).  

In a TAB program, students have the freedom to decide whether to repeatedly engage with a single 

material to build mastery or to experiment with a variety of media, techniques, and processes. By 

making these choices themselves, students take meaningful ownership of their work and begin to 

develop a deeper sense of artistic identity and purpose. As Douglas and Jaquith (2018) state, “if we wish 

for our students to do the work of artists, we must offer them the opportunity to behave as artists, think 

as artists, and perform as artists” (p.8). Unlike DBAE, which often requires lengthy teacher-led 

demonstrations, TAB prioritizes student-directed studio time. With guidance from their teacher, support 

from peers, and a stable learning environment, students are empowered to make independent creative 

decisions and begin to truly embody the role of the artist. “The students [in the choice-based program] 

wanted to see their work go further and accomplish it on their own. Their independence blossomed” 

(Usewicz, 2017, p. 31). 
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 A key element of the TAB approach is maintaining a stable and predictable learning 

environment. Meaningful choice requires structure; after all, a teacher cannot simultaneously provide 

individual instruction on multiple materials to every student. To support this, the classroom is organized 

into designated areas called centers. These centers allow students to pursue their interests 

independently, fostering deeper engagement and a stronger sense of ownership over their work. “The 

classroom space is organized around these hubs, complete with essential materials, tools and resources” 

(Douglas et al., 2018, p. 7). Most TAB classrooms have a diverse range of 2D and 3D materials, and some 

even include crafts such as textiles or building materials like wood. Sesto (2012) states, “the choice of 

several media centers allows children to work in a manner similar to practicing artists” (p. 52).  

While the physical setup of the classroom is essential to the success of TAB, thoughtfully 

planned routines and schedules are just as crucial. These are intentionally structured by the teacher to 

maximize students’ time for creating and to minimize time spent on teacher-led instruction. Gates 

(2016) describes the typical instruction style of a choice-based art classroom when she states: “typically, 

teachers provide short demonstrations (5 minutes, maximum) at the beginning of class to bring new 

ideas and processes to students” (p. 16). The students are then given the choice of how to spend the 

rest of their class time until the environment is cleaned and restored. While this is one method of 

instruction, other educators have utilized technology to offer instructional videos; this faux-flipped 

classroom method enables students to make even more decisions about the content of their learning 

and provides students with digital learning that can be accessed outside of studio time. Regardless of 

the way students receive demonstration from their teacher, this is not where instruction ends. Sesto 

(2012) describes her experience in a TAB classroom: “because of the variety of art being created, and 

the questions that organically arise as the work progresses, each art studio encounter contains 

unexpected moments of discovery, invention, and creative challenges” (p. 53). The teacher is available 

to help guide children through a unique series of challenges and observe their progress as artists, 
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allowing students to problem solve and truly take ownership over their work. According to Gates (2016), 

“roles of teaching and learning changed significantly … [when teachers] introduce[d] (even relatively 

small) choices about the content of their work [to students]” (p.18). McElhany describes the 

transformation that played out in her art classroom when she began to offer her students greater 

choice: “When I stepped aside to become a guide, I cleared a space for my students. Not only did they 

fill it, they made it their own” (2017, p.35). None of these instructional methods or teachable moments 

would be possible without a meticulously crafted art studio outfitted with a diverse range of creative 

materials. This carefully curated environment, along with the teacher supporting and guiding student 

progress, enables students to engage with materials authentically and independently as artists. 

Montessori Philosophy and Planes of Development 

Dr. Maria Montessori was an Italian physician, innovator, and educator who transformed the 

classroom with her approach to education in the 20th century (American Montessori Society [AMS], 

2024, para. 1). She recognized the need for differentiation and evolution in education when “she 

opened the first Montessori school—the Casa dei Bambini, or Children’s House—in Rome on January 6, 

1907” (AMS, 2024, para. 2). Using a scientific approach, Montessori developed a learning environment 

that “fostered the children’s natural desire to learn and provided freedom for them to choose their own 

materials” (AMS, 2024, para. 12). Her methods were highly unorthodox at the time. However, the 

children in this school thrived. She dedicated the remainder of her life to developing a child-centered 

approach to education that would revolutionize the field (AMS, 2024, para. 14). “[Maria Montessori’s] 

body of work addresses broad social themes of human development and peace... Dr. Montessori viewed 

education as broad and lifelong—not merely a transmission of culture but a help to life in all its 

expressions” (Bennetts & Bone, 2020, p. 2). She died in 1952, but the reach of her educational 

philosophy spans well beyond her time on this planet and is widely accepted in 21st century classrooms 

today.  
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One of the major developments in the Montessori philosophy centers on the idea of meeting 

the age-specific needs of children. She coined the term planes of development for these life stages. 

These planes of development, or cycles of life, require a different educational approach due to the 

physiological and psychological needs of children at different ages.  Grazzini (2004) states,  

Montessori compares the planes of development to the stages of metamorphosis. Thus the 

developmental life of a human being is a sequence of births, of the emergence and 

disappearance of potentialities, of the birth and death of those interests and characteristics 

which are a manifestation of the ruling sensitivities (p. 38). 

