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Abstract. The evolution of the educational landscape in China has brought heightened recognition 
to the significance of art education within the country. Nonetheless, the framework of domestic art 
education remains entrenched in a broader educational paradigm that predominantly emphasizes 
standardized testing. Consequently, this paper delves into the complex issues impeding the 
development of critical thinking skills through art education. By examining the current state of 
domestic art education through the lens of three fundamental components of critical thinking, this 
study underscores the formidable challenges that hinder the fostering of critical thinking skills within 
this domain. Drawing from a comprehensive analysis of teaching methodologies and educational 
practices in art education, this research presents a series of targeted strategies to propel the 
advancement of domestic art education by prioritizing the cultivation of critical thinking skills. Through 
the identification of key obstacles and the proposal of strategic interventions, this paper contributes 
to the discourse surrounding the enhancement of critical thinking abilities within the context of 
Chinese art education. 
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1. Introduction 

Art education holds immense potential in nurturing aesthetic education, creativity, and humanistic 
values throughout an individual's lifelong learning journey. Critical thinking, a crucial component of 
human development encompassing problem-solving, decision-making, and personal growth, has been 
widely acknowledged as one of the key outcomes of education [1]. However, in the context of Chinese 
art education, insufficient attention has been paid to cultivating critical thinking skills and disposition.  

While there exist several definitions of critical thinking, a precise and comprehensive definition 
specifically tailored to the realm of art education is lacking. The scope of critical thinking has 
expanded to include intrinsic curiosity, openness to diverse perspectives, and creativity. Firstly, the 
consensus derived from the Philosophical Association suggests that an ideal critical thinker is 
naturally inquisitive [2]. Facione further describes this trait as displaying a consistent internal 
motivation to engage with problems and make decisions using critical thinking [2]. Additionally, Van 
Gelder asserts that critical thinking is inherently broad and encompasses behaviors such as asking 
and answering clarifying questions [2]. Secondly, the Philosophical Association also emphasizes the 
importance of open-mindedness, understanding diverse viewpoints, and being willing to suspend 
judgment while considering alternative perspectives [2]. This disposition towards diverse viewpoints 
entails respecting and entertaining others' opinions [2]. It involves "seeing both sides of an issue" and 
remaining receptive to new evidence that challenges preconceived notions [2]. Finally, creativity is 
an essential aspect of critical thinking, as Paul and Elderargue claim that critical thinking and 
creativity are two intertwined facets. They assert that critical thinking devoid of creativity becomes 
mere skepticism and negativity, while creativity divorced from critical thought results in mere novelty 
[2].  

Dewey advocated for an education that fosters authenticity and allows children to grow mentally, 
physically, and socially by providing opportunities for creative and critical thinking [2]. Dewey also 
believed that the arts could enable children to develop new perspectives and deeper understandings 
of the world around them. Moreover, recent research comparing the disposition to think critically 
between arts and non-arts undergraduates has found that arts education enhances critical thinking [1]. 
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The involvement of reflective thinking, aesthetic inquiry, and discussions surrounding original 
artworks have positively influenced art students, enabling them to comprehend diverse perspectives 
and fostering their critical thinking skills [1]. According to Burton et al., educators observed that 
students with art education experience were characterized by their curiosity, ability to express their 
thoughts and emotions in unique ways, and their lack of hesitation in showcasing their learning to 
their teachers, peers, and parents. The study conducted by Burton et al. also revealed that students 
with limited exposure to the arts experience a detrimental impact on the development of critical 
cognitive skills and personal traits [3]. Consequently, art education cultivates a creative and problem-
centered learning environment, empowering students to become critical thinkers [4]. 

