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This research was designed to examine the quality of children’s aesthetic understanding of photographs, ob-
serve social interactions between parents and children in this aesthetic domain, and study whether qualitatively
different dyadic interactions were associated with children’s own aesthetic understanding. Parents and children
(7 – 13 years; 40 dyads) individually completed measures of aesthetic understanding and jointly selected pho-
tographs for a souvenir scrapbook. Parents’ artistic experience varied widely and was associated with their own
performance on aesthetic understanding measures. Children’s performance on the individual aesthetic tasks
was related to age, but not to parents’ art experience nor to the qualities of parent – child discussions of aesthetic
concepts. Among both parents and children, artistic experience was associated with aesthetic preferences for
photographs.

It has been argued that questions about the nature
and course of human development are inextricably
tied to questions about the creation and appreciation
of the various art forms (e.g., Gardner, 1994).
Nevertheless, research on development in under-
standing, producing, and responding to artistic rep-
resentations has remained largely separate from
research on development in other symbolic domains.
Gauvain (2001) has noted that children are exposed
to myriad symbolic tools as they engage in the ev-
eryday activities of their culture, and has drawn
attention to social interaction as one mechanism
through which these tools come to be understood.
The development of aesthetic comprehension lends
itself particularly well to a social-contextual exam-
ination because the surface or aesthetic features of
representations are a form of human expression.

Here we examine how parents with differing expe-
rience in creating and interpreting images interact
with their children in a naturalistic activity involving
aesthetic issues.

Sensitivity to the aesthetic properties of visual
representations has been defined and studied in
different ways. Gardner (1970) and colleagues at
Harvard Project Zero have examined children’s un-
derstanding of the aesthetic properties or ‘‘symp-
toms’’ proposed by Goodman (1976). These include
sensitivity to compositionFthe way parts of an art-
work are organized; repletenessFthe way multiple
physical aspects of a work contribute to its meaning;
and expressionFthe use of metaphor to convey
meaning.

Defined as sensitivity to these properties, aesthetic
understanding does not emerge until early adoles-
cence (Blank, Massey, Gardner, & Winner, 1984;
Carothers & Gardner, 1979; Winner, Rosenblatt,
Windmueller, Davidson, & Gardner, 1986). Younger
children (5 – 7 years of age) tend to focus on subject
matter, whereas older children and adolescents are
able to notice more subtle aspects of images and to
consider not only what is depicted, but how it is
depicted (Gardner, 1970). In keeping with this gen-
eralization, a number of investigators have reported
that young children focus almost exclusively on the
subject matter of visual images (Freeman, 1995; Li-
ben, 2003; Parsons, 1987; Sharples, Davison, Thomas,
& Rudman, 2003).

Young children have shown sensitivity to the
stylistic properties of paintings in match-to-sample
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tasks in which subject matter was held constant (e.g.,
Steinberg & DeLoache, 1986) or systematically varied
(e.g., Callaghan & MacFarlane, 1998). However, even
though children are able to demonstrate sensitivity
to style on tasks like these, they still prefer to use
subject matter as the basis on which to group
paintings. Thus, although both 5-year-old children
and adults were able to match individual paintings
to a photograph that conveyed the same emotion,
adults tended to use formal properties such as line
quality and color to make their judgments whereas
children tended to use subject matter (Callaghan,
1997).

Although little is known about the developmental
mechanisms underlying aesthetic development,
there is evidence to suggest that sociocultural factors
influence its course (e.g., Callaghan, 2000; Jolley, Zhi,
& Thomas, 1998a, 1998b). Indeed, the basis for psy-
chological development more generally is not merely
in individual cognition, but also in interpersonal
relations, communication, and cooperation (Meac-
ham, 1993; Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978). Opportu-
nities for cognitive change emerge spontaneously
and frequently in parent – child interactions, and in-
creasingly, these interactions are receiving attention
as a possible mechanism for cognitive change
(Gauvain, 2001). Language development is perhaps
the most extensively studied domain in this arena,
with decades of research documenting links between
parent – child communication and child language
acquisition (see Hoff-Ginsberg & Shatz, 1982 and
Moerk, 1996, for reviews). But examinations of par-
ent – child conversation have also shed light on other
aspects of development, including scientific reason-
ing (e.g., Callanan & Jipson, 2001), memory (e.g.,
Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993), essentialist thought
(e.g., Gelman, Coley, Rosengren, Hartman, & Pap-
pas, 1998), and theory of mind (e.g., Sabbagh &
Callanan, 1998).

In documenting the nature of parent – child in-
teractions across various domains, researchers have
found evidence of both explicit and implicit trans-
mission of knowledge. In their study of spatial-
graphic understanding, for example, Szechter and
Liben (2004) found that parents used a range of ex-
plicit strategies to explain a graphically challenging
picture book to their preschool children. Addressing
the concept of zooming, one parent said ‘‘You look at
it real close and then you zoom out and you can see
it from farther away’’ (p. 875). The incidence and
quality of such explanations was significantly related
to children’s performance on measures of graphic
comprehension. In contrast, Gelman, Taylor, and
Nguyen (2004) found that mothers rarely spoke ex-

plicitly to their preschoolers about gender roles and
gender categories. A close analysis of their language,
however, revealed that mothers provided informa-
tion about these topics implicitly through the use of
generic noun phrases and other linguistic construc-
tions. Generics (e.g., ‘‘Girls like dolls’’) differ from
nongenerics (e.g., ‘‘Those girls like dolls’’) in refer-
ring to an entire abstract set, and thus express cate-
gory-wide generalizations.

Whether and how parents convey their aesthetic
sense is an open question. Do they address it ex-
plicitly as illustrated by conversations about the
meaning of zooming, or implicitly as in conversa-
tions about gender involving generics? Examining
the nature of parent – child interactions in this do-
main is particularly interesting because aesthetic
responses are often considered to be individually or
idiosyncratically based, and perhaps therefore less
connected to parents’ direction.