On account of her scientific background, Montessori believed that observation was the key element to 

understanding child development. By examining the needs of children at different ages, she developed a 

framework for understanding potentiality and challenge for four different planes of development. If 

education is going to meet the developmental needs of its learners, then we must also meet the needs 

of each of these planes of development to be a “help to life,” or “help given in order that the human 

personality may achieve its independence” (Montessori, 1955, p.8). 

For the purposes of this study, I will briefly describe characteristics of the second and third 

planes, as these planes deal with the age group I will be examining in the creation of a tool for teachers. 

The second plane of development describes children aged six to twelve. This stage “emphasizes wider 

contacts, an expansive education, a vastness of culture, [and] the open environment” (Grazzini, 2004, p. 

35). The child is hungry for knowledge and to make connections between different areas of learning. 

This age necessitates big picture thinking that allows the child to inquire and question, discover through 

experiential learning, and to instill a sense of wonder and awe about the universe they live in. The child 

harnesses the power of imagination and is naturally disposed to question and create during this 

relatively calm period.  
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The third plane of development describes children aged twelve to eighteen. This stage, while 

still requiring an expansive education, focuses more on the social and physical development that bridges 

the gap between childhood and adulthood. These adolescents are in a tumultuous time of transition 

called puberty, and it is during this time that building self-efficacy is of the utmost importance. As 

previously quoted in Chapter 1, it is a “delicate and difficult time” due to the physical and emotional 

changes of these adolescents (Grazzini, 2004, p. 37); “there are doubts and hesitations, violent 

emotions, discouragement and unexpected decrease of intellectual capacity” (Montessori, 2007b, p. 

59). This life stage requires contribution through productive, meaningful work and development of the 

adolescent’s sense of self-efficacy. While these life phases inform how Montessori educators approach 

the age-specific needs of children, there are also many universal principles of Montessori education that 

apply to all ages.  

I will now focus on three main Montessori principles:  freedom and responsibility, grace and 

courtesy, and the prepared environment. Firstly, Montessori believed in freedom and responsibility. 

Montessori states, “We must clearly understand that when we give the child freedom and 

independence, we are giving freedom to a worker already braced for action, who cannot live without 

working and being active” (2007a, p. 91). Some of these freedoms for students include choosing their 

work, working in groups, thinking for themselves, reflecting, moving, using their hands, and 

communicating with others. However, with freedom and increased independence come responsibilities. 

Students are expected to care for their environment, self-regulate, collaborate effectively, seek help 

when needed, and remain focused on meaningful work. For this reason, Montessori advocated for 

placing thoughtful limits on student freedoms—believing that clear boundaries help set children up for 

the greatest success. 

Secondly, Montessori instilled a need for grace and courtesy in interactions with others and 

oneself. This core principle encompasses not only kindness but also the acceptance of mistakes as a vital 
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and necessary part of the learning process. Montessori (1972) believed in the importance of, “social 

grace, inner discipline, and joy. These are the birthright of the human being who has been allowed to 

develop essential human qualities” (p. xvii). Grace and courtesy foster a supportive and safe learning 

environment where both students and educators feel valued, creating space for repeated trial and error 

without the fear of failure hindering growth. 

Lastly, Montessori believed that all of her teachings would only be possible within the prepared 

environment.  The prepared environment refers to the learning space that has been carefully crafted by 

the teacher guides. This environment includes the many age-appropriate learning materials needed to 

succeed in academia, but also references the set up, beauty, and feel of the space. Moreover, the 

prepared environment also involves the teacher guides themselves and their approach to educating the 

child within this space. Montessori believed that the goal of the prepared environment was “to render 

the growing child independent of the adult” through meaningful work (1972, p. 267). This is evident 

when Montessori (1972) describes a child at work:  

In our specially prepared environments we see them all at once fix themselves upon some task, 

and then their excited fantasies and their restless movements disappear altogether; a calm, 

serene child, attached to reality, begins to work out his elevation through work (p. 162). 

Within this prepared environment the teacher acts not as an entertainer on stage, but as a guide, 

supporting the children to discover meaning for themselves. Students are given the freedom to explore 

their physical surroundings and the learning materials within it. 

These three tenets of Montessori’s teachings are by no means a full representation of her life’s 

work. However, her approach to education appeals to the imagination of a child and acknowledges the 

need for independence from a young age. Her student-centric pedagogy allows for student choice, leads 

to intrinsic motivation, and fosters creativity and independence. Montessori’s teachings, alongside her 
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scientific examination of age-specific needs, allow educators to harness the strengths of childhood and 

adolescence. 
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Chapter 3: Procedures and Methods 

Description of the Project Design 

My thesis work began with prior experience in both choice-based visual arts instruction and 

Montessori education. These educational backgrounds inspired me to explore the connections and 

alignments between the two pedagogies in greater depth. While learning more about this alignment 

ended up being imperative to my work, I discovered that the true purpose of this thesis was to 

determine the ways in which students were supported by various visual arts teaching methods. It was 

with this in mind that I developed my research question. I also recognized that I wanted this thesis to 

serve as a resource to support fellow educators through the development of a practical teacher tool. My 

goal was to create a tool that helps educators foster classroom environments where middle school 

visual arts students are empowered to embrace their identities as artists. 