However, research conducted in the Chinese art education context has revealed contrary outcomes 
to the ideal mentioned above. Yao notes that current dance teaching methods rely predominantly on 
theoretical explanations, movement demonstrations, and group exercises, lacking emphasis on 
students' subjective position, and this approach fails to foster critical thinking and aesthetic 
development among students, hindering the progress of dance education [5]. Yang points out that 
many drama teachers perceive drama solely as a professional art performance, overlooking its 
educational function in cognitive and character development [6]. Zhang highlights a lack of vitality 
and joy in music theory education, impeding students from experiencing the true beauty of music. 
Consequently, this affects the quality and effectiveness of music education [7]. Furthermore, Yin et 
al. observes that teachers often prioritize superficial visual appeal in students' artwork, paying limited 
attention to the development of critical thinking, aesthetic quality, and humanistic sensibilities during 
the artistic process. This indifference towards the profound emotions embedded in imperfect artworks 
makes it challenging for teachers to reflect on the significance of art in children's growth from a 
"child-centered" perspective [8]. 

The purpose of this paper is to comprehensively analyze the issue at hand through the lens of 
students' critical thinking cultivation and provide relevant suggestions for its resolution. To achieve 
this objective, the paper has been structured into three distinct sections. The first section will delve 
into a detailed exploration of the primary factors that have contributed to the emergence and 
persistence of the issue. By examining these underlying causes, a comprehensive understanding of 
the issue's origins will be established. The second section of the paper will propose potential solutions 
and strategies to effectively address the identified problem. These recommendations will be based on 
thorough research, existing literature, and best practices in the field. The aim is to provide practical 
and implementable measures that can lead to positive outcomes and improvements. Lastly, the paper 
will conclude by summarizing the key findings and insights gathered throughout the analysis. The 
concluding section will highlight the importance of addressing the issue of critical thinking cultivation 
among students in Chinese art education context. 

Overall, the paper seeks to contribute to the scholarly discourse surrounding the topic by offering 
a comprehensive analysis, practical recommendations, and a clear roadmap for further research and 
action. 

2. The Challenges towards Critical Thinking Cultivation 

The current state of domestic art education in China presents significant obstacles to the cultivation 
of critical thinking skills. These challenges include the restraint on intrinsic inquiries, the lack of 
openness to diverse viewpoints, and the limitations towards students' creativity. The traditional 
teaching mode of knowledge instillation inhibits students' ability to engage in independent and 
exploratory learning. Additionally, the teacher-led single linear teaching approach restricts the 
exposure to diverse perspectives and hinders the development of critical thinking. Moreover, the 
stereotypical standardized evaluation system places undue emphasis on conformity and technical 
proficiency, stifling students' creativity and originality. These elements contribute to a highly 
competitive environment within the field of art education, as depicted in Figure 1. 
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Fig. 1 Critical Thinking Development Challenge Model (Picture credit: Original) 

2.1. Restraint on Intrinsic Inquiries 

The traditional teaching model, which has been prevalent in education for years, tends to promote 
the passive reception of knowledge and skills, discouraging students from questioning or engaging in 
active inquiry. This approach becomes problematic when applied to art education, as it limits the 
originality, openness, and possibilities intrinsic to the subject. 

Yang examines the effectiveness of educational theater in developing practical skills such as 
creativity and problem-solving. He highlights the shortcomings of current teaching methods that 
primarily focus on the transmission of knowledge [6]. This narrow focus neglects the cultivation of 
critical thinking skills and stifles creative exploration. 

Similarly, in traditional elementary art education, Yin et al. observes a power dynamic where 
teachers hold absolute authority while students passively receive knowledge. The teaching content is 
often confined to predefined materials found in textbooks, restricting individual creativity and 
subjectivity in the art education process [8]. As a result, students may struggle to fully develop their 
artistic abilities and express their unique perspectives, as the emphasis remains on conforming to 
established norms rather than nurturing their creative instincts. 