In the current research, we chose photography as
the medium to investigate aesthetic understanding.
There is evidence that even infants are able to rec-
ognize objects depicted in photographs (e.g., DeLo-
ache, Strauss, & Maynard, 1979), and that they
manually explore photographs perhaps because they
confuse the images with real objects, or perhaps to
help discriminate between photographs and their
referents (e.g., DeLoache, Pierroutsakos, & Uttal,
2003). There is, however, relatively little research on
children’s understanding of the ways in which the
photographic process influences the photographic
product (see Liben, 2003). Children must come to
understand that the information available in photos
is subject to myriad decisions made by the photo-
grapher both at the time the picture was taken as
well as at the time the photograph was printed. Some
recent work suggests that when prompted, young
children are able to consider the artist’s intentions
(Bloom & Markson, 1998) and state of mind (Cal-
laghan & Rochat, 2003) when determining what a
picture represents. Photography is a particularly in-
teresting medium in which to consider the role of the
artist, because photographs are often thought to
show the world as it ‘‘is’’ (O’Connor, Beilin, & Kose,
1981; Zaitchik, 1990), and thus the role of the artist
may be less apparent. Given that the function of
photographs as records often overshadows their
function as aesthetic objects, it might be expected
that sensitivity to the artistic aspects of images
would come later in development for photography
than for other media, and might be especially likely
to involve social input.

The research described here had several purposes.
First, we designed this work to enrich the empirical
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literature on aesthetic development by examining
children’s aesthetic understanding in the domain of
photography. We developed new measures of aes-
thetic understanding of photographs and collected
data from both children and adults. Second, we de-
signed this work to illuminate what parent – child
interactions might contribute to children’s aesthetic
understanding of photographs. To this end, we ob-
served parents and children engaged in a naturalistic
activity involving photographic art. Within this
overarching goal, we had two subgoals. One subgoal
was aimed at documenting the nature of parental
input in the aesthetic domain. What, if anything,
do parents say about the aesthetic qualities of
photographs? If parents do share aesthetic concepts
with their children, what strategies do they use?
Do parents’ behaviors differ in relation to their
own art-related experiences and expertise? The
second subgoal was aimed at determining whether
or not the variations in the quality of dyadic
interactions would be linked to children’s own
levels of aesthetic understanding. Although as
noted earlier there have been studies showing links
between parent – child behaviors and child outcomes
in various cognitive domains (e.g., Callanan &
Jipson, 2001; Gelman et al., 1998; Hoff-Ginsberg &
Shatz, 1982; Szechter & Liben, 2004), the role of
parental socialization is less obvious in the aesthetic
domain in which there is more room for subjective
opinion.

Parent – child dyads were recruited to participate
in this study based on both parent and child char-
acteristics. With respect to parents, our goal was to
sample widely across a range of experiences in the
arts. Thus, we made particular efforts to locate adults
who could be expected to have differing levels of art-
related experience by, for example, distributing fly-
ers about the study to faculty in art fields as well as
faculty in nonart fields at the same institution. With
respect to children, our goal was to sample boys and
girls ranging from roughly 7 – 13 years. This age
range was selected on the basis of prior work sug-
gesting significant development in aesthetic under-
standing during middle childhood and early
adolescence (e.g., Winner, 1982). Practical constraints
on potential participants precluded the recruitment
of equal numbers of children of each age, but as
described later, the age distributions of the final
sample allowed us to examine how aesthetic un-
derstanding in the domain of photography varied in
relation to age as well as in relation to parental
qualities. Parents and children independently an-
swered questions about their artistic attitudes and
experiences, and completed three tasks designed to

measure their aesthetic understanding. Parent – child
dyads then engaged in a joint task centered on visual
images and designed to establish a context condu-
cive to discussion of aesthetic concepts.

Consistent with prior work suggesting both nor-
mative and individuating processes in aesthetic
development (Freeman & Parsons, 2001; Liben &
Szechter, 2002; Parsons, 1987), aesthetic under-
standing was expected to vary by age, with adults
performing better than children on individual aes-
thetic tasks, and with older children performing
better than younger children. Over and above age,
however, performance was predicted to be linked to
experience. Among parents, those with greater in-
terest and training in the arts were predicted to
perform better on individual measures of aesthetic
understanding, and to communicate more aesthetic
concepts to their children during the joint aesthetic
activity. Among children, those whose parents had
greater artistic expertise, and who were thus en-
gaged in richer aesthetic discussions during the
joint activity, were predicted to perform better on
individual measures of aesthetic understanding.
Although finding the predicted correlational associ-
ations could not, of course, establish causality, doc-
umenting associations would be an important first
step in the study of parental influence on children’s
aesthetic outcomes.

Method

Participants

The study was advertised in a university com-
munity with flyers and letters announcing the op-
portunity for parents and children to make a photo
scrapbook of the university campus. Flyers were
followed by phone calls during which the inter-
viewer reiterated that the study was concerned with
the ways in which parents and children talk about
photographs and scheduled times for consenting
families to participate. The resulting sample was
composed of 40 parent – child dyads, with children
(24 boys, 16 girls) ranging in age from 6.98 to 13.34
years (M 5 9.88, SD 5 1.75). Additional information
about the ages of children in the resulting sample is
presented in Table 1. Of the 40 parents (10 fathers, 30
mothers) who participated, all had completed high
school, 17 held college degrees (1 in an art-related
field), and 14 held advanced degrees (4 in an art-
related field). As a result of scheduling constraints or
fatigue, attitude and experience data were not ob-
tained from 2 children, and art-attitude data were
not obtained from 4 parents. The proportions of

Children’s Aesthetic Understanding of Photographs 881



fathers/mothers participating with sons/daughters
were identical. The sample was made up almost
exclusively of White, middle-class families. The
sample demographics are representative of the local
university community in which the study was
conducted, but not of the country as a whole, thus
requiring caution when generalizing to other popu-
lations. As described later, however, despite the lack
of demographic diversity, there was considerable
variation among parent – child dyads in art-relevant
attitudes and behaviors.

Procedure

Parent – child dyads were seen individually at the
university’s child study center. In individual testing,
all participants (parents and children) were given
three tasks designed to measure aesthetic under-
standing (photo response, photo sorting, photo pairs) and
completed surveys on art attitudes and participation.
While one interviewer gave parents the aesthetic
understanding tasks, a second interviewer asked
children to respond to a checklist survey that mea-
sured their attitudes toward the arts (Child Art
Attitude Survey) and an open-ended questionnaire
that assessed their experience with the visual arts
(Child Art Experience Questionnaire). Parents were
then given parallel forms of the survey (Parent Art
Attitude Survey) and questionnaire (Parent Art
Experience Questionnaire) while children completed
the aesthetic measures. After completing all indi-

vidual measures, parents and children were asked to
work together to create a scrapbook of photographs
taken on a university campus (scrapbook activity). A
summary of tasks and their sequence is presented in
Table 2.