The research portion of this study was undertaken using the ERIC database and Google Scholar 

to locate articles and books related to the topic of middle school visual arts instruction strategies both 

within and outside of the Montessori community. To avoid undue bias due to my experience with 

choice-based visual arts, I broadened my scope of research to include a variety of methods of visual arts 

instruction and a brief history of teaching visual arts. Additionally, resources gathered during the 

completion of my Montessori training were also utilized; these included articles, books and websites 

referred to me by other trained Montessori professionals. The following key terms were used in this 

search: middle school, visual arts, choice-based, Teaching for Artistic Behavior, Discipline-Based Art 

Education, student engagement, self-efficacy, self-esteem, confidence, Montessori, and prepared 

environment. The sources were then cross-referenced to determine overarching themes that emerged 

within both the field of middle school visual arts instruction and within the Montessori community.  

During this analysis period, one methodology continually emerged: choice-based art education. 

This study was used to gather information on various forms of instructional strategies for middle school 
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visual arts, which resulted in a focus on choice-based art education models as research unfolded. 

Further research into choice-based methods of visual arts instruction then took place. Relevant 

strategies that could assist teachers in empowering students to identify as artists were explored through 

the lens of both a choice-based approach to visual arts instruction and Montessori education.  

The study then incorporated a thorough review of various artifacts in order to analyze ways to 

increase choice within the visual arts classroom while aligning with Montessori principles. The study 

examined these artifacts for their level of relevance to the research question introduced in Chapter 1 

and the development of the Artifact catalogue then took place.  

Description of Artifacts and/or Articles Selected and Used 

This study included an evaluation of various related artifacts such as books, journal articles, 

blogs, academic writing, videos, and websites to interpret the primary topics connected to the research 

question outlined in Chapter 1. After examining over 60 artifacts, a total of 19artifacts were selected to 

be used for the teacher tool based on their relevance. I selected artifacts that aligned with the ideas 

present in either Montessori or choice-based approaches to visual arts education, though not all 

artifacts were self-identified within these domains. Following this selection, artifacts were then rated 

and organized by their relevance using a ten-point relevancy scale, with the most relevant artifacts at 

the top; they were rated based on their usefulness to visual arts educators and alignment to Montessori 

and choice-based pedagogies. I selected 19 artifacts due to using only artifacts that were deemed to 

have a rating of 6/10 or higher. I determined the relevancy ratings as the author of the study based on 

my professional opinion and experience in the fields of both art education and Montessori education. 

These artifacts focused on a range of topics from general visual arts teaching strategies to Montessori 

pedagogy with a focus on choice-based visual arts instruction. This process included a brief summary of 

each artifact in the artifact catalogue by including the rating of relevance, title, author(s)names and 

publication date, type, topics and themes, relevant strategies, and details of relevance and/or 
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contributing sources (see Appendix A).The investigation of these artifacts resulted in the development 

of a tool that offers educators a gradual, manageable approach to implementing greater choice in their 

visual arts classroom while aligning with Montessori teaching principles. 

Explanation of the Procedures Followed in Developing the Teacher Tool 

A website and accompanying video tutorials were designed as a tool to describe how a visual 

arts teacher could implement choice-based teaching methods in their own classrooms. The teacher tool 

was developed as a website in order to optimize continued growth and change as new information in 

the fields of art education and Montessori education emerge. The website utilizes video tutorials which 

outline how to integrate greater choice into art classes and span a variety of subtopics including:1) faux-

flipped classroom methods, 2) assessment, 3) the prepared environment and 4) general information 

related to choice-based visual arts. These subtopics were selected due to their prevalence within either 

Montessori or choice-based pedagogies. For example, the prepared environment is a concept that is 

firmly embedded in Montessori pedagogy. However, a choice-based visual arts classroom also places 

significant value in the arrangement and preparation of the physical learning space; this topic was one 

area that aligns within both of these pedagogies and was therefore included as an integral part of the 

teacher tool. Additionally, practical suggestions gathered from various artifacts and personal experience 

were also included to support teachers with the implementation of greater choice within their visual 

arts classrooms. The content was selected to support a variety of educator backgrounds, including but 

not limited to visual arts educators, Montessori educators, and Montessori visual arts educators. While 

the age group of focus was middle school, my research suggests that the strategies offered in this 

teacher tool would also be supportive of educators in elementary or high school settings.  

This tool models the use of video tutorials similar to the faux-flipped classroom method outlined 

within the tool itself. Moreover, the tool was created in a way that allows for choice in topics explored 

by the educator, further emphasizing some of the key strategies and priorities outlined in the teacher 
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tool. This was done to allow teachers, each with a different background, to access content that was 

relevant to them and their specific context. 

This tool captures a gradual, introductory approach to implementing a choice-based method of 

instruction in a visual arts classroom, due to the limited amount of time a teacher might have to put 

these practices into operation. The use of video tutorials, alongside supportive free resources, was 

intentional to maximize accessibility to teachers. The information is presented in a simple way with 

minimal text to allow direct and focused access to the video content present on the website. Moreover, 

video tutorials were kept short to optimize learning for teachers who may lack time. A brief summary of 

each video and a link to this website are included in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: A Teacher Tool for Montessori Choice-Based Visual Arts 

For the purposes of this study, I have created a teacher tool aimed to support visual arts 

educators in implementing greater choice for students in their visual arts classrooms. As outlined in 

Chapter 3, the tool utilizes a website platform to house video tutorials and free teaching resources. 

Chapter 4 providesa brief summary of the content of each of the videos offered in this teacher tool. The 

website and accompanying videos can be found at the following website: 

www.devonbeecreations.com/arted . However, if for any reason the link is no longer active or you have 

any further questions, please feel free to reach out by emailing devonbeecreations@gmail.com. 

Introduction to Choice-Based Visual Arts 

Video 1: Why Choice-Based Art? (Home Page/Dashboard) 

In this video, I outline the rationale behind increasing choice for students in visual arts. I 

describe how a choice-based approach to visual arts helps students internalize the creative process, 

truly take ownership over their work, and begin to develop skills necessary to become an artist.   

Video 2: Introduction to the Spectrum of Choice 

In this video, I outline the wide array of approaches to the introduction of choice in the visual 

arts curriculum. I briefly describe why a gradual approach to introducing choice to students can be 

beneficial to their learning. 

Video 3: Alignment between Choice-Based Visual Arts and Montessori Pedagogy 

In this video, I outline a few key areas of alignment between choice-based visual arts instruction 

and Montessori pedagogy. Topics such as physical learning environment, holistic teaching, learner 

autonomy within boundaries, meeting age-specific needs, and student-centered focus are covered as 

they relate to each of these educational domains. 
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Video 4: My Context 

In this video, I outline my journey as an educator. I share how I came to discover choice-based 

visual arts instruction and how my search for a school that better aligned with my pedagogical beliefs 

led me to Montessori. 

Video 5: Parent Communication 

In this video, I outline the importance of communicating with parents or guardians of your 

students. I offer some insights as to some of the ways in which educators can articulate their program 

shift to parents or guardians and what they should expect from their child’s creative work. I also discuss 

the importance of support from school administration. 

Video 6: Teacher Efficacy 

In this video, I outline the importance of teacher efficacy. I share just how important it is to 

cultivate self-efficacy not only as an educator but also as an artist, and the importance of continued 

growth and learning in both of these areas.  

Faux-Flipped Classroom 

Video 1: Introduction to Faux-Flipped Classroom 

In this video, I outline what a faux-flipped classroom is, and the benefits of using this method of 

instruction. I also describe a few logistical strategies to make these instructional videos as effective as 

possible for students. 

Video 2: Example Instructional Video 

In this video, I outline the process of creating an instructional video for using art materials. Using 

an example of one of my own classroom instructional videos, I break down different strategies that 

support teachers in introducing materials while still fostering purposeful play from students. 
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Video 3: Growth Mindset 

In this video, I outline the importance of growth mindset when it comes to using the faux-

flipped classroom method as it pertains to seeking perfection. I describe the importance of modeling 

mistakes for your students. I also provide some examples of parameters I set up for myself when filming 

videos to preserve time and sanity within a busy teaching schedule. 

Video 4: Choosing Content 

In this video, I outline how to select what content to choose for the faux-flipped classroom 

instructional videos. I use an example of a unit plan and describe how to offer increased choice through 

opening up materials that are available to students, and what videos might be necessary to film for that 

unit. I also describe the importance of externalizing repeat questions that students often ask in order to 

free you up as the teacher to offer more one on one support to students. 

Assessment 

Video 1: Exploration through Artifacts 

In this video, I outline how to guide your students towards purposeful play and experimentation 

when working with art materials. I also give an example of how to set students up for success with these 

material explorations through journal page set up and non-prescriptive visual outcomes.  

Video 2: Application through Process over Product 

In this video, I outline how students take what they have learned in the exploration portion of 

their visual arts classes and apply them in new ways through W.O.W. pieces: wonderful original works 

(of art)! I describe how I use the Studio Habits of Mind as a framework for the steps in the creative 

process. I outline what each of these steps looks like in my art program and how using a guide or 

booklet with students can support their success in applying learned skills to their work. 
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Video 3: Tracking Student Progress through Work Booklets (Upper Elementary/Middle School) 

In this video, I outline the steps in completing a wonderful original work of art using a work 

booklet for upper elementary or middle school students. I provide an example of what a course package 

or W.O.W. booklet could look like in order to track student progress. I also describe how this booklet 

supports students in internalizing the creative process through scaffolding the steps necessary to create 

artwork regardless of material choice.  

Video 4: Tracking Student Progress through Work Booklets (Middle School/High School) 

In this video, I outline the steps in completing a wonderful original work of art using a work 

booklet for middle school or high school students. I provide an example of what a course package or 

W.O.W. booklet could look like in order to track student progress and how this booklet differs from the 

one used with upper elementary students. I also describe how this booklet supports students in 

internalizing the creative process through scaffolding the steps necessary to create artwork regardless of 

what material they choose to work with.  

Video 5: General Assessment Strategies 

In this video, I outline three general assessment strategies that I use to keep track of student 

work. I briefly describe both summative and formative assessment strategies. 

Video 6: Gallery Walks 

In this video, I outline what a gallery walk is and how it can be a great way to culminate a unit 

and support students in practicing art appreciation. I give an example of a resource and the particular 

way I use it to support students in being kind during a gallery walk, while also providing valuable 

feedback to their peers. 

Video 7: Thematic Learning 

In this video, I outline how to use a thematic lens to approach curriculum design. I share the 

benefits of using broad themes and guiding questions to support students in exploring some of the big 
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ideas present in visual arts curricula and how these themes give students a jumping off point to explore 

subtopics that interest them. 

The Prepared Environment 

Video 1: Classroom Tour and Routines 

In this video, I outline how I set up my own multi-purpose classroom space. I also describe some 

systems I use for managing routines and delegating easy tasks to students to make a choice-based 

program run smoothly in a shared space. 

Video 2: Support Board 

In this video, I outline the main tool I use to support students throughout a class period. I give 

examples of how students can both independently work and access teacher support as needed based on 

the type of support they need. 

Video 3: Command Central 

In this video, I outline the importance of a system for checking in with students and how to 

avoid it seeming like a punishment. I describe the centralized area in my classroom and how it enables 

me as a teacher to better support students who are falling behind on their work. 

Video 4: Material Centres 

In this video, I outline how I use areas in the classroom to organize a variety of different 

materials in a way that is both aesthetically pleasing and functional for independent student use. I also 

describe some of the structures and routines in place to enable the effective use of these material 

centres.  
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Chapter 5: Summary and Conclusions 

In this chapter, I present evidence demonstrating the alignment between choice-based 

approaches to visual arts instruction and Montessori principles. I then address the limitations inherent in 

this study. Finally, I propose recommendations for future research and practical application. 

Alignment of Choice-Based Visual Arts Instruction and Montessori Principles 

While researching both Montessori and choice-based pedagogies, I quickly developed an 

understanding that these two approaches to visual arts instruction aligned in a variety of ways. The 

literature I have read demonstrates alignment between Dr. Maria Montessori’s pedagogy, also known as 

the Montessori Method, and a choice-based approach to visual arts instruction. Within the field of 

choice-based visual arts instruction, there is a specific approach called Teaching for Artistic Behavior 

(TAB). While some TAB educators argue that Montessori is not a full-choice approach to education, both 

of these learning methodologies foster choice, independence and engagement through a holistic 

approach to academia. Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB) and Montessori pedagogy align in many 

different ways. One of the primary factors present in both of these educational methods is an element 

of choice. Through choice, students are given greater autonomy within the classroom setting and this 

ultimately leads to greater independence. As Sesto states in her article about her Montessori TAB 

approach, “when children exercise their own discretion in choosing what to do and when to do their 

work, they develop self-discipline, a desire to learn, and the ability to concentrate” (2015, p. 51). They 

are given the role of decision-maker, putting themselves in charge of their own learning. The teacher 

takes a step back from the traditional role of instructor to that of a guide, supporting on an as-needed 

basis rather than offering long lectures to students. This means that students spend the majority of class 

time exploring materials, figuring out for themselves what the materials can and cannot do. Montessori 

stated, “The child has a mind able to absorb knowledge. He has the power to teach himself” (2007a, p. 

5).  This freedom leads to greater levels of engagement, since students are working on what is 
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meaningful to them. While students are given these freedoms, they are not without constraints and 

structures aimed to support them to achieve success. Montessori stated, “To let the child do as he likes 

when he has not yet developed any powers of control, is to betray the idea of freedom” (2007a, p. 204). 

Both of these learning environments balance freedom with the structures and scaffolding necessary for 

students to thrive. The Montessori classroom, much like the TAB classroom, fosters a student’s own 

creative approach to challenges through repetition and embracing mistakes. These approaches meet the 

age-specific needs of students through offering structured choice. 

In both settings, this learning environment is carefully curated by the teacher to include all 

materials, resources, and supports needed for student-centered learning. The environment is organized 

beautifully to entice children to initiate their own work, and fosters learner autonomy. Materials are 

easily accessible and set up in a way that is both functional and visually pleasing. Lutkus (2019) stated, 

“At the heart of choice-based art education, the philosophy that students are artists plays out in how 

the teacher transforms the classroom into studios, the school into a gallery, and organizes time, space 

and materials for optimal student use” (p. 51). In both TAB and Montessori classrooms, students do not 

need to check in with a teacher every step of the way. Rather, the learning environment is set up so that 

students can be as independent as possible. Montessori, as cited in Cain (2005), speaks to the 

development of the whole child through this learning environment when she states: 

Spontaneous activity in a prepared environment enables the child to follow his inner guide. 

Given freedom to follow the dictates of his inner guide, the child masters the physical 

environment, and constructs his intellect and social personality… Given freedom to pursue his 

interests, the child becomes self-directed in his learning and perseveres in tasks far beyond 

teacher assignments. (p. 18) 
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The prepared environment of the Montessori classroom works much the same as the carefully crafted 

TAB art studio: teachers create opportunities for authentic learning and meaningful work for the 

students through the careful planning and maintenance of the physical learning environment.  

 Another way in which these methodologies align is in their focus on process-based learning 

rather than product-driven curriculum. The TAB approach aims to develop authentic learning 

opportunities; students participate in the creative process just as artists in the real world would. 

Because students are the decision-makers in their own creative journey, they use purposeful play and 

experimentation to explore materials and steps in the creative process. Sesto (2015) stated that “a 

choice-based model shows respect for the children and their choices… Young artists who engage in 

creative work are developing their inner resources of decision-making, critical thinking, and self-esteem” 

(p. 54). This creative independence results in the internalization of their learning. Students are assessed 

primarily on these explorations, rather than how beautiful their finished products are. This places 

importance on the act of creating and all the steps along the way, rather than giving too much credence 

to the judgment of their finished work. Montessori pedagogy also fosters a love of learning through 

exploration and experimentation. Embedded within Montessori philosophy is learning for learning’s 

sake. Maria Montessori believed that through intrinsic motivation and meaningful work, children could 

reach their full potential. When describing the intersections of holistic approaches to education such as 

Montessori, and choice-based art education, Lutkus (2019) stated, “There is a respect for the child in 

how the choice educator treats students as artists, and the holistic art educator nurtures the mind, body 

and soul of their students.” A process-driven curriculum leads to intrinsically motivated and engaged 

learners. 

 While I could address at length the minutia of the Montessori Method and TAB approach, it is 

clear to me that the greatest impact of both of these learning environments is the ability to instill a 

genuine love of learning (engagement) and greater sense of self through independence and choice. 
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Sesto describes the impact of her Montessori TAB classroom: “When the idea or the desire for creating 

artwork comes from the child, energy and passion pour into the work and the learning” (2015, p. 55). 

Students are given the confidence to embrace their own creative independence and begin to identify as 

artists. By merging these approaches to education, the child is given a holistic approach to visual arts 

education that allows them to live up to their potential as an artist and a learner.  

Figure 2 

Alignment of Choice-based Visual Arts Instruction and Montessori Principles 

 

Limitations of the Study 

For this study, the focus was placed on middle school students, as early adolescence often 

marks a significant decline in creative engagement. While my research indicates that integrating choice-

based and Montessori pedagogies in visual arts instruction benefits learners of all ages, additional 

research is needed in both elementary and high school settings to assess the potential benefits of this 

approach at other developmental stages.  
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Given that this is a project-based thesis, it is important to note that no definitive cause-and-

effect relationships can be established, nor were human subjects involved in testing a hypothesis. 

Consequently, further research is needed to definitively substantiate the potential of a choice-based 

Montessori approach in enhancing visual arts instruction. 

Suggestions for Further Research or Project Development 

Despite the establishment of Montessori education in 1907 (AMS, 2024, para. 2), there has been 

minimal scholarly inquiry over the past century into the alignment between Montessori pedagogy and 

choice-based approaches to visual arts instruction. This study seeks to contribute to the development of 

a scholarly discourse around the alignment of these parallel approaches in visual arts education, while 

offering a foundational framework to support educators in fostering greater student agency and choice 

within their curricula. With the aim of deepening this work over time, I plan to design and implement 

professional development initiatives, engage in collaborative efforts with colleagues at my current 

institution, and continue to evolve the middle school visual arts program I facilitate. While this thesis 

emphasized a gradual approach to supporting educators in integrating greater choice within visual arts 

classrooms, future research could explore more expansive models—such as the development of 

educator-focused tools or courses designed to guide the creation of entirely new, choice-centered 

Montessori curricula, as well as resources detailing the process of establishing a choice-based, prepared 

environment. With ongoing research and development of a Montessori-based, choice-based visual arts 

program, one potential area for further exploration is the creation of Montessori-specific materials 

designed to support students in mastering foundational concepts of visual arts, such as the elements 

and principles of art.  
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Appendix A: Artifact Catalogue 

Rating of 
Relevance 

Title Author(s) 
andPublicat
ion Date 

Type Topics and 
Themes 

Relevant 
Strategies  

Details of 
Relevance 
and/or 
Contributing 
Sources 

1)9/10 Engaging 
learners 
through 
artmaking
: Choice-
based art 
education 
in the 
classroom
(TAB) 

Douglas, K. 
M., Jaquith, 
D. B., & 
Thompson, 
C. M. 
(2018). 

Book Teaching for 
Artistic Behavior, 
choice-based art 
education 

A diverse range 
of strategies by 
the founders of 
the Teaching 
for Artistic 
Behavior 
method. 