Wei further emphasizes the issue of passivity among students in the art classroom. Teachers 
typically structure the learning experience around predetermined objectives outlined in textbooks, 
dictating the content and setting rigid frameworks for student activities. This approach reinforces the 
notion that students are passive recipients of information rather than active participants in their own 
learning journey [9]. The lack of autonomy and self-directed learning opportunities can dampen 
students' motivation and hinder the development of critical thinking skills. 

These observations by Yang, Yin, and Wei highlight the urgent need to reassess traditional 
teaching models in art education. Empowering students to ask questions, explore their own ideas, and 
make autonomous decisions in their artistic endeavors can unlock their true potential and enhance 
their learning experiences. 

2.2. Lack of Openness to Diverse Viewpoints 

Developing students' critical thinking skills in arts education requires an open-minded approach 
that embraces different voices and encourages a broader understanding across the disciplines. 
However, the current educational assessment system often prioritizes memorization over independent 
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thinking, hindering students from developing their own perspectives. Instead of fostering appreciation 
and creativity, students are compelled to regurgitate existing answers solely for the purpose of passing 
exams. 

In drama education, Jia observes that the selection of scripts is often solely at the teacher's 
discretion, without considering the understanding and interests of the students involved. Roles are 
allocated based on the teacher's preferences, leaving no room for students to explore different 
characters or engage in collaborative decision-making. Students do not have the opportunity to 
express their ideas and choices [10]. As a result, the resulting performances may become monotonous 
reproductions of memorized protocols rather than students’ own creative and original artistic 
expressions. 

Students are unable to express themselves also because they do not have a deep enough 
understanding of what they have learned. The linear progression of topics, emphasizing skill training 
and basic knowledge acquisition based on prescribed materials hinders students' ability to flexibly 
solve real-life problems and fails to establish meaningful connections between the curriculum and 
their experiences [6]. Hence, students are having difficulties in understanding from diverse angles 
and falling into having different voices. 

In dance education at the college and university levels, there is a noticeable lack of integration 
with humanities education. Dance classrooms primarily focus on mechanical dance knowledge and 
skills training, neglecting the aesthetic and humanistic aspects of dance education [5]. Consequently, 
students are unable to develop a deeper understanding of culture beyond the dance movements 
themselves, resulting in a mere replication of external forms and an inability to diversify their 
expression. 

In conclusion, developing students' critical thinking skills in arts education requires an open-
minded approach that embraces diverse voices. A shift towards student-centered approaches that 
foster active engagement, critical thinking, and creative expression is necessary. The current emphasis 
on memorization hinders independent thinking and stifles creativity. Lack of student involvement in 
drama script selection and role allocation limits artistic expression. Linear progression in topics and 
neglect of interdisciplinary connections hinder students' understanding. In dance education, a focus 
on mechanical skills neglects cultural and humanistic aspects, limiting expressive diversity.  

2.3. The Limitations towards Students’ Creativity 

The current examination-driven education system in many schools creates a conflict between 
teacher assessment and student creativity. Teachers prioritize test scores and technical skills, such as 
music where vocal singing and instrumental playing abilities receive excessive attention. Technical 
indicators related to these skills form the core elements of student evaluations [7]. Consequently, 
there is limited emphasis on nurturing and evaluating students' creativity.  

The rigid exam-oriented approach prioritizes measurable outcomes over fostering innovative 
thinking and expression. This conflict is evident in artistic performances, which are often evaluated 
based on conventional criteria in competitions. Students strive to meet predetermined criteria, aiming 
for high standards of performance. In drama education, for example, students participate in 
performances or appreciate existing works, with some forming clubs solely focused on winning prizes 
at art festivals [6]. 

On the other hand, the indoctrination method does not inspire and guide students in the creative 
transformation of knowledge. Traditional art teaching in China frequently lacks integrated learning 
and inquiry-based approaches. The content taught to students is not effectively connected to specific 
contexts, resulting in fragmented knowledge acquisition. This disjointed approach hinders students' 
ability to apply acquired knowledge flexibly and meaningfully, particularly in terms of knowledge 
transfer and creative problem-solving [8]. 

