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Every once in a while a particular work of art catches the attention of some aspiring parents, making them want  
their own child to learn to produce such a work. Or perhaps they notice how their child enjoys drawing and 
painting, and the parents want to see an improvement in the quality of the drawings. So what do they do? They  
may try to find an art teacher for their child who can teach them how to draw and paint. Or the child may rely  
upon the art classes at school.

How is art  usually taught in schools and classes? The youngest  students are not thought to be capable of  
anything but colouring-in the outlines of apples and oranges, so that is what they are asked to do. The teacher  
evaluates the results based primarily on neatness - whether the colours are confined within the outlines, and  
how uniform the colour appears.  At a higher level,  the students are shown a picture that  the teacher has 
prepared, and the students are asked to copy it. They start with an apple or a mango (perhaps depending on  
whether the school  is  ‘English Medium’  or  ‘Hindi  Medium’?!),  and progress to a  ‘tree’,  a  sun peeking out  
between triangular mountains and a house. Perhaps a river and boats or a sunset. While working, the students  
are constantly being shouted at and admonished to sit quietly without talking (threats that they ignore as much  
as  possible).  Other  interactions  between  students  and  teachers  are  typically  confined  to  complaints  like,  
“Ma’am, I can’t do it. Will you do it for me?” or “Not like that, do it like this!” The teacher then proceeds to  
draw on the student’s paper to show them how to do it properly. And in the end a few students finally succeed 
at making reasonably good, tidy copies. 

But is that success? How should a child’s drawing or painting be judged, anyway? And what is the meaning and 
relevance of the art experience a child encounters in school?

 

Figure 1: A typical drawing of an ‘educated’ child

Look at  the two children’s pictures shown in Figures 1 and 2.  Which one do you prefer? Does either one  
stimulate in you a sense of wonder or an interest in looking at it again?  Does the picture communicate to you 
some idea of the child’s personality, background, interests, or culture? Does it tell a story? What do you think 
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was going through the children’s minds as they drew each picture? What was the purpose in drawing? Do you  
think the children enjoyed drawing the pictures? Did they learn anything in the process?

Figure 2: A child drew this picture while observing a tree

It  should  be  clear  that  there  is  no  point  in  expecting  children  to  draw  pictures  that  look  exactly  like  
photographs.  We  have  cameras  for  that  purpose.  [Even  photographs  aren’t  restricted  to  such  realism  -  
especially in  today’s world of computerised special  effects.]  In  drawings and paintings we can hope to see 
something  new  and  different  -  some  self-expression,  some  indication  of  a  particular  personality  and 
community. A painting may convey a social or political message - it may tell a story, it may show a gesture or a  
memory, it may express an emotion, or it may reveal a history of some point in time. Even a child who is still in  
the process of learning to control the movement of a crayon on paper can simultaneously learn to express all  
these things through art. 

Many people consider art to be a rather unimportant component of a school curriculum. After all, how many  
students  have the desire or  opportunity  to become creative  artists?  Especially  in  today’s  world  of  BComs, 
MBBAs, myriad varieties of entrance examinations, and the breathless anticipation of entering the corporate  
world, what kind of a career is art? Of course, commercial art, ie. advertising, is another matter. But here we are  



talking about fine arts - creative arts. 

Actually creative art activities should be an essential part of the school experience for all children because they  
help develop the whole child. Such activities require the use and integration of mental skills, physical dexterity,  
and emotional expression. 

Art should not be viewed as a subject distinct from other disciplines. It should be an integral part of the entire  
school curriculum.  Actually art is not so much a subject as a creative way of doing things. In that sense, it has a  
lot in common with science. Science is really a method of looking at the world and trying to understand it. The  
basis of both art and science is inquiry,  investigation, and experimentation. Art can also stimulate a child’s  
imagination and creativity in verbal expression and writing. A picture may be an inspiration for a new poem or  
story. A story can also be the inspiration for a picture. Children may be at a loss when presented with blank  
pieces of paper and told to draw pictures. But when asked to illustrate a story their parent has just read to  
them, they may suddenly become inspired. 