This book is 
filled with a 
variety of 
helpful 
strategies and 
resources for 
teachers 
looking to turn 
their visual arts 
classroom into 
a choice-based 
learning 
environment. 

2) 9/10 How to 
Flip your 
classroom 

Russell, J. 
(2015). 

Video Flipped 
classroom, 
teacher support, 
classroom setup, 
routines, keeping 
students on track 

Scaffolding for 
age and 
attention span, 
routines and 
procedures, 
learning 
outcomes, 
handouts 

This video 
provides some 
steps for how a 
teacher can 
begin to utilize 
a flipped 
classroom 
model and 
some helpful 
routines that a 
teacher might 
consider 
utilizing in their 
classroom. 

3) 8/10 Set Up 
Your TAB 
Classroom 
in 7 Easy 
Steps 

Reinken, C. 
(2014). 

Article 
(Websi
te) 

Classroom setup, 
centers, 
organization, 
labeling 

Organization of 
the studio 
space 

This resource 
offers helpful 
hints about 
setting up the 
studio space.  

4) 8/10 A Guide 
for 
Assessing 
a TAB-
Based Art 
Program 
 

Purtee, M. 
(2015). 

Article 
(Websi
te) 

Assessment Assessing using 
a choice-based 
teaching model 

This resource 
offers helpful 
hints about 
how to assess 
using a choice-
based (TAB) 
model. 
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Rating of 
Relevance 

Title Author(s) 
andPublicat
ion Date 

Type Topics and 
Themes 

Relevant 
Strategies  

Details of 
Relevance 
and/or 
Contributing 
Sources 

5) 8/10 The 
learner-
directed 
classroom
: 
Developin
g creative 
thinking 
skills 
through 
art 

Jaquith, D. 
B., & 
Hathaway, 
N. E. (2015). 

Book Paradigm shift, 
learner 
autonomy, 
considerations 
for special 
populations, 
reflection and 
assessment 

A diverse range 
of strategies 
outlined for 
transition to a 
TAB model, 
learner 
autonomy, 
special 
populations 
and assessment  

This book is a 
collection of 
stories 
containing 
strategies 
embedded 
within 
experiences of 
real classroom 
teachers using 
the TAB 
approach.  
 

6) 8/10 DB7: 
Structures 
and 
Routines 
in a 
Flipped 
Classroom 
 

Russell, J. 
(2015). 

Video Classroom 
routines, 
structures, 
behavior 
management, 
learning needs, 
room setup, 
technology 

Stop and think 
cards, behavior 
forms, VIP’s for 
students 
behind on 
work, 
classroom 
elected officials 

This video 
offers valuable 
insights into 
classroom 
routines and 
behavior 
management 
relating to the 
use of a choice-
based method 
of visual arts 
instruction. 
 

7) 8/10 TIC K-12 
Related 
Arts - 
Johanna 
Russell 
 

Russell, J. 
(2016). 
Heartland 
AEA. 

Video Flipped 
classroom, faux-
flipped 
classroom, 
creating or 
curating video 
tutorials, 
technology, 
gamification, 
work-life 
balance, admin 
support vs. 
marketing your 
ideas  

Using 
technology, 
gamification, 
teacher check-
ins, learning 
guides, visual 
tasks (not 
words) for 
younger ages, 
scaffolding 
learning guides 
based on age, 
step-by-step 
instructions 
 
 
 

This teacher 
runs a 
professional 
development 
workshop that 
explains how 
she uses a 
flipped 
classroom 
model to teach 
visual arts. 
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Rating of 
Relevance 

Title Author(s) 
andPublicat
ion Date 

Type Topics and 
Themes 

Relevant 
Strategies  

Details of 
Relevance 
and/or 
Contributing 
Sources 

8) 8/10 TIC K-12 
Related 
Arts: 
Johanna 
Russell 

Russell, J. 
(2018). 
Heartland 
AEA. 

Video Creative problem 
solving, skill 
learning “boot 
camps”, 
documentation, 
student progress, 
journaling, 
student-driven 
learning 

Skill learning, I 
can statements, 
student-
friendly 
language, 
“gamification 
board” to see 
student 
progress, 
journaling 

This teacher 
runs a 
professional 
development 
workshop that 
describes how 
to make art 
skills learning 
fun and 
engaging 
through 
gamification, 
quick learning 
videos, and a 
flipped 
classroom 
method. 

9) 7/10 From 
Childhood 
to 
Adolescen
ce: The 
Montesso
ri Series - 
Volume 
12 

Montessori, 
M. (2007 - 
First 
published in 
1948). 

Book Montessori 
Principles, 
Childhood, 
Adolescence, 
Child 
development 

Age-based 
teaching 
strategies, 
Montessori 
pedagogy, 
“good” practice 
as a 
Montessorian 

This book 
reviews the 
stages of 
development 
and their 
implications to 
education from 
childhood to 
adolescence. 

10) 7/10 Where 
Are You 
on the 
Choice 
Spectrum
? 

Balsley, J 
(2014). 