To sum up, the current examination-driven education system in many schools not only undermines 
student creativity but also limits their ability to develop critical thinking skills and apply knowledge 
in meaningful ways. The emphasis on technical skills and measurable outcomes neglects the nurturing 
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of innovative thinking and expression. This conflict is evident in artistic performances, which often 
prioritize meeting predefined criteria rather than encouraging students' unique artistic voices. 
Additionally, the traditional indoctrination method fails to inspire and guide students in creatively 
transforming knowledge, resulting in fragmented and disconnected learning experiences.  

3. The Strategies towards Critical Thinking Cultivation 

Addressing these challenges mentioned above requires a paradigm shift towards a more student-
centered approach that encourages intrinsic inquiries, embraces diverse viewpoints, and fosters 
creativity. By doing so, art education can effectively nurture critical thinking skills and empower 
students to become independent and innovative thinkers.   

 
Fig. 2 Critical Thinking Development Model (Picture credit: Original) 

The creation of an inclusive environment can be achieved through the embracement of cross-
cultural learning and the promotion of interdisciplinary learning. Furthermore, fostering creativity 
can be facilitated by employing question-oriented instruction and leveraging intrinsic motivation. The 
cultivation of intrinsic inquiry can be achieved through the implementation of self-directed learning 
and the role of teachers as facilitators. These three factors interact and influence each other, resulting 
in the establishment of a secure and accommodating environment, as depicted in Figure 2. 

3.1. Nurturing Open-Mindedness through Inclusive Practices 

3.1.1 Foster an Inclusive Environment 

Aesthetic and critical inquiry techniques can enhance critical thinking skills by exploring the 
interpretation of artwork. Students learn that there can be multiple valid perspectives, promoting 
deeper understanding and analysis of complex issues. According to Housen, engaging with artwork 
using these techniques "enhances critical thinking skills" by encouraging students to critically analyze 
and evaluate diverse perspectives [11]. Creating a classroom atmosphere where students feel 
comfortable expressing themselves openly and honestly is also important Lambert [11]. This 
psychological safety encourages meaningful discussions, challenges preconceptions, and helps 
students appreciate the diversity of perspectives.   
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3.1.2 Implement Cross-Cultural Learning 

Embracing cross-cultural learning enriches academic discourse and promotes a deeper 
understanding of complex issues. Students from different cultural backgrounds bring unique 
perspectives, fostering an appreciation for diverse viewpoints. Engaging in cross-cultural artistic 
experiences and interacting with individuals from diverse backgrounds cultivates effective 
communication and understanding in a multicultural society. Henry & Costantino emphasize the 
significance of creating a warm and safe environment for students to engage in cross-cultural artistic 
experiences [12]. They highlight that this environment serves as a platform for students to explore 
and appreciate the diverse perspectives and artistic expressions of their peers, even in the presence of 
language barriers [12]. 

3.1.3 Introduce Interdisciplinary Learning 

The arts offer various avenues for developing critical thinking skills through interdisciplinary 
learning. Exploring connections between different fields of study broadens students' perspectives. For 
example, music enhances dance, literature influences theater, and physics principles can be applied 
to certain crafts. According to James, the arts have a sociobiological significance by serving as a 
necessity for aggregating, accommodating, and assimilating different ways of thinking that are not 
necessarily our own [13]. By embracing interdisciplinary learning, students develop a more nuanced 
perspective on various subjects and are better prepared to think critically in a complex world. 

