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Development of understanding of popular graphic art:
A study of everyday aesthetics in children, adolescents,

and young adults

S.F. Lin and G.V. Thomas
University of Birmingham, UK

Aesthetic development, having cognitive, social, and emotional aspects, is both complex and under-
researched. To extend recent qualitative studies, the present paper reports a systematic and
quantitative examination of age- and education-related differences in responses to a range of popular
pictorial art. A total of 100 participants, ranging in age from 4 to 25 years, were asked to comment on
examples of each of � ve genres: abstract, � ne, modern, humorous, and cartoon art. Nine categories
of response were identi� ed; although most responses fell into the four categories of colour, subject
matter, expression, and medium. The substantial age-related differences found in participants’
responses to art were similar across all genres, and only art students responded in substantially
different ways to different art genres. Analysis of the correlations among these age- and education-
related differences suggests that development of aesthetic understanding is branching and
multidirectional rather than stage-like, and heavily determined by individual interests and
experience.

The way we perceive art and respond to it is potentially of
considerable theoretical and practical interest. From a devel-
opmental perspective it is desirable to account for the
emergence from childhood of aesthetic responses and under-
standing. From a practical point of view, it is also helpful to
have a rational basis for educational programmes and policies
in relation to the arts, the media, and design. Progress towards
developing a systematically supported and all-embracing
theoretical account of aesthetic development has been slow,
but real nonetheless. In the present paper we will report an
attempt to evaluate some recent theoretical proposals with
systematically collected data on responses to popular pictorial
art. Before considering speci� c issues of theory, however, it
may be helpful to consider some fundamental problems of
methodology and de� nition that particularly affect empirical
studies of conceptions of art.

While many would argue that art is an important element
both in individual development and in contemporary culture
(see, e.g., Davis, 1997), the study of art has never been in the
mainstream of psychological theory and research. Indeed, the
psychology of art is hardly touched on in many of the currently
popular developmental or cognitive psychology introductory
textbooks. What are the reasons for this neglect? One possible
source of dif� culty is that an interdisciplinary approach seems
required to bring together conceptions of art that are rooted in
the humanities with the scienti� c concepts and methods of
contemporary psychology. According to Kaufman (1965), this
requirement uniquely deprives the psychology of art of the
stable basis of common and agreed assumptions that normally
characterise a single discipline. On the one hand, practising

artists and art educators have seldom tested their conceptions
of art systematically; on the other hand, psychologists may
seem to artists to be overconcerned with questions of
methodology, and fail to engage artistically important issues.
No single psychological theory (e.g., neither psychoanalytic
approaches nor Piaget’s account of cognitive development) has
so far provided an adequate basis for understanding art. Not
only is a reconciliation between the cognitive and affective
approaches necessary, but a framework is needed for under-
standing both the process of art production and the responses
of beholders.

One initial source of dif� culty in theorising about art is that
of devising a convincing de� nition of art that clearly
distinguishes art from nonart objects (see, e.g., Granger,
1979). De� ning art is dif� cult because art is so unique and
complex; it possesses properties not possessed by nonart
objects (e.g., a road sign) and at the same time, it possesses
many properties shared by nonart objects. A longstanding view
is that the basic ingredients for a work art are: (1) imagination,
(2) expression, and (3) transformed experience (see Colling-
wood, 1938/58; Dewey, 1934/87). More recently, Goodman
(1976), focused on the representational nature of art through
an analysis of symbol systems, and claimed that: (1) syntactic
density, (2) semantic density, (3) relative repleteness, and (4)
exempli� cation are all intrinsic features of artworks. Similarly,
the more psychoanalytically inclined Wollheim (1968/80,
1993) made it his central thesis that art is both expressive
and representational. For operational purposes we shall adopt
the position of Carothers and Gardner (1979), noting simply
that most art objects display the properties of expression
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(convey meaning), composition (aesthetically well-formed),
and repleteness (meaning and form reinforce each other).

