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VISUAL LITERACY CONTAINS A VAT OF UNDERLYING UNDERSTANDING THAT
fuses to the bones of students who actively pursue an art education. For every-
thing visible, there is an invisible internal counterpart, and arts education pro-
vides vital depth that is currently being drained from Canadian culture. Visual
literacy begins with the elements and principles of design – shape, colour, value,
texture, line, space, balance, rhythm and movement, pattern, contrast, unity,
and emphasis. It helps us organize and navigate the world, and – since visuals
are highly manipulative – it empowers us as well. Visual literacy can provide
breadth and depth to our understanding of the world. 

Take the element of design “value”. Exploration of this element reveals count-
less shades of grey between the extremes of black and white. We see this liter-
ally as we learn to draw, and therefore consciously acknowledge it as a visual
fact. But on a deeper level, we are also learning that there are countless shades
of gray between black and white in non-visual contexts as well. The develop-
ment of this awareness counteracts the contemporary tendency to reduce the
complexity of the world to oversimplified and unrealistic binary understandings.
The world is not simply black and white; it is multidimensional; it is countless
shades of gray. 

Binary thinking and media hysteria have blindsided us so that we no longer
see how to solve complex social problems like youth violence and gang warfare.
As Jim Harris explains, people have “no problem with problem-solving…but with
problem-seeing: noticing and responding to problems that, with their narrow
focus, seemingly “came out of nowhere.”1 Problems do not come out of
nowhere, of course, and my artful mindset knows that everything is figure-out-
able. Plunging into gray reveals details that are invisible in stark black and white,
and within these details lie solutions to large problems. 

STIFLING CREATIVITY
While we struggle in the black and white to see the big picture, we mistake
symptoms for causes. And because we tend to blame the symptoms, the solu-

tions we implement do not work – like curing a fever by
throwing the body into cold water. Among our misdirected
cures for youth violence and destructive behaviour, we find
zero tolerance, metal detectors, expulsion, surveillance, and
security guards. We are surrounded by these coldwater
solutions, while the real solution calls for us to go back in
time, to look for healthy signs of imagination and creativity,
before the gang, the bullying, the alcoholism, the anorexia. 

I once spent a recess with a group of grade two children
watching ice melt. Without discussion, we collectively
decided to see if the magic puddle transformation would
be complete by the sound of the bell. When the sun came
out, we cheered, careful not to allow our dancing shadows
to touch the ice. When the sun hid, we moped. We were
enjoying life in an open, playful, instinctual, curious, ener-
getic, and imaginative way. But instead of cultivating these
“child-parts”, we have allowed the system to erase them.

As Jeanette Winterson writes, 

“Children who are born into a tired world as batteries of new
energy are plugged into the system as soon as possible and
gradually drained away. At the time when they become adult
and conscious they are already depleted and prepared to

accept a world of shadows. Those who have kept their spirit
find it hard to nourish it and between the ages of twenty and

thirty, many are successfully emptied of all resistance. I do not

think it an exaggeration to say that most of the energy of most

of the people is being diverted into a system which destroys

them. Money is no antidote. If the imaginative life is to be

renewed it needs its own coin.”2

INSIDE THE GRAYOF GANG:
REFLECTIONS ON THE ARTS AND YOUTH VIOLENCE
RENEE JACKSON

msanjose
Typewritten Text
You are free to reproduce, distribute and transmit this article, provided you attribute the author(s), Education Canada Vol. 46 (3), and a link to the Canadian Education Association (www.cea-ace.ca) 2010. You may not use this work for commercial purposes. You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work. Publication ISSN 0013-1253.



After the playful adventures of childhood, the lifelong
process of healthy self-development should begin. But the
education system is a catalyst for the opposite, run by those
who are, for the most part, already drained. 

“[T]he individual, now fully grown, leaves our schools confused,

lonely, alienated, lost, angry, but with a mind full of isolated
meaningless facts which together are laughingly called an edu-
cation. S/he knows neither who she is, where s/he is or how
s/he got there. S/he has no concept of where s/he’s going,
how to arrive there nor what s/he’ll do when s/he gets there.
S/he has no idea what s/he has, what s/he wants, nor how to
develop it. In essence, s/he’s a type of robot – old before her
time, living in the past, confused by the present, frightened by
the future, much like the teachers who made her.”3

A bleak picture. And yet, beauty, imagination, and visu-
al imagery find ways to express themselves even in the
midst of a culture of violence. For example, both major
North American gangs, the Bloods and the Crips have elab-
orate systems of visual coding based on colour and a pref-
erence for left or right side of the body.4 Their imaginative
and visual coding systems result in displays of membership
through clothing, graffiti, gesture and language. In dealing
with the real problems – a loss of self and community –
they have created an intricate coding system of self preser-
vation, maintenance, and promotion that is both beautiful
and metaphoric.

These intelligent young people need a system that helps
them find a healthy self before they create an unhealthy one.

THE ARTS AND THE PROCESS OF BECOMING
It is no coincidence that as funding, respect, and under-
standing of the arts have plummeted, youth violence has
increased. To facilitate the development of a healthy self,
we need the arts. Visual literacy it is not limited to arts
classrooms; it can be a part of every classroom and every
subject.

As we explore the role of the arts in developing a posi-
tive sense of self, we need to recognize that the process
relies on active experience as opposed to passive existence.
As teachers, our job is to rekindle and maintain the childish
sense of wonder in various ways and at all ages by teaching
lessons in the form of stories and games. I play magician –
hiding things under red sheets to build up suspense and
curiosity; I send messages in paper airplanes, or in custom-
made sealed envelopes; I give assignments in the form of
secret gifts – “open this box and use all contents in your
artwork.” The antidote to our energy-drained system, or in
Winterson’s terms “the new coin”, is indeed the develop-
ment of self, or what I call the process of becoming. It is a life-
long process that follows a basic model:

This cycle can be initially activated by either questioning
or paying attention to the world around us. Young children
already have both of these abilities, before the education
system or social pressures drain them away. Older stu-
dents, who have forgotten, can be re-taught. 