Given that we were not interested in making
within-subject comparisons between tasks, the aes-
thetic understanding measures were given in the
same order to all participants using an order that
pilot work had suggested would maximize partici-
pant interest. To avoid possible experimenter effects,
the same person administered the aesthetic under-
standing tasks to both parents and children. Chil-
dren were given the less test-like surveys first as a
way of easing them into the interview. Thus, even if
the surveys on art experience primed participants to
approach the aesthetic understanding tasks with a
more ‘‘artistic’’ mode, the order used would have
worked (conservatively) against the prediction that
children would perform worse than adults on tests
of aesthetic understanding

The individual aesthetic understanding measures
and the joint aesthetic activity were videotaped with
two cameras: one focused on the various task mate-
rials being used, and the second focused on the
couch where the experimenter, parent, and child
were seated. Both camera views were recorded
simultaneously on a single videotape.

Measures

Art Attitude Survey. The Art Attitude Survey was
adapted from Stuckhardt and Morris’ (1980) Attitude
Toward Arts Education Scale (ATAES). The ATAES is
a paper and pencil measure in which respondents
are asked to indicate the extent of their agreement or
disagreement with statements expressing a range of
views on art education. Stuckhardt et al. adminis-
tered the ATAES to three populations of elementary
school teachers and found it to be a valid, reliable,
and unidimensional measure of attitudes toward
art education. More recently, Danko-McGhee (2000)

Table 1

Child Participant Age Groups

Age group

Age in years

M SD Minimum Maximum

Middle childhood, N 5 12 7.59 .34 6.98 8.20

Late childhood, N 5 14 10.10 .53 9.15 10.73

Early adolescence, N 5 14 11.61 .82 10.87 13.25

Table 2

Overview of Task Administration

Art

Attitude

Survey

Art

Experience

Questionnaire

Photo

response

Photo

sorting

Photo

pairs

Scrapbook

activity

(P – C dyads)

Children 1 2 3 4 5 6

Parents 4 5 1 2 3 6

Note. Numbers indicate task order.
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adapted the ATAES for use in a developmental study
of aesthetic preference. She administered her scale,
which includes items concerned with the role of art
in the home, to a sample of parents of preschool
children. In the adult version used here, parents
were asked to respond to 17 statements describing
art involvement and art attitudes by using a 4-point
scale ranging from 1 (not at all like me) to 4 (very much
like me). Illustrative were items such as ‘‘I enjoy going
to museums.’’ In the children’s version of the Art
Attitude Survey, questions were modified slightly to
make them age appropriate (e.g., replacing ‘‘My
child makes artwork at home’’ with ‘‘I make artwork
at home’’). Responses were scored by averaging
across the 17 items, with 3 items reverse scored so
that higher scores indicated a more positive attitude
toward art.

Art Experience Questionnaire. Participants also re-
sponded to several open-ended questions about art
experience. Parents were asked whether art was a
part of their work, whether they had taken any art
classes after high school, and whether they had an
art-related hobby. Children were asked whether they
had taken any art classes outside of school and
whether they had an art-related hobby.

Photo response. Participants were asked to respond
to a variety of professional photographs by answer-
ing three open-ended questions: ‘‘What do you see?
What does it mean? How do you know?’’ These
questions, developed by Barrett (1997), were de-
signed to encourage viewers to reflect on various
aspects of images. Responses to these questions thus
identified the qualities of photographs (e.g., content,
color, composition, style) that participants noted in
their spontaneous reactions to photos. Participants
were handed a binder containing five reproductions
of photographs printed on 8.5 � 11 in. paper and
secured in plastic sleeves. The five photographs se-
lected for this task were chosen because they seemed
likely to cause a viewer to pause and consider not
only what is depicted, but how it is depicted. In
Eggleston’s 1975 photograph ‘‘Memphis,’’ for ex-
ample (see Figure 1), homes on a suburban street are
dwarfed by a child’s tricycle, thus drawing attention
to issues of perspective. As participants looked at
each photograph, the experimenter asked the three
questions ‘‘What do you see? What does it mean?
How do you know?’’ in turn.

Responses were coded from transcripts of video-
taped data. Performance was assessed by coding
for explicit mention of a photographer’s role in
creating the photographs. Participants received a 1 if
such an explicit reference was present, and a 0 if it
was not. Thus, scores on the photo response task

ranged from 0 to 5. All transcripts were coded by
an undergraduate research assistant. To establish
reliability, a second research assistant coded a ran-
domly selected set of transcripts comprising 20% of
the full data set. The resulting intraclass correlation
coefficient was .80. A challenge to achieving reli-
ability across tasks was the difficulty inherent in
distinguishing between comments about the referent
depicted in a photograph and comments about the
qualities of the photograph itself. This distinction
was somewhat easier to make when participants
compared two photographs in which the referent
was held constant, as in the photo pairs task de-
scribed below.

Photo sorting. As a measure of their ability to
recognize several different dimensions along which
photographs might vary, participants were asked to
group a set of 12 photographs in as many different
ways as they could. The photographs were chosen to
vary by content, color, and viewing angle, although
they could potentially be grouped along other di-
mensions as well. All 12 photographs were repro-
duced on 8.5 � 11 in. paper and inserted into plastic
document sleeves. The experimenter presented the
photos in a single stack, randomizing order across
participants. She then asked, ‘‘Can you think of a
way to separate these pictures into piles so that all
the pictures in a pile belong together?’’ After they
finished sorting, participants were asked to provide
a rationale for their groupings. The experimenter
continued to prompt for additional sorts and expla-
nations until participants felt they had exhausted
their possibilities.

Responses were coded from transcripts of
videotaped data. Performance was assessed by
totaling the number of sorts generated according to
aesthetic features that included composition, color,
and emotion. An undergraduate research assistant

Figure 1. Sample item used in the photo response task. The pho-
tograph is Memphis (Eggleston, 1975), Copyright 2006 Eggleston
Artistic Trust. Reproduced courtesy of Cheim and Read, New
York.
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coded all transcripts. To establish reliability, a
second research assistant coded a randomly selected
set of transcripts comprising 20% of the full data
set. The resulting intraclass correlation coefficient
was .81.

Photo pairs. As a measure of sensitivity to various
photographic techniques, participants were asked to
comment on the differences between pairs of photos
in which the depicted referents were held constant.
Although the photograph pairs used were repro-
duced from Feininger’s (1973) technical guide to
photography, the objective of the task used here was
not to assess technical knowledge of the photo-
graphic process. Rather, it was designed to measure
participants’ sensitivity to some of the surface fea-
tures of photographs.