3.2. Fostering Creativity through Question-Oriented Instruction and Intrinsic Motivation in 
Education 

3.2.1 Offer Question-Oriented Instruction 

In order to truly understand and appreciate a subject, students must go beyond memorization and 
explore its essence. Question-oriented instruction in art education promotes critical thinking and 
artistic expression. Lampert emphasizes the use of open-ended questions that encourage students to 
express their unique artistic interpretations [11]. By posing open-ended questions instead of questions 
with right or wrong answers, educators can help students explore their own artistic expressions. 
Lampert also refers to Terry Barrett's three questions that stimulate student discussions about art: 
"What do I see?", "What is the artwork about?", and "How do I know?" They prompt students to 
observe and describe the artwork, interpret its meaning, and provide evidence to support their ideas. 
Students analyze various interpretations, evaluate evidence, and consider alternative viewpoints. This 
approach allows for personal choices and interpretations, promoting critical thinking by encouraging 
consideration of different perspectives [11]. 

3.2.2 Stimulate Intrinsic Motivation 

Intrinsic motivation plays a crucial role in fostering creativity in educational settings. Diane 
emphasizes the need to awaken students' intrinsic motivation and promote autonomy in learning to 
foster creativity. Various intrinsic motivators, including personal relevance, preference for artistic 
media, curiosity, divergent thinking through play, purposeful object creation, collaboration, and 
engaging in challenging yet rewarding work, have been identified as catalysts for creativity among 
children [14]. 

While Diane recognizing and incorporating these motivators into educational settings encourages 
children to explore and express their creativity, some extrinsic motivators, such as rigid instructions, 
strict expectations, inflexible deadlines, rewards solely based on compliance, and competitive 
environments. These motivators must be carefully implemented to avoid hindering creativity and 
undermining children's intrinsic motivation [14].  

3.2.3 Encouraging Reflection and Self-Evaluation 

Promoting reflection and self-evaluation as integral components of critical thinking in art 
education helps students develop self-awareness and metacognitive skills. By reflecting on their 
artistic processes, decisions, and outcomes, students can critically analyze their own work and make 
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thoughtful judgments. This promotes continuous improvement and the ability to evaluate their own 
artistic choices critically. Assessments that go beyond standardized measures, such as portfolios and 
reflective journals, promote self-assessment and analytical thinking. Younger children learn self-
assessment skills in journals and by charting their progress [15]. 

3.3. Cultivating Intrinsic Inquiry through Autonomy and Facilitation 

The concept of intrinsic inquiry underscores the active role of students in constructing knowledge. 
This cognitive endeavor necessitates students' integration of their own subjective comprehension into 
newly acquired knowledge, with the unknown, the curious, and the incomprehensible serving as 
primary catalysts for generating queries. By encouraging them to question, explore, and critically 
evaluate information, educators provide opportunities for students to connect new concepts with their 
own prior knowledge, experiences, and perspectives. 

3.3.1 Apply Learner-Directed Pedagogy and Autonomy 

Diane discusses the concept of learner-directed pedagogy and autonomy and emphasizes the 
importance of allowing students to take control of their own learning and evaluate their creations 
independently. Providing children with autonomy over their artistic process enhances their intrinsic 
motivation and creativity. Autonomy fosters a sense of responsibility, pride, and self-efficacy, 
enabling children to tap into their creative potential [14]. By giving learners control over their 
artmaking, intrinsic motivation drives them to identify and solve problems of their own choice. This 
approach has been shown to enhance creativity and intrinsic motivation in art education [14]. 

3.3.2 Shift Teacher's Role 

In a self-directed learning environment, there is a notable transformation in the role of the teacher. 
By assuming the role of a facilitator rather than a sole authority figure, the teacher empowers students 
to take ownership of their learning and fosters a collaborative and inclusive learning community. 

Lampert argues that during critical and aesthetic discussions, the teacher assumes the role of a 
facilitator who organizes and guides the discourse. The teacher's responsibilities in this context 
include maintaining focus within the discussion, posing thought-provoking questions without 
providing definitive answers, seeking clarification and evidence from students, relating individual 
viewpoints to aesthetic theory, encouraging the exploration of alternative perspectives, and 
summarizing the diverse opinions that arise from the discussion [11]. 

As highlighted by Diane, the teacher's role evolves from that of an instructor to that of a facilitator, 
resource provider, and guide in self-directed learning environments. Teachers play a crucial role in 
supporting and nurturing learner-directed pedagogy by offering encouragement, challenging students 
to think critically, and establishing connections between students' artistic endeavors and the broader 
art world. It is important to note that students also bear responsibilities within this process, actively 
participating and engaging in their own learning journey [14]. 

3.4. Expecting Results  

The three aspects mention above are intricately intertwined and mutually influential. When 
observed clockwise, as illustrated in Figure 3, the collective openness to diverse viewpoints grants 
students the freedom to create. However, the desire to unleash creativity necessitates a deep 
understanding of knowledge and skills. This pursuit stimulates intrinsic inquiries, leading to a deeper 
comprehension of various aspects and fostering a multi-perspective approach that maintains openness 
to diverse viewpoints. 
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Fig. 3 Interaction between three elements- clockwise (Picture credit: Original) 

Conversely, in a counterclockwise fashion, as illustrated in Figure 4, openness to diverse 
viewpoints encourages intrinsic inquiries and the inclusion of different perspectives. In turn, intrinsic 
inquiries empower creativity, which in itself motivates self-expression. The unique expressions of 
individuals foster an environment where students become more open to diverse viewpoints. 

 
Fig. 4 Interaction between three elements- counterclockwise (Picture credit: Original) 

In conclusion, by embracing cross-cultural learning and interdisciplinary approaches, arts 
education can cultivate an inclusive environment that encourages students to think critically, question, 
analyze, and evaluate artistic concepts. Shifting from traditional knowledge transmission to 
interactive and exploratory pedagogy empowers students to explore multiple perspectives and 
interpretations. Fostering creativity, utilizing question-oriented instruction, and intrinsic motivation 
stimulate curiosity and enhance critical thinking skills. Implementing these transformative elements 
in Chinese arts education nurtures students' ability to analyze, interpret, and appreciate art in a 
thoughtful and discerning manner. 

4. Conclusion 

In summary, this paper examined the issue of critical thinking cultivation among students in China 
and offered insightful suggestions for its resolution. It has provided valuable insights into key aspects 
of critical thinking in art education in terms of intrinsic inquiry, openness to diverse viewpoints, and 
creativity. By identifying the major causes contributing to the domestic problem, this study has shed 
light on the underlying factors that hinder the development of critical thinking skills in educational 
settings.  

The study identified traditional teaching methods, teacher-centered classrooms, and rigid standards 
as obstacles to fostering critical thinking in art education. Through thorough research and analysis, a 
range of potential solutions has been proposed to address the identified challenges. These 
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recommendations emphasize the importance of creating an environment that fosters intrinsic inquiry, 
encourages openness to diverse viewpoints, and promotes creativity. Furthermore, strategies such as 
incorporating cross-cultural and interdisciplinary learning, implementing question-oriented 
instruction, and redefining the teacher's role have been highlighted as effective measures to enhance 
critical thinking in education. 

It is important to acknowledge that the study was limited by a lack of actual statistical data on 
current domestic art education, with most existing research being qualitative in nature. Therefore, the 
author suggests that future studies should prioritize quantitative research to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of art education in the country. 

This paper serves as a starting point for future research and action in the field of critical thinking 
cultivation in art education. Additional empirical studies and quantitative data analysis are 
encouraged to validate and further develop the proposed solutions. Moreover, collaboration among 
educators, policymakers, and stakeholders is essential to implement and evaluate the effectiveness of 
the suggested strategies. 

In conclusion, fostering critical thinking among students is a crucial endeavor that requires the 
commitment and collaboration of all stakeholders involved in the educational process. By 
implementing the suggested recommendations, educational institutions can cultivate a generation of 
individuals equipped with the critical thinking skills, the openness to diverse viewpoints, intrinsic 
inquiries and creativity, to navigate the challenges of the future. 
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