Visual literacy is an important component of our ability
to pay attention to and perceive the world, but first we
must break the world we see into manageable parts. As
Meghan Thompson, a student teacher I worked with, put it,
the elements and principles of design are like the alphabet
and grammar of literacy. The elements – shape, colour,

EN BREF L’initiation aux médias, c’est bien plus qu’un programme d’édu-
cation artistique. Ce sont des connaissances qui peuvent étoffer et élargir
notre compréhension du monde. Or, nous pouvons aider les enfants de tout
âge à avoir une vision du monde qui n’est pas binaire et monochrome en leur
apprenant à chercher les nuances de gris, et ce, au sens propre comme au
figuré. Les arts contribuent au développement d’une image saine de soi. Ce
n’est pas une coïncidence que la violence des jeunes se soit accrue en même
temps que le financement et le respect des arts aient chuté. En tant qu’en-
seignants, nous avons pour tâche de rallumer le sentiment d’émerveillement
qui peut aiguiser la perception que l’enfant a du monde. Sachant que la per-
ception mène à la connaissance, il va de soi que tant que notre vision sera
imprécise, notre compréhension du monde restera limitée.    
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value, texture, line, space– are the parts of speech, and the
principals – balance, rhythm and movement, pattern, con-
trast, unity, and emphasis – are the grammar that help us
understand how those parts work together so we can begin
to see the big picture.

“LEARNING TO SEE” IN THE CLASSROOM
Simply encouraging students to ask questions is the first
step in strengthening perception and attention – one that
already happens in most classrooms. I have developed a
deck of “Question” cards to help them see the big picture –
complete with shades of gray. Students have added their
own questions. They can respond to them in sketchbooks
with words or drawings, in artwork, or in games they
invent themselves. Here are some of the questions created
by a Grade 7 class: What is pretty? What is freedom? Who
is free? As well as some that I think are important: Who
defines normal? Who invents style? Why do children have
stronger imaginations than adults? If you wrote a defini-
tion of yourself right now would it stay the same forever?
These questions encourage the depth of thought necessary
to the creation of self and to making sense of the world.

We can also teach students to pay active attention to
the world by changing the classroom around and asking
them to point out the changes. We can hide interesting
objects or toys around the room. We can literally exercise
our eyes by looking at optical illusions, which encourage us
to see things in various ways. 

Though I have been focusing on the visual sense, we let
the world into our awareness via all of our senses. It takes
multiple senses to get a full understanding of the world.
(See above.) The elements and principles of design can be
easily partnered up with the senses, as illustrated below.

Perception opens the door to cognition. Until we see

clearly, our understanding is limited. But once we engage
with the world, we can begin to reflect upon it, developing
and attending to our invisible components: imagination,
conception, judgment, emotion. (See above.)

And finally, the experiences we take in, from art shows
to films, from car rides to dinners, affect us. They hang
around our personal inner galaxies, mixing, mingling, and
forming new constellations of awareness. We are affected
by the world, and in turn we can affect it right back. Any
small or large thing we put out there affects it to some
degree – from conversations and attitudes, to art work and
stories, to snowboarding and roller-skating tricks. Student
need to know this, and they need to be encouraged to
experience the world in multiple ways. This model of the
process of becoming never closes itself into a circle. It is a for-
ever-expanding dynamic spiral shape. Every aspect of it
overlaps and interconnects, and after the initial activation,
it can be worked on in any order. This is an approach to the
development of self, which, without even knowing it, our
youth are begging us for. Well developed selves have the
tools it takes to engage with the world. They have the child-
parts necessary to experience the world openly and play-
fully, the wisdom to read it, question it, criticize it, celebrate
it, and the knowledge that just as it has a great affect on
them, so too can they have a great affect on it. 

And they will not be blindsided by simple solutions to
complex problems. I
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MORE THAN MEETS THE EYE

• Have students actually touch things. Fill large coffee cans with textures, blindfold students and have them reach in. When they return to their seats,

have them connect those textures to a moment – for example, a soft texture could represent being in bed. I have had students create work entirely

of texture to represent actual moments.

• Have students interpret tastes and smells using colour and shape or brushstroke. If possible, provide them with actual tastes and smells.

• Provide students with random noise makers. Have them create a spontaneous soundtracks to art history slides, or stories. Have them explain their

decisions. 

FROM PERCEPTION TO COGNITION

• IMAGINATION: I have been developing progressive decks of “imagination cards” that require students to imagine certain scenarios and draw

them. For example: If you planted a heart or a brain, what would grow? 

• CONCEPTION: One approach I take to the development of conception, is to show the students that a concept does not have to be imposed upon

you, but can be approached creatively (this ties to the act of questioning as well). Take a random object, like a plastic cup, and ask them what else

it could be. The first time I do this I actually show them examples of a cup made into a hat, a snout, a maraca etc

• JUDGMENT: Judgment, of course, is a component of most art classes. One method I use is the Feldman Method of art criticism, where judgment

is postponed until the work has been thoroughly observed and considered. 

• EMOTION: Emotion is often a component of art practice. I usually work emotion in with metaphor “what texture could represent that emotion?”

Sense Element/Principal of Design Medium

Sight Line and Shape Contour Drawing

Touch Surface/Texture + Mass/Form/Space Sculpture

Taste and Smell Balance/Harmony + Colour Painting + Installation

Sound and Hearing Rhythm/Movement + Pattern Sound Art and video

Mixed Senses Choice Multi-media
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