Why should our children’s first pictures be of flowers they have never seen? If they must draw a picture of a 
house, why must it be a type of house that bears no resemblance to any house they have ever seen? If they  
must draw a winter scene, why should it be a snowy scene? Wouldn’t it make more sense if children drew  
pictures of whatever is important to them in their own lives? There is no point in expecting children to draw like  
adults - they should express themselves as the children they are. I would rather see a six-year-old draw a lively 
child-like table drawn with four legs protruding at strange angles into the air than a painstakingly careful copy of  
a ‘correct’ perspective version.

It is hard to change our ways of thinking and teaching, but by following a few simple suggestions, we can make  
substantial progress towards improving the way children learn art.

The  most  important  guideline  for  children  learning  art  is:  DON’T  COPY.  Teachers  can  occasionally  show 
examples of works of art, but they should always be removed before children begin their own work. At times,  
an actual object, a toy, a piece of fruit, a tree, a house, or a person can be displayed to be looked at while  
working, but not a picture of an object. This will encourage children to be creative and invent their own ways of 
depicting what they see. Children should be constantly reminded not to copy, but to try to produce artwork that 
is new and different.

A guideline for teachers: DON’T DRAW ON A CHILD’S DRAWING. Even if requested to do so by the child, always 
refuse. If a children complain that they don’t know how to draw something, try to help them look and see how 
things appear and draw what they see, as they see it. For example, you might point at a model and say. “Look at 
her hair. Does it fall straight down or does it curve this way and that? Look - see that strand sticking out above  
the ear?  Show me how it goes.”, or “Where is the eye? Above the thumb, or to the side of it? Can you see all  
five fingers on that hand?” Give children the freedom to express themselves and they will have fun and want to 
draw without any coaxing or coaching.

A suggestion for parents: provide your children with plenty of art materials and let them use them in whatever 
way  they wish.  But  avoid  colouring books because they do not  foster  creativity.  The art  materials  do not 
necessarily have to be fancy and expensive ones. In fact especially for younger children, cheaper, more plentiful  
supplies are preferable to a few expensive ones. Save any used paper from the office or home that has some 
unused space on it. Even old newspapers can be drawn and painted on. By the time a child is 18 to 24 months 
old they will be interested in scribbling. Give them crayons. Encourage them, and don’t try to guide them. They  
are their own best teachers. The finished products may not look like much at first, but notice the way the child  
progresses from haphazard, uncontrolled jabs at the paper, to energetic up and down strokes, to curves, helices  
and circles. Some parents find that fixing newspapers or other large sheets of paper to the walls gives their 
children space to express themselves while protecting the walls. Children in their 2’s can safely learn to handle  
blunt scissors. Naturally some amount of discipline is necessary to keep the house from being excessively cut 
and coloured - it’s best to explain from the earliest age that certain things like books should never be marked,  
folded, or cut. [A definite, consistent warning in a firm voice will give better results than a slap or a fight.] There 
is  no point  in  trying to give children any actual  instruction or guidance in drawing until  they have taught 
themselves to draw circles and have begun making representative marks.  They will spontaneously start using 
their marks as private symbols to represent people and things which are meaningful to them. At this stage  
children will begin talking and telling stories as they draw. Your initial guidance can consist of encouragement  
and questions to get the child to think about what they are doing, and to explain their symbols to you. 

Perhaps the most useful guideline in art is DON’T GUIDE. Let children draw as they like. Encourage them in  
whatever direction they may go. Give positive feedback. You will be surprised how, given the opportunity, they  
will teach themselves.



December 1991  January 1992

In the beginning the child makes scribbles that appear almost random. She experiments with different ways of 
making marks on the paper: big strokes, quick stabs, slow curves.

late January 1992 4 March 1992

Gradually the child learns to make more controlled circular movements.



26 March 1992 April 1992

Smaller, more controlled shapes are emerging.

19 May 1992 5 June 1992

Now the child has learned to draw circles and other specific marks.



 December 1992  March 1993

As the child draws, she tells herself a story. The marks on paper are now personal (sometimes temporary) 
symbols for people, animal, things, and processes.

July 1993

Finally the drawing becomes recognizable as a person with eyes, nose, mouth, hair, and eventually appendages 
as well.