An illustrative item is shown in Figure 2. In this
pair, the same woman appears in both photographs,
but the photographer has created a difference by
using two different filters. Of interest in the present
work was not, however, in whether participants
correctly identified techniques (in this example, the
use of a blue vs. a red filter), but rather in whether
participants noticed differences at all, and if so, in
whether they attributed the difference to something
in the referent (here, e.g., in what the woman was
wearing) versus something the photographer had
done (here, e.g., changing the lighting, using a flash,
using a filter, changing the film).

Participants were given a binder containing 10
pairs of black and white photographs, each repro-
duced on 8.5 � 11 in. paper. The interviewer em-
phasized that the photos in each pair ‘‘show the
same thing’’ and explained that the task was to
describe ‘‘how the photographs are different.’’ Re-
sponses were coded from transcripts of videotaped
data according to the way participants explained the
differences between the two photographs of each
pair. In particular, explanations were coded with

respect to whether or not the participant explicitly
alluded to photographic technique by either (a)
mentioning a specific photographic technique (such
as the use of filters) or (b) explicitly commenting on
the photographer’s use of a technique, even if the
exact technique was unspecified. Participants re-
ceived a 1 if either of these explicit references was
present and 0 if it was not, thus yielding scores
ranging from 0 to 10. All transcripts were coded
by an undergraduate research assistant. To establish
reliability, a second research assistant coded a ran-
domly selected set of transcripts comprising 20% of
the full data set. The resulting intraclass correlation
coefficient was .93.

Scrapbook activity. As a means of providing a
window into the way that parents guide children’s
aesthetic development, parents and children were
asked to work together to create a scrapbook of
photographs. Dyads were asked to select a single
photograph from each of five sets of photos in which
the referent was held constant. By holding the ref-
erent constant, we created a context likely to extend
the focus of discussion beyond what was depicted to
how it was depicted. Each set was comprised of five
photographs depicting a particular landmark on a
university campus. Participants thus looked at 25
photographs in all, each taken by the same profes-
sional photographer. To illustrate, the photos com-
prising the ‘‘Alumni Center’’ set are presented in
Figure 3. These are representative of the other four
sets in the qualities that were varied among photo-
graphs (e.g., changes in angle, distance, lens, aper-
ture, and use of a polarizing filter). To test the
prediction that dyads’ choices would be influenced
by their artistic experience, photographs were in-
tentionally created by the photographer to vary with
respect to their descriptive and aesthetic elements. As
proposed by Barrett (2000), the main function of
descriptive photographs is to record subject matter
as accurately as possible. Aesthetic or aesthetically
evaluative photographs are self-conscious state-
ments about photography itself that draw attention
to particular aspects of the subject matter depicted.
Within each set, the photographer created at least
one photograph to emphasize descriptive elements
and minimize aesthetic elements (e.g., using a par-
ticular lens to make nearly all aspects of a subject
visible), and at least one photograph to emphasize
aesthetic elements and minimize descriptive ele-
ments (e.g., using light and shadow to accentuate a
particular aspect of a subject). Given the subjective
nature of aesthetic judgments, any of the photo-
graphs presented could be characterized as both
descriptive and aesthetic, neither descriptive nor

Figure 2. Sample item used in the photo pairs task. The photo-
graph is reproduced from Feininger’s (1973) Photographic Seeing.
Reprinted with permission from the Bonni Benrubi Gallery, New
York.
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aesthetic, or some combination thereof. The cate-
gorical distinctions used here reflect the photogra-
pher’s intentions in creating the photographs.

Dyads were asked to look at the five sets, each set
contained in a separate folder. The experimenter
emphasized that they should look at each photo-
graph in a set before making a joint decision as to
which photo should be selected for their souvenir
scrapbook that they could keep as a gift for partici-
pating in the study. All photographs were printed on
8.5 � 11 in. paper and inserted into plastic sleeves
with binder holes. Once they chose a photograph,
dyads were free to insert it into the three-clasp folder
provided for them, or to wait until all photos were

chosen to decide the order in which they should
appear in their souvenir scrapbook.

Of interest was the qualitative nature of dyads’
conversations, whether there would be systematic
preferences for one or another of the photographic
elements (descriptive or aesthetic), whether interac-
tions and photographic selections would differ as a
function of parents’ or children’s levels of artistic
experience, and whether there would be any asso-
ciation between dyadic behaviors and children’s
success on the aesthetic understanding tasks de-
scribed earlier.

To capture the process by which parents and
children chose photographs during the scrapbook

aesthetic aesthetic

neither 

descriptive 

descriptive 

Figure 3. Sample set of photographs used in the scrapbook activity, with classifications. Photographs are by R. Szechter (2002), reproduced
by permission of the photographer from original digital images.
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activity and to describe the nature of their interac-
tions, transcripts of videotaped data were coded for
three categories of discussion: referential, aesthetic,
and technical. The referential category included
discussion focused on sharing information about the
depicted referent. It included references to facts (e.g.,
‘‘That’s where the president of the university used to
live’’) and to personal experience (e.g., ‘‘When I first
arrived at Penn State, this building wasn’t even
here!’’). The aesthetic category included discussion
focused on how the referent was depicted. It in-
cluded relatively objective descriptions (e.g., ‘‘In this
one you can see the glass and the pillars’’) as well as
relatively subjective interpretations (e.g., ‘‘This one
makes it look really, really old’’). Finally, the techni-
cal category included discussion focused on how a
photograph was created. It included references to
particular techniques (e.g., ‘‘He must have used a
polarizing filter on this one’’) and comments about
the outcome of using a technique (e.g., ‘‘The sharp
contrast allows you to see all the clouds in the sky’’).

Dyads received a 1 for the presence of talk in a
particular category for each of the five sets of photos
discussed and a 0 for its absence. Scores in each of
the three categories could thus range from 0 to 5. All
transcripts were coded by an undergraduate re-
search assistant. To establish reliability, a second re-
search assistant coded a randomly selected set of
transcripts comprising 20% of the full data set. In-
traclass correlation coefficients for the referential,
aesthetic, and technical categories were .84, .85, and
.80, respectively.

Quality of dyadic interactions. Finally, in addition to
coding the content of dyadic discussions, we also
coded the quality of the dyadic discussions. Specif-
ically, parent – child interactions were coded for

the presence of behaviors listed in Table 3. The
selection and coding of these behaviors were based
in part on prior work investigating parent – child
conversation (Lefkowitz & Fingerman, 2003). The
emotions of each member of each dyad were coded
separately using a 5-point scale ranging from 1,
little or none to 5, a lot. Dyadic behaviors were coded
for the categories Division of Tasks and Control of
Activity using a 5-point scale ranging from 1, mostly
child, to 5, mostly parent. Judgments about physical
proximity were made on a 5-point scale ranging
from 1, very close together, to 5, very far apart. All
videotaped interactions were independently coded
by two undergraduate research assistants. Intraclass
correlation coefficients are presented by category in
Table 3.

Results

Overview

We first present data on the artistic attitudes and
experiences of participants, followed by qualitative
and quantitative accounts of their aesthetic under-
standing. We then provide a detailed analysis of
parent – child interactions, describing in turn their
referential, aesthetic, and technical discussions. Fi-
nally, we present data on the links among attitudes
and experiences, aesthetic understanding, and par-
ent – child interaction.

Artistic Attitudes and Experiences

Scores on the Art Attitude Survey ranged from
2.06 to 3.75 for children (M 5 2.93, SD 5 0.36) and
from 2.19 to 4.00 for parents (M 5 3.18, SD 5 0.43).

Table 3

Affective Coding Categories

Coding category

Parents Children Dyads

Reliability M SD Reliability M SD Reliability M SD

Emotions

Enthusiasm .89 3.10 1.24 .87 3.50 1.43

Frustration .89 1.38 0.77 .93 1.63 1.08

Boredom .70 3.25 1.32 .97 2.43 1.45

Neutrality .87 1.78 1.00 .88 1.65 1.00

Division of tasks .87 3.10 0.78

Control of activity .86 3.35 1.39

Physical proximity .91 2.70 1.26

Note. For emotions, 1 5 very little; 5 5 a great deal; for Division of Tasks and Control of Activity, 1 5 mostly child, 5 5 mostly parent; for
physical proximity, 1 5 very close together, 5 5 very far apart.
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The correlation between children’s and parents’ at-
titudes, controlled for children’s age, was significant,
r(36) 5 .30, po.05.

In response to the Art Experience Questionnaire,
35% of children reported taking an art class outside
of school, most commonly at an art camp. Among
parents, 55% reported that art was a part of their
work. The prototypical response was one in which
the parent described having some role in creating
visual displays of information. Among parents who
held college or advanced degrees, 73% reported
taking art classes after graduating from high school.
The number of classes reported ranged from 0 to 14
(M 5 2.8, SD 5 3.5). The most common course listed
was Introduction to Art History.

With respect to art-related hobbies, 75% of chil-
dren and 63% of parents reported engaging in at
least one art hobby for at least 1 hr/month. The
number of hobbies reported by children and parents,
respectively, ranged from 1 to 3 (M 5 1.27, SD 5 0.95)
and from 0 to 4 (M 5 0.88, SD 5 0.94). The most
common hobbies reported were drawing (especially
with crayons) for children, and scrap-booking and
cross-stitching for parents.

Analyses revealed a close association between
attitude and experience such that participants with
more positive attitudes toward art reported a
greater number of art-related experiences. For chil-
dren, attitudes were more positive among those
who took an art class outside of school, r(38) 5 .26,
p 5 .059, and who reported a greater number of art-
related hobbies, r(38) 5 .22, p 5 .095. Among parents,
attitude scores were positively correlated with the
number of art courses taken, r(36) 5 .52, po.01, and
the number of art-related hobbies reported,
r(36) 5 .52, po.01. It is important to acknowledge
again that both directions of influence are equally
plausible: Art experiences may enhance attitudes
and positive attitudes may lead individuals to seek
art activities (or both could be accounted for by yet
another variable).

Given the correspondence between art attitudes
and experiences, as well as the desire to minimize
the likelihood of a type I error, the possibility of
combining these variables into a single ‘‘interest’’
score was examined. Specifically, a factor analysis
was conducted to determine whether a single con-
struct might underlie attitude toward art, as mea-
sured by a 17-item scale, and experience with art, as
measured by outside classes and hobbies for chil-
dren, and degree, occupation, coursework, and
hobbies for parents.

For children, analyses revealed a single principal
component with an eigenvalue 41; it accounted

for 45% of the variance. For parents, analyses
revealed two principal components with eigenvalues
41. All items loaded positively onto the first prin-
cipal component, which accounted for 50% of the
variance. The second component accounted for only
24% of the variance, and will not be considered
further. These factor scores, which will be referred to
as art interest, were used in all subsequent analyses.
No significant correlations were found between
children’s age and art interest or between the art
interests of parents and children.

Aesthetic Understanding

Photo response. Scores on the photo response task
ranged from 0 to 4 for children (M 5 0.80, SD 5 1.11)
and from 0 to 5 for parents (M 5 2.43, SD 5 1.59),
with parents more often making explicit mention of
the photographer’s role than children, t(39) 5 5.08,
po.01. Children tended to provide concrete de-
scriptions and literal interpretations of depicted ref-
erents, as illustrated by the following responses to
Eggleston’s Memphis (see Figure 1) from an 8- and
10-year-old, respectively:

I see a little like bike. It has three wheels. Um,
there’s houses behind it and a car. And, um, there
are no clouds in the sky. Um, I think it means
someone left their bicycle out and it got a lot
(mumbles). Because it looks flat there (points to
bike). That’s all.

A trike. The person who owns this is not very
good at putting away his toys. Well he left his trike
out in the middle of the street!

Referent-focused responses were not completely
absent from parents’ transcripts. Presented with
Eggleston’s photograph for example, this parent
talked almost exclusively about the condition of the
tricycle and its surroundings:

A tricycle on a sidewalk that somebody’s left out
and unattended, that has been used very, very
well . . . scrapes, wear and tear. Looks like a
middle income family. The houses are looking the
same. Well, the child could have been called away
quickly to other things. Um, I would assume that
the parents may have more than one child because
of the wear and tear on the bicycle, the tricycle.
Um, or maybe they’re not quite as well off as the
other people in the neighborhood for some reason.
Or it could have been handed down to them from
their parents.
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In general, however, parents provided interpreta-
tions that went beyond the details of a particular
photograph to convey more general observations
about life and culture. Notably, parents also com-
mented on the photographer’s role in creating a
photograph. The following example, again in re-
sponse to Eggleston’s Memphis, is illustrative:

I see a tricycle on the sidewalk in front of a house
. . . I guess in some ways I think about how nor-
mally kids are little, and houses and people and
parents are big, and so it’s like they’re kind of
turning that on its head and saying this is the kid’s
world and of course it’s at a kid’s eye level, it’s not
taken down this way (gestures), but it’s taken at
kind of a level where the kid’s at, so it’s like this is
what would be important to a kid. Um, I know
because he took the trouble to get down, it’s ob-
viously, nobody’s ya know, this tall, so he’s taken
the trouble to lie on his stomach and compose it
just so . . . Maybe causing adults to see things from
a child’s perspective.

Photo sorting. The number of aesthetic sorts gen-
erated during the photo sorting task ranged from 0 to
3 for children (M 5 1.15, SD 5 0.80) and from 0 to 6
for parents (M 5 1.85, SD 5 1.10), with parents gen-
erating significantly more aesthetic sorts than chil-
dren, t(39) 5 3.82, po.01. The number of overall sorts
did not differ for parents (M 5 3.88, SD 5 2.14) and
children (M 5 4.13, SD 5 2.73), t(39) 5 0.46, p4.05. In
general, children’s sorts included multiple referent
groupings, as illustrated by the following excerpt
from the transcript of an 11-year-old:

1st sort: humans, animals, houses/buildings
2nd sort: black and white, color
3rd sort: can’t see anyone’s face, sad people,
happy people, normal house, beat-up houses
4th sort: inside pictures, outside pictures
5th sort: pictures with windows or doors, no
windows or doors
6th sort: with houses, no houses
7th sort: with a wall, without a wall
8th sort: newer pictures, older pictures

After his eighth sort, this child added (without
physically sorting the photographs): ‘‘Pictures with
stones, trees, wood, without people, with bricks,
with metal, and LOTS of others.’’

In contrast, parents’ sorts included groupings
based both on referents and on qualities of the pho-
tographic surface, as in the following example:

1st sort: black and white, color
2nd sort: people, animals, places
3rd sort: full subject, close-up
4th sort: happy, sad

Photo pairs. Scores on the photo pairs task ranged
from 0 to 6 for children (M 5 2.53, SD 5 1.70) and
from 2 to 8 for parents (M 5 4.83, SD 5 1.88), with
parents more often mentioning a specific technique
or commenting on the photographer’s use of a
technique than children, t(39) 5 6.26, po.01. Re-
sponses were varied, ranging from a complete focus
on the referent to an elaborate discussion of photo-
graphic technique. A striking example of the former
is presented in the following transcript of a parent
who looked at the first pair of photos in total dis-
belief.

Is this a trick (turns to look at Experimenter)? It’s
not the same!
[Experimenter: What’s different about them, would you
say?]
They’re different buildings. Should I say what’s
similar?
[Experimenter: Sure.]
It’s a similar building design . . . That’s about it. I
mean, what’s different about them? Everything.
The windows are different sizes, the stoops. Dif-
ferent lengths and slopes. Different sidewalk.
Width is different. (Long pause) Well, if this is like
uh, a Where’s Waldo? kind of . . . This (points to
left) had a fire hydrant and a street light . . . I don’t
see one in this (points to right).

Compare this response with the following, pro-
vided by another parent:

Um, well formally, the perspective is different,
you know, the vanishing point is different. Um,
but other than that they seem pretty much the
same with sort of brownstones, you know, with
people on the street. Uh, yeah, I would just say the
perspective.

Children responded with descriptions of, rather
than explanations for, the differences between pho-
tographs as in: ‘‘That one’s dark and that one’s
light.’’ Children also attributed differences between
photographs to changes in the depicted referent. The
following explanation of the difference in ‘‘light’’
and ‘‘dark’’ (see Figure 2) provided by a 7-year-old
for example, focused on changes in the woman’s
clothing and location:
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. . . And they both look like the same girl except
this one (right) doesn’t have a forest behind it, this
one (left) does. Don’t have the same jacket. They
don’t seem to have the EXACT same hair. That’s it.
Also this one (right) took a little time cause it grew
over here . . . Her hair grew.

In contrast, parents attributed differences to ac-
tions taken by the photographer:

. . . must be just different film with different light
‘cause the background looks like the same . . . her
shawl and whatever else is draped over her
shoulder is a lot darker so maybe they put a filter
on the camera . . .

This (hat in left) looks darker than this (hat in
right) . . . could be the lighting or the develop-
ment.

Notably, this was true even when parents were
unsure of the specific techniques involved:

This (right) has a darker background and darker
scarf and . . . coat. I don’t know how they would
do that, processing or whatever.

Creating an aesthetic understanding score. The av-
erage scores on the photo response, photo sorting,
and photo pairs tasks are presented by age in Table 4.
A factor analysis was conducted to examine whether
the photo response, photo sorting, and photo pairs
tasks measured a single underlying construct: aes-
thetic understanding. For parents, analyses revealed
only one principal component with an eigenvalue
41. All items loaded positively onto this first prin-
cipal component, which accounted for 45% of the
variance. Similarly, analyses revealed only one
principal component with an eigenvalue 41 for
children. All items loaded positively onto this first

principal component, which accounted for 45% of
the variance. These factor scores were used in all
subsequent analyses. A significant correlation was
found between children’s age and their aesthetic
understanding, r(40) 5 .41, po.01. The aesthetic un-
derstanding scores of parents and children were not
significantly correlated.

Dyadic Interactions

Photo choices. Parent – child dyads were signifi-
cantly less likely than chance to choose photographs
that were intended to be neither descriptive nor aes-
thetic (M 5 1.03, SD 5 0.86; chance 5 1.80 based on
number of potential choices that were neither de-
scriptive nor aesthetic), t(39) 5 5.69, po.01. Dyads
were also significantly more likely than chance (0.60)
to choose photographs that were intended to be both
descriptive and aesthetic (M 5 1.23, SD 5 0.62),
t(39) 5 6.38, po.01. Descriptive photographs (i.e.,
those intended to depict a landmark as realistically
and objectively as possible) were chosen significantly
more often (M 5 1.95, SD 5 1.32) than chance (1.40),
t(39) 5 2.64, po.01, while aesthetic photographs (i.e.,
those intended to emphasize a particular aspect or
element of a landmark) were chosen significantly
less often (M 5 0.80, SD 5 0.88) than chance (1.20),
t(39) 5 2.86, po.01.

Referential discussions. The incidence of referential
discussions among parent – child dyads ranged from
0 to 5 (M 5 2.42, SD 5 1.60). At the very beginning of
interactions concerning a given set of photographs,
parents (P) commonly oriented their children (C) to
the location of the campus landmark. Illustrative is
the following exchange with an 8-year-old child
when looking at the set of photographs showing the
campus statue of the school mascot:

P: . . . the Nittany Lion. How’s that? Do you
remember where that is?
C: No.
P: You know where Amy used to work?
C: Oh yeah.
P: Across from theFwell the parking lot is not
there anymore.

Throughout the scrapbook activity, parents shared
factual information about how the campus had
changed, as in the following observation about the
Alumni Center expressed to an 8-year-old child:

This was the president’s house right there and
that’s all that was there. And when I came for my
interview there was nothing but a big hole there.

Table 4

Performance on Aesthetic Understanding Measures by Age

Age group

Mean number of aesthetic responses

Photo

response

Photo

sorting Photo pairs

M SD M SD M SD

Middle childhood 0.42 0.90 2.50 1.00 1.67 1.56

Late childhood 0.64 0.74 2.64 1.01 2.36 1.39

Early adolescence 1.29 1.44 2.50 1.02 3.43 1.74

Adult 2.43 1.58 3.13 0.81 4.83 1.88

Children’s Aesthetic Understanding of Photographs 889



So what they did was they built this whole new
building, but they connected it so you can walk
through there.

To a lesser extent, children shared their own ex-
periences of campus (e.g., ‘‘When I did the mapping
they took me there and I had to find it’’), and parents
referred to shared experiences (e.g., ‘‘That’s where
we went to that march one day. Actually, we took a
tour up there, remember that?’’).

Aesthetic discussions. The incidence of aesthetic
discussions ranged from 0 to 5 (M 5 2.98, SD 5 1.39).
In a typical exchange, parents and children shared
their reactions and their preferences for particular
photos, as in the following exchange between a
parent and a 10 – year-old child:

P: That’s nice. You know what I like about that one
is that shadow. See that it repeats that curve? It’s
kind of nice ‘cause it gives it depth. Makes it look
likeF
C: Dad, but there would be more in here.

Parents who worked to elicit reasons from their
children for their preferences, as in the following
exchange between a parent and a 8-year-old child,
met with resistance:

C: I like that one.
P: Why?
C: Because uh . . . you don’t . . . I like this one.
P: That’s good. I like it too. Tell me why.
C: Because it’s a close up and it’s easy to draw
(sets photo aside but parent brings it back to the
table).
P: It has nothing to do with drawing. What’s this?
C: Dad, I like that one.
P: That’s fine. I just want you to tell me why you
like it.
C: I just like it.
P: Do you like it ‘cause it shows more detail?
C: Yeah.
P: You can see much more going on there.
C: Uh huh.
P: Don’t be in such a hurry. Look at all of them. Do
you like it ‘cause it’s symmetrical?
C: Yeah.
P: Do you know what that means?
C: Yeah.
P: What?
C: That means its, I forgot the word.

The following interaction between a parent and a
10-year-old child was unique not only for its con-

siderable length, but in the sustained turn taking
between parent and child.

P: You know why I like it. I need to say why.
‘Cause I already know what the entire building
looks like ‘cause it’s right here in our town but this
. . . this particular angle and particular composi-
tion is unique.
C: So it’s between these two. I like this one be-
cause it’s like symmetrical. It’s really cool.
P: Yeah the symmetry, I like that too.

���
P: This one has to me . . . has more artistic quality
to it. Like the one paw showing, we know it’s the
Palmer. And this shadow, this archway captured
here.
C: And I also know it’s the Palmer by those little
colored things.
P: This one feels too like ‘‘Here I amFthe Palmer
Museum.’’
C: Well it’s symmetrical.
P: Very symmetrical.

���
P: This is not really what the building looks like
. . . you know that.
C: I know, but we’ve seen it so much that I think
it’s nice to have something different.
P: So, they both have artistic merit in that respect.

Technical discussions. The incidence of technical
discussions ranged from 0 to 5 (M 5 4.0, SD 5 1.28).
Parents sometimes pointed out a particular effect, as
in the following exchange between a parent and an
8-year-old child about photos of the main adminis-
tration building on campus:

P: Look at the difference in the sky. Look at this.
Can you tell the difference in that?
C: Oh yeah, that’s dark.
P: See look at this. That’s lighter than this. That’s a
polarizing filter probably to make the sky darker.

In other cases, parents and children discovered
how an effect was achieved as in this exchange be-
tween a parent and an 11-year-old child:

P: I like this one because of the symmetry of it.
C: Yeah. Was that from before it got rearranged?
P: Is it?
C: Yeah. ‘Cause this one there’s the stairs. (Pause:
Both look). Uh, mom?
P: Look more closely.
C: Look at these. You see that one’s coming in at
an angle and this one’s coming in straight.
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P: I have to really look. What’s coming in on an
angle?
C: These paws.
P: Yeah, I think that’s just the shadows.
C: What are these shadows from?
P: The railingsFthe hand railings. I don’t know
. . . Oh my gosh! You know what it is?
C: What?
P: It’s a mirror image. It’sFit’s this (points to one
side). They took it and folded it in half, and it
came out like this.
C: Yeah.
P: Do you think?
C: Yeah because it’s the exact same on each side.
P: What got me was up here (points to top). I was
like howFhow’d they do that? The trees exactly.
But that was very appealing to have it. So which
one do you want now that we know it’s not really
the thing?
C: I still like that.
P: Okay.

Linking Art Interest, Aesthetic Understanding, and
Dyadic Interactions

The average ratings of parents’ and children’s
emotional expressions and dyadic task behaviors are
presented in Table 3. Among children, art interest
was positively correlated with the amount of en-
thusiasm expressed during the dyadic scrapbook
activity, r(40) 5 .37, po.05. In addition, children with
more art interest took on a larger share of the
scrapbook tasks, r(40) 5 � .34, po.05 and greater
control of the scrapbook activity, r(40) 5 � .29,
po.05. Children’s art interest was also positively
correlated with the choice of aesthetic photographs,
and negatively correlated with the choice of de-
scriptive photographs, r(38) 5 .28, po.05 and
r(38) 5 � .32, po.05, respectively.

Among parents, art interest was correlated with
physical proximity to children during the scrapbook
activity. The greater the parents’ art interest, the
closer they and their children sat as they looked at
the scrapbook photographs, r(40) 5 .39, po.05, con-
trolling for child age. Also among parents, art in-
terest was positively correlated with the choice of
aesthetic photographs, and negatively correlated
with the choice of descriptive photographs,
r(36) 5 .34, po.05, and r(36) 5 � .39, po.01, respec-
tively.