Article 
(Websi
te) 
includi
ng 
images 

Choice spectrum No right or 
wrong, 
spectrum, 
diversity of 
options 

This article 
describes the 
wide spectrum 
of ways that 
choice can be 
initiated within 
a visual arts 
classroom. 

11) 7/10 How to 
Get Your 
Choice-
Based 
Room 
Ready for 
the School 
Year 

Harmon, W. 
(2018). 

Article 
(Websi
te) 

Set-up, centers, 
material 
organization 

Centers, 
storage hacks, 
systems for 
materials, QR 
codes for 
instructional 
videos, anchor 
charts 

This article 
outlines some 
simple tips for 
setting up a 
TAB classroom 
effectively. 
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Rating of 
Relevance 

Title Author(s) 
andPublicat
ion Date 

Type Topics and 
Themes 

Relevant 
Strategies  

Details of 
Relevance 
and/or 
Contributing 
Sources 

12) 7/10 Day 1 
Room 
transform
ation 
 

Russell, J. 
(2015). 

Video Teaching for 
artistic behavior, 
TAB, room setup, 
initiating TAB,  

Sharing fears 
and worries, 
classroom 
setup 

This video 
describes one 
teachers 
experience 
with setting up 
a choice-based 
classroom for 
the very first 
time, including 
fears and 
worries 
associated with 
taking that 
step. 

13) 7/10 Studio 
Thinking 
from the 
Start: The 
K8 Art 
Educator’s 
Handbook 
 

Hogan, J. 
(2018). 

Book Studio habits of 
mind framework 
for visual arts 
instruction 

This framework 
uses the 
structure of 
real-world 
visual arts skills 
to be 
implemented in 
a K-8 
classroom. 

This book 
includes an 
outline of the 
Studio Habits of 
Mind 
framework as 
well as in-class 
examples, 
posters, 
templates. 

14) 7/10 Studio 
Thinking 

Hetland, L., 
Hogan, J., 
Jaquith, D., 
Sheridan, 
K., 
Veenema, 
S., and 
Winner, E.  

Websit
e 

Studio habits of 
mind framework 
for visual arts 
instruction 

How to model 
real world 
learning in 
visual arts 
through a 
structure and 
framework in 
visual arts class 

This website 
includes lots of 
great resources 
on how to 
introduce the 8 
Studio Habits of 
Mind, and 
accompanying 
resources. 

15) 6/10 The 
Kitchen 
Table 
Classrom 

Jodi from 
The Kitchen 
Table 
Classroom 

Websit
e and 
access 
to 
Free 
Resour
ce 
Library 

Visual Arts 
resources, Art 
History, 
Elements and 
Principles of Art 

Art history 
made fun, 
workbooks and 
worksheets, 
fun ways to 
engage 
students and 
creative ideas 
for lessons 

This website 
uses 
worksheets and 
art history to 
develop 
student 
understanding 
of the core 
content of 
visual arts. 
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Rating of 
Relevance 

Title Author(s) 
andPublicat
ion Date 

Type Topics and 
Themes 

Relevant 
Strategies  

Details of 
Relevance 
and/or 
Contributing 
Sources 

16) 6/10 Montesso
ri Today: 
A 
Comprehe
nsive 
Approach 
to 
Education 
from Birth 
to 
Adulthoo
d 

Lillard, P. P. 
(1996). 

Book Montessori 
Principles, 
Childhood, 
Adolescence, 
Child 
development 

Age-based 
teaching 
strategies, 
Montessori 
pedagogy, 
“good” practice 
as a 
Montessorian 

This book 
provides 
strategies for 
implementing 
Montessori 
principles in the 
contemporary 
classroom. 

17) 6/10 Nurturing 
the Spirit: 
in Non-
Sectarian 
Classroom
s 

Wolf, A. D. 
(1996). 

Book Spirituality, 
relationships, 
connection 

Relationship 
building, 
creating 
connections 
with students 
and parents. 

This book 
offers 
strategies for 
developing the 
“heart” of a 
teacher 
through 
connecting 
with students. 

18) 6/10 Lights, 
Camera, 
Action! 8 
Easy Ways 
to Elevate 
Your Art 
Teacher 
Video 
Presence 
 

Hower, R. 
(2024). 

Article 
(Websi
te) 

Filming 
instructional 
videos, lighting, 
gear 

Natural lighting 
vs. artificial 
lighting, use of 
materials, 
length of video 

This article 
gives helpful 
hints for those 
wishing to film 
instructional 
videos to use a 
flipped or faux-
flipped 
classroom. 

19) 6/10 Examining 
Elementar
y Teacher 
Self-
Efficacy in 
Visual 
Arts 

Hajduk, N. 
(2015). 

Thesis Teacher Efficacy, 
strategies for 
supporting visual 
arts educators  

Utilizing 
resources and 
technology, 
support 
through 
connection 
with other 
colleagues, 
assessment 
strategies 

This thesis 
focuses on 
teacher efficacy 
in  visual arts. It 
describes some 
key strategies 
for supporting 
teachers in 
delivering 
visual arts 
lessons to 
students. 
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