Despite these de� nitional dif� culties, some progress has
been made in researching and conceptualising the develop-
ment of art understanding by, for example, Child and his
associates (see Child, 1964, 1967; Child & Iwao, 1967, 1973),
Machotka (1966), and by the Project Zero team (see Carothers
& Gardner, 1979; Gardner, 1973, 1976; Rosenstiel, Morrison,
Silverman & Gardner, 1978; Winner, Rosenblatt, Wind-
mueller, Davidson, & Gardner, 1986). Among the signi� cant
achievements of these research efforts has been the determina-
tion of some marked age differences in responses to art (see,
e.g., Gardner, Winner, & Kircher, 1975).

It is against this background that we now turn to an
ambitious attempt by Parsons (1987) to formulate an
integrated cognitive developmental account of the develop-
ment of understanding about art. Parsons’ work was informed
by the research cited above, but perhaps the most notable
conceptual in� uences on his theory were the ideas of
traditional 19th century aesthetic philosophy as developed
and expounded in the work of Baldwin (1911). Parsons
adopted from Baldwin the core assumption that a person’s
response to art is an implicit exploration of self, and that
artistic expression is one way in which a person comes to know
about the inner world of self. Parsons also borrowed from
Kohlberg’s theory of moral development in proposing that
ways of understanding visual artworks can be arranged in a
developmental sequence of stages, each stage being an advance
on the previous one, and incorporating it. The basic direction
of development through the stages, he proposed, was from
dependence towards autonomy. Broadly speaking, Parsons’
� ve stages can be summarised as follows:

Stage 1, favouritism, the essential feature of beholders’
responses is egocentrism. The dominant ideas are colours and
subject matter.
Stage 2, beauty and realism, the dominant idea is representa-
tion; the literal and objective appeal of the subject matter.
Stage 3, expressiveness (emotional realism), beholders’ inter-
pretation is in terms of the picture as a whole that an individual
can feel and experience.
Stage 4, medium and style, beholders are highly aware of how
the medium is used to achieve certain effects, the formal
properties of the picture, and about the artist’s organisation of
the whole picture.
Stage 5, judgement: beholders are becoming aware of the self
and its relation to history in making personal judgements about
art.

In addition to these stages, Parsons considered that at all
stages of development responses to art could be categorised in
terms of � ve main dimensions: namely, colour, subject matter,
expression, form/medium, and historical/cultural considera-
tions. Furthermore, he proposed that each of the proposed
stages of development was characterised by the predominance
of one of these response dimensions/categories. These (or
similar) dimensions had, in fact, been successfully used in
earlier studies of responses to art (see, e.g., Machotka, 1966;
Winner et al., 1986), and their origins can be traced to the
writings of aestheticians and philosophers such as Baldwin,
Langer, and Collingwood.

Parsons’ stated aim was to de� ne a framework that could
integrate aesthetic, social, cognitive, moral, and cultural factors
in the development of an individual’s aesthetic understanding.

His work has been widely welcomed as an important attempt at
an integrated account of diverse and complex patterns of
development. Nevertheless, some critics have argued that there
is still a need for further, more systematic research to reinforce
the empirical support for his ideas (see Freeman, 1991;
Goldsmith & Feldman, 1988; Mayes, 1989; Winner &
Gardner, 1988).

In particular, Parson’s suggestion that development of
aesthetic understanding is stage-like needs a systematic and
quantitative methodology to properly evaluate its credibility. If
aesthetic understanding develops in stages, in other words, in a
series of steps with each step characterised by a number of
behaviours/phenomena and with a common basis, then there
should be correlations between progression across different
dimensions of art. The extent of such correlations cannot be
determined without a more systematic approach.

In attempting to conduct some kind of empirical evaluation
of Parsons’ proposals it is helpful to construct possible
alternatives to his stage account of the development of art
understanding. Some theorists, for example Keil (1989) and
Carey (1985), have considered cognitive development not in
terms of the unfolding of domain general cognitive processes as
required of a stage account, but rather as a set of much more
local and circumscribed achievements relating to particular
domains of knowledge. If we try to adapt Parsons’ classi� cation
of responses to this alternative approach we might expect that
any given individual might develop in understanding at
different rates across the various response categories/dimen-
sions identi� ed by Parsons. For instance, colour and subject
matter might form one of the main branches, expression
another, medium another, and culture another. A radiating and
branching pattern of development in understanding of art
comes to mind as a possible model (see also Wolf, 1994, 1997).
If art is a combination of thoughts and feelings, it is reasonable
to suppose that there would be different branches of develop-
ment varