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Exploring Connections: What it Means for International Art Educators.  

 

Connections: Teachers, Learners, and Professional Development 

“We learn something new everyday.” As a saying quoted by many, teachers, more than 

most, know ongoing truth to this statement. Throughout their studies, teachers are taught how to 

induce student learning (Darling-Hammond 2009; Milbrandt, 2006). Once they enter the 

teaching profession, however, a teacher’s learning doesn’t cease (Darling-Hammond, 1998; 

Darling-Hammond, 2009; Dooner, et al., 2008; Gates, 2010; Gates, 2011; Inger, 1993; Lind, 

2007; May, 1989; May, 1994; Milbrandt, 2006). Teachers continue to be students long after 

they’ve graduated, and just as learning is an ongoing process for humans, teachers continue to 

learn and evolve their studies of the teaching process and the education profession (Darling-

Hammond, 1998; Darling-Hammond, 2009; Delacruz, et al., 2011; Freedman, 2011; Gates, 

2010; Gates, 2011; Lind, 2007).  

Psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978) argues that all learning is based in social 

constructions. He states, “learning is initiated through interaction with the environment, notably 

with parents, siblings, peers, and teachers” (as cited in Houser, 1991, p.33). Further research 

studies also confirm the argument that learning is an active process, and significant learning 

occurs through collaboration, investigation, communication, and collective sharing (Darling-

Hammond, 1998; Gates, 2010; Houser, 1998; Lind, 2007; May, 1994,). Through this constructed 

model of learning, it was found that teachers learn through similar strategies (Darling Hammond, 

1998, May 1994, Lind, 2007). Darling-Hammond (1998) states, “Teachers learn best by studying, 

doing, and reflecting; by collaborating with other teachers” (p.8). Teacher learning, like all 

learning, should be encouraged and induced through active participation and collaboration 

through meaningful professional development. 

Professional development allows teachers to keep up with new ideas, learn effective 

strategies for teaching, new curriculum models, become aware of new policies, and engage in 

professional interaction (Darling-Hammond, 2009; Freedman, 2011; Gates, 2011; Lind, 2007). 

Effective professional development is necessary for all educators, including those within the arts 

profession (Conway, et al. 2005). Research and studies show that rich, effective and meaningful 

professional development includes communication, collaboration, and inquiry (Darling-



 

 

Hammond, 1998; Gates, 2010; Inger, 1993; Lind, 2007; May, 1994). Conway, Hibbard, Albert, 

and Hourigan (2005) state, “quality professional development in the arts as a crucial factor in the 

potential improvement of arts instruction in the American educational system” (p.4). 

Professional Development constructed through professional learning communities based in 

collaboration is essential to the development of Art Educators located domestically, as well as 

Internationally. 

 

Connections: Professional Development, Isolation, and Art Educators 

 “As the only art teacher in the building, I was physically isolated from 

others like me. The emotional isolation was so real that I initiated a weekly 

meeting with an art teacher at a neighboring school…. The culture of isolation in 

schools (Little, 2007) leaves many teachers feeling that they are, in a sense, 

islands” (Gates, 2010, p.7.) 

Isolation among arts educators in schools is devastatingly evident (Conway et al., 2005; 

Gates, 2010; Inger, 1993; Lind, 2007; May, 1989; May, 1994; Milbrandt, 2006). In the above 

quote, Dr. Leslie Gates (2010) emphasizes her struggle of isolation as an art educator. Major 

factors that contribute to the persistence of isolation include the low number of art educators 

employed at a school and within a district, institutional structures, and physical space (Gates, 

2010; Inger, 1993; Lind, 2007; May, 1994; Milbrandt, 2006).  This sense of isolation is noted as 

restrictive, discourages professional relationships, professional dialogue, and creates a sense of 

autonomy within the profession (Inger, 1993; May, 1989; May, 1994). May (1994) argues this 

professional isolation limits our access to learning, and Fullan (1993) argues that isolation 

produces a “ceiling effect on inquiry and learning. Solutions are limited to the individual"(as 

cited in May, 1994, p. 145).  

Professional isolation among arts educators also permeates effective professional 

development opportunities (Conway et al., 2005; Freedman, 2011; Gates, 2010; May, 1989; May, 

1994; Milbrandt, 2006). Wanda May (1994) argues art educators are highly neglected within the 

education workforce, and research suggests that school sponsored professional development 

lends itself towards general studies, rather than specialized needs of art educators (Conway et al., 

2005; Gates, 2010; May, 1989; Milbrandt, 2006). Occasions have also been noted where paid-

release time or reimbursements were not granted for attending effective professional 



 

 

development within respective art education fields (Conway, 2005; May, 1989) This inadequate 

support of professional development opportunities perpetuates the isolated nature of arts 

educators, and undermines the collaborative nature of learning.  

National and State departments require educators to participate in ongoing professional 

development to maintain their license (Conway et al., 2005; U.S. Dept. of Education, 2010). 

However, research suggests that current forms of professional development are not meaningful 

or effective (Gates, 2010; May, 1989). Koov (2009) and Webster-Wright (2009) state that, “a 

one-time workshop to teachers is still prevalent in today's schools despite research that calls for 

effective professional development with sustained and participatory formats” (as cited in Gates, 

2010, p.9). Current methods of professional development encourage the passive absorption of 

information from experts (Gates, 2010), rather than collaboration, shared communication, critical 

reflection, innovation, and inquiry proven to be more effective to learning (Darling-Hammond, 

1998; Gates, 2010; Houser, 1991; Inger, 1993; Lind, 2007; May, 1994) and professional 

development (Darling-Hammond, 1998; May, 1989).  

 Effective Professional development has the opportunity to transform educational 

practices and student learning (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Freedman, 2011; Gates, 2011; Inger, 

1993; Lind, 2007). Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, and Shapley (2007) discovered “that sustained 

and intensive professional development was related to student achievement” (as cited in Darling-

Hammond, 2009, p.49). Inger (1993) builds on these claims by stating, “teacher collaboration 

produces significant benefits--for students, for the teachers, and for the school” (para. 3). Despite 

these small advances and research in the field of professional development, arts educators are 

discounted (Conway et al.; Gates, 2010; May, 1989; May, 1994; Milbrandt, 2006 ), with focus 

and attention on general or traditional studies (Gates, 2010; May, 1994; Freedman, 2011 ). This 

causes arts educators to look elsewhere for professional development and learning opportunities 

(Conway et al., 2006; Gates, 2010).  

   

Connections: Art Educators, Collaboration, and, Professional Learning Communities 

Professional developments through collaborative processes are proven to be rich and 

effective forms of professional learning practices (Darling-Hammond, 2009; Dooner, et al. 2008; 

Gates, 2010; Gates, 2011; Inger, 1993; May, 1989; May, 1994; Lind, 2007). Clandinin, Davies, 

Hogan, and Kennard (1993) explain that collaboration is one of five effective learning themes 



 

 

revealed within their research on professional development (as cited in May, 1989). Also, Inger 

(1993) points out that, “Most of the current major educational reforms call for extensive, 

meaningful teacher collaboration” (para. 1).  By collaborating with their others in their field, art 

educators can engage in professional development practices proven effective in raising content 

understanding, confidence, and leadership (Conway et al., 2005; Inger, 1993; Lind, 2008 ). 

Collaborative professional development through professional learning communities provide the 

basis art educators need to engage collaborative inquiry, navigate through isolation, inadequate 

learning opportunities from schools, and begin to change the art education paradigm that 

currently exists (Darling-Hammond, 2009; Gates, 2010; Gates, 2011; May, 1989). 

Professional learning communities encourage educators to exchange ideas, identify 

problems, create partnerships, and engage in professional dialogue otherwise absent within the 

school context (Lind, 2008; Gates, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 2009).  Darling-Hammond (2009) 

describes learning communities as “support groups for one another in improving practice” (p.48) 

and reveals that these learning communities stimulate and encourage educational change within 

and outside of the classroom. These learning communities establish a “collective identity” (Gates, 

2010, p.12), and when used as a collaborative model for professional development, “facilitates 

teachers’ deeper understanding of the content, allows for exploration of complex issues, and 

places teachers at the heart of process (Lind, 2007, p.4).  Engaging in professional learning 

communities are shown to benefit not only teachers, but schools, and students as well.   
Teachers that participate in professional learning communities express more satisfaction, 

enthusiasm, are better prepared, and have a more comprehensive understanding of discipline, 

policy, and student learning (Inger, 1993; Lind, 2007).  Additionally, studies in collaboration 

using professional learning lead to increase in student engagement (Lind, 2007) and achievement 

(Inger, 1993) and Lind (2007) reports that teachers involved in a professional development 

community based in collaboration, “expanded their ideas about what students were capable of 

doing” (p.12). Professional learning communities allow teachers to not only meet the needs of 

themselves professionally, but their learning trickles out from the group of teachers, to the 

students.  