A different pattern of results was found for
associations between aesthetic understanding and
dyadic interaction. Among children, aesthetic un-

derstanding was positively correlated with the
choice of descriptive photographs, r(40) 5 .36, po.05.
Among parents, aesthetic understanding was posi-
tively correlated with the choice of aesthetic photo-
graphs, r(40) 5 .31, po.05, and negatively correlated
with the choice of descriptive photographs,
r(40) 5 � .34, po.05. In addition, the greater parents’
aesthetic understanding, the more boredom their
children expressed during the scrapbook activity,
r(40) 5 .39, po.05. This association held even when
controlling for child age and for which member of
the dyad took control of the scrapbook activity.

Finally, we found no significant correlations be-
tween dyadic discussions and art interest or aesthetic
understanding in either children or adults.

Discussion

Most research on aesthetic understanding has been
conducted from the perspective of developing or
evaluating educational programs rather than from
the perspective of understanding processes of indi-
vidual development (Housen, 1980). Yet, aesthetic
understanding is linked to core issues in cognitive
development. The present research is intended to
offer foundational work needed to address these
more basic developmental questions in the aesthetic
domain. To this end, we developed three measures to
examine more advanced, metalevel reflections on
representations (Liben, 1999; Troseth, Pierroutsakos,
& DeLoache, 2004). All three of the new mea-
suresFphoto response, photo sorting, and photo
pairsFwere reliable over a broad range of ages in
children as well as for adults. The measures were
successful in detecting both age-linked group dif-
ferences and within-group individual differences.

Consistent with prior work demonstrating a
strong interest among children in the subject matter
of paintings and drawings, children in the present
study tended to focus on the referents depicted in
photographs. Thus, much as 5-, 7-, and 8-year-old
children prefer to match drawings on the basis of
subject matter rather than mood or style (Jolley &
Thomas, 1995), younger children in the present
study tended to attribute differences between pho-
tographic pairs to changes in subject matter rather
than to technique. The finding that referent-based
responses were not uncommon even among adults
points to the roles of medium and experience in in-
terpreting images. Thus, although even younger
children have been shown to detect emotion in
works of art, these are works of art such as abstract
paintings that have tended to downplay or obscure
subject matter (Jolley & Thomas, 1994). Given the
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realism of the photographs used in the present re-
search, it may have been particularly difficult for
participants to look beyond the depicted referent
without specific training in the arts. Consistent with
this interpretation, adults with greater interest and
training in the arts performed better on our measures
of aesthetic understanding than did adults without
such an experience.

Our selection of the domain of aesthetic devel-
opment was also reflective of a more general interest
in examining parent – child interactions and their
link to children’s cognitive outcomes. We viewed the
aesthetic domain as particularly interesting in this
regard because unlike many others in the cognitive
arena (e.g., categorization, number), this is a domain
that allows for parental guidance toward more so-
phisticated levels of understanding (Housen, 1980;
Parsons, 1987) while still leaving ample room for
individual opinion. Our findings suggest a complex
set of relationships between individual vari-
ablesFinterest and understandingFand dyadic
interaction variablesFthe content and quality of
interactions.

Among children, art interest was associated with
the level of enthusiasm expressed during the joint
scrapbook interactions, and the degree of control
children took in completing the dyadic scrapbook
activity. The more interest children had in art, the
more interest they evidenced in the task. Among
parents, art interest was associated with physical
proximity. Those with greater art interest sat physi-
cally closer to their children. Proximity might reflect
parents’ desire to get a better look at the photographs
being discussed because of their own interest in
seeing them, or it might reflect a more socially driven
desire to engage their children. In general, dyadic
scrapbook interactions were better linked to aesthetic
preference than to aesthetic understanding. Thus,
among both children and parents, art interest was
positively correlated with the choice of aesthetic
photographs and negatively correlated with the
choice of descriptive photographs, a finding consis-
tent with prior work suggesting an association be-
tween art experience and aesthetic preference (Liben
& Szechter, 2002).

Data from this study also revealed interesting
findings related to children’s own art interest and
aesthetic understanding. The positive correlation
between children’s aesthetic understanding and
their preference for descriptive photographs found
in the present study is consistent with observations
made by Parsons (1987). In his stage model of aes-
thetic development, preferences for realistic works of
art and referent-based reactions to artwork precede

later stages in which responses make reference to the
emotions expressed and the techniques used to
render them. The association between aesthetic un-
derstanding and preference for descriptive photo-
graphs found here may thus represent a stage on the
way to a fuller understanding of images, a possibility
requiring a longitudinal design to assess outcomes
later in life. Among parents this association was
readily apparent: Aesthetic understanding was pos-
itively correlated with a preference for aesthetic
photographs and negatively correlated with a pref-
erence for descriptive photographs. The lack of such
an association among children may also reflect a
developmental difference in the photographic in-
tentions and perceptions of children and adults.
Parents’ perceptions of the aesthetic and descriptive
qualities of the photographs presented here were
consistent with the intentions of the photographer,
who was also an adult. The aesthetic intentions of
child photographers and the aesthetic perceptions of
child viewers may be better aligned and different
from those of adults, a possibility that should be
explored in future research.

Although the content of parent – child discussions
varied widely and included many references to
aesthetic concepts, we found no associations be-
tween these discussion variables and measures of
children’s art interest, aesthetic understanding, or
aesthetic preference. Perhaps this is because many
people find it difficult to articulate their aesthetic
choices. Despite prodding from parents, for example,
many children explained their scrapbook choices
with the phrase ‘‘I just like it.’’ These children dem-
onstrated aesthetic appreciation, but not aesthetic
articulation or explanation of preference, which is
perhaps a later developing skill.

More work is needed to determine what role
parents play in their children’s aesthetic develop-
ment. Although not found here, an association be-
tween the art interests of parents and children may
be found later in development when children’s in-
terests are more varied (e.g., beyond the common
activity of drawing with crayons), better defined
(e.g., involving preferences for particular types of art
or artistic activities), and personally relevant (e.g.,
influenced by one’s own choices). The finding that
parental expertise was correlated with child bore-
dom in the present research might simply reflect
children’s general tendency to be dismissive of par-
ents’ opinions, a phenomenon particularly likely
during early adolescence (e.g., Larson & Richards,
1994). Research using longitudinal designs and
measuring a broader range of factors (e.g., school
curriculum) will be needed to determine whether
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variations in parent behaviors ultimately have a
positive impact on their children’s aesthetic lives,
perhaps evident only once they reach adulthood.
Future research of this kind can build on the con-
ceptual and methodological foundations presented
here.
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