
Aesthetic 
Engagement leads to 
growth, civic dialogue 
Ability enables students to be active learners 


Alw"w" " tog,," d. ,',I"y
based, libera l art s curricululll ens urcs 
all students will experience aes theti c 
learning across the di sciplincs. Sincc 
the inception of this unique learning 
ap proach in th e 1970s, Al verno fa c
ulty has been committed to challenging 
students to develop skill s in I'ela tion 
to art isti c ex.peri ences. The Aestheti c 
Engagement ability has evo lved from an 
eartiel' conce pt of the ability known as 
Aestheti c Responsiveness. Just as all of 
th e ab ilities have changed to meet stu
dents' needs in an eve r-changing world, 
Aes thetic Engagement has bccome an 
ability that foste rs both perso nal growth 
and community invo lvement through 
interp retivc dialogue and creati vc process. 

The broad framework of the abili ty a l
lows students to par ticipate in th e arts as 
both arti sts/performers and as active au
dienc e members. The abi I ity ensures that 
student s will not j ust respo nd to wo rks 
of art, but ra ther develop thc capaci ty to 
engage deeply with the arts by lea rning 
some of the processes assoc iated with 
crea tive produc tion. Engagement with 
th e arts - th rough courses in th e arts 
and in the humani ties - invo lves de
veloping strateg ies that enable students 
to be active lea rners across the cur
riculum . In beg inning leve ls, stude nts 
deve lop openness to ar ts and cultures. In 
intermed iate leve ls, they refine arti stic 
and inte rpret ive choices by intcgrat in g 
expe rien ce and th eory with cultural and 
soc ial awaren ess. At th e adva nced leve ls , 
students create works of art and inter
pretive tlleo rl es that synthesi ze persona l 

preferences wi th di sc iplinary concepts. 

WIlen students deve lop open ap proaches 
to engaging with diverse cultural 
ex press ions, they begJl1 to cxperi ence 
the personal and social ap pli cati ons of 
aesthetic engage ment. Whether they 
choosc to approac h thi s learn ing from a 
personal crea ti ve ans appmach, from a 
well ness perspcc tive, from interdisc iplin
ary van tage po ints or fro m soc ial-Justi cc 
perspect ives, students begin to see that 
aesthetic engagement can be an as se t in 
building effcc ti ve globa l communities . 

A tool for meeting social 
challenges 

Ed ucational refo rm, for examp le , ca n 
be facilitated by using the arts to build 
literacy or communication skill s with 
at -ri sk teens. Hea lth care re fo rm can 
be hastened by implementing cul tural 
heritage models in HTV/A IDS education. 
Disaster relief efforts can benefi t from 
mobili zing and em ploy ing art therapists 
with affec ted populations. Increas ing 
vote r turnout can result from the com
billed efforts of visual and performing 
arti sts. Returnin g war vete rans suffer
ing from post-traumatic stress di sorders 
can benefit fmm the healing poten tia l 
of music. lncreas ed comm un ity aware
ncss of vio lence or di scrimination ca n 
bc stimulated by thea trical productions. 
Susta inable environmental developmen t 
can be accompli shed by des igners col
laborating with busi ness. Creative people 
are engaged in the econom ic, environ
mental and social needs of a complex 
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" The Aesthetic 

Engagement ability 

seeks to create 

learners who are 

comfortable in 

non-linear contexts, 

adaptable to new 

situations and able 

to apply multiple 

intelligences. ' , 
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world. Wmkers and citizens in the 21 st 
Century need to develop cross-di sc iplin
ary methods, multi-layered processes and 
pro-active learning strategies. The Aes
thetic Engagement abi Iity seeks to crcate 
learners wh o are comfmt3ble in non-lin
ea l· contexts, adaptable to new situations 
and ab le to app ly multiple intelligences. 

Aesthetic learning tied to 
global awareness 

The commitment to aes thetic practice is 
seen througho ut thc curriculum and in 
every major. Nursing students use all 
therapeutic models to enhance self and pa
tient ca re , sc icnce and math stud en ts apply 
sophisticated visual observation skill s 
to refinc their inquiry-based appmacbes , 
humanities studcnts pose provoca tive 
questions based on cul tural awareness. 

Curricular learn ing is suppleme nted by 
activities that engage the entire campus 
in aesthetic learning. Public events, such 
as music re cita ls, dance concelis, theatl·e 
productions and ga llel·y shows, he lp to 
creille an aes thetic environment as an 
ex tension of cla ssroom learning. 

Conferences build ongoing 
discourse, resources 

One newer approach is the development· 
of interdisc iplinary conferences that 
focus upon a sin gle shared learn ing ex 
pe rience for the community. Since 2002 , 
interdiscipl inary committees composed 
of Al verno College fa culty, sta ff and loc al 
community, have collaborated to create 
general educa tion conferences. These 
conferences 1lave used ga llery exhibi tions 
to stimulate civic dialogue abo ut impor
tant contemporary iss ues. The Art and 
Cultures ga llery is dedicated to present
ing arti stic and cultmal exhibitions that 
al low fo r expanded community acce ss to 
practice aestheti c teaching and learning. 

Conferences and gilliery ex llibitions have 
ex pl ored the fo llowing topics: "Sus
taining Peace in the Wake of Vio lence: 
Representations of The Sierra Leone 
Civil War," "Two Cultures - One Spirit 
\Vi sconsin-Japan Exchange," women 
ilnd sustainabl e de ve lopment , " Betty La 
Duke - Wome n's Creat ive Hands," "Sa

cred Ground : Perspecti ves on Peace and 
Conflic!." and gi rls/women and media 
literacy, "Projec t GirL" During the co n
fel·ences, cach topic has been explo red 
through interdi sciplinary inquiry that 
ex pands perspectives by us ing exhibited 
art forms to stimulate civic dial ogu e. 

Most recently, in October, th e 2009 

General Educat ion Conference, "Jim 

Crow and Beyond : Expl oring the Past 

to Chan ge the Future," used the shal·ed 

learning objects of two exhi bitions 


" Hateful Things: Traveling Exhibition" 
fl ·om the Fe rri s Sta te University Museum 
of Raci st Mcmorabilia and " Pain ful Para
e1 ox:' a Juri ed exhibition of local arti sts 
sponsored by African American Arti sts 
Bcgi nning to Ed ucate Americans About 
African American Art (ABLA). The goa ls 
of this conference we re to en ab le stu
dents to cxpl ore issues of American raci st 
hi story as they un cover th e dialogue 
neccss<lry to build diverSity.. community 
and em powermen t in the future. 

Each conference has becn devel oped wi th 
the goal of building ongo ing di scoL!l"se 
and resources to help students deve lop 
advanced, in tegrated.. interdisciplinary 
approaches to abil ity learning tha t st imu
late personal gmwth and civ ic dial ogue 
about contcmporary subj ec ts. This ap
proach to tile use of art provides a point 
of departure from emotionally charged 
personal perspectives to more productive , 
object-based discuss ion s. 

- b,· Dam Lorson 
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