For art educators, professional learning communities open the door for collaborative 

inquiry, bridging the gap between the restrictions of isolation.  The field of art education is 

diverse, and spread out across districts, state lines, and countries. Collaborative inquiry allows 



 

 

these teachers to unite and explore a range of topics within their respective fields (Gates, 2010).  

Also, Orland-Barak (2009) states, “collaborative inquiry groups that happen outside a school or 

district structure can provide teachers a space to voice dilemmas and controversies that the 

system in which they work often silences” (as cited in Gates, 2010, p.13). This benefits art 

educators by relieving them, even momentarily, from the feelings of isolation, and instead allows 

them to work together with others who share their common questions and controversies, and 

work to initiate change (Gates, 2010).  

 

Connections: Professional Learning Communities, Collaboration Pitfalls, and Art 

Educators Located in International Settings. 

 Previous research within this essay has shown that participation and collaborating in 

professional learning communities is beneficial to art educators. I argue that these same 

implications can and should be applied to art educators located internationally, who teach within 

the American school paradigm, or as I will refer to them, international art educators.  

International art educators suffer the same sense of isolation as described by Dr. Leslie 

Gates (2010) and her colleagues (Conway et al., 2005; Inger, 1993; Lind, 2007; May, 1989; May, 

1994; Milbrandt, 2006), yet suffer additional constraints including increased distance as well as 

foreign customs, cultures, and languages. Also, because international art educators are still 

participating within the American school structure, I argue that they suffer the same injustice of 

inadequate professional development (Conway et al., 2005; Freedman, 2011; Gates, 2010; May, 

1989; May, 1994; Milbrandt, 2006), yet with the added limitation of distance from any content-

specific professional development located in the United States. International art educators are 

virtually unable to attend meaningful, effective professional development in the United States 

during the school year simply because of time, money, and travel. Third, I argue that research 

supporting collaboration, professional learning communities, and collaborative inquiry for art 

educators (Conway et al., 2005; Gates, 2010; Gates, 2011; Lind, 2007) also apply to international 

art educators. International art educators are teachers, and learners, just as much so as educators 

located domestically.  Professional learning communities among international art educators are 

just as valuable, if not more valuable, for teacher learning, professional development, and 

collaboration.   

Because I argue that implications of professional development for art educators should 



 

 

apply to international art educators, I must also concede that the challenges of professional 

learning communities are also present among international art educators, if not exacerbated due 

to their placement in a foreign community. Successful professional learning communities are 

extremely difficult to develop and maintain, and require time and commitment (Darling-

Hammond, 2009; Milbrandt, 2006,).  Research suggests challenges including effective 

supportive leadership, mutual respect, differing professional viewpoints, ineffective 

communication of viewpoints, lack of trust, time, and unmet expectations (Darling-Hammond, 

2009; Dooner et al. 2008; Gates, 2011; May, 1989; Milbrandt, 2006). Due to their increased 

isolation on a global scale, increased diversity and differing opinions due to heritage, culture, and 

education, and the threat of the foreign land, these challenges to collaboration are evermore 

present among international art educators. 

Despite these challenges, I believe local professional learning communities to be essential 

to the professional development and growth of international art educators. Throughout their 

research, Dooner, Mandzuk, and Clifton (2008) emphasize the word “community,” linking it to 

definitions including, “its demand for a shared perspective” (p. 564), “shared identity” (p.565), 

and  “knowledge of a common interest” (p.565). International educators face extenuating 

circumstances, common to only themselves, that create a community within themselves.  

Without professional learning networks located within the foreign culture, international 

art educators are only left with half of the means for collaboration and growth, the Internet. The 

Internet has provided a vast open window of opportunities for art educators to engage in 

collaboration through online social networking, blogging, personal learning networks (Art 

Education 2.0), Ning, Second Life, and more (Delacruz, et al, 2011; Yang et al, 2011). Although 

the Internet does provide a haven for collaboration, the need for opportunities to collaborate, 

discuss, critically analyze and connect with other art educators within a local community remains 

(Dooner et al., 2008). Just as art educators benefit from collaboration through the internet as well 

as in person (Delacruz et al., 2011; Gates, 2011; Lind, 2008; Yang, 2011), I argue the same 

benefits apply to international art educators; if not, we are leaving them only half full, providing 

only half of the collaborative inquiry paradigm, and only half-ready to engage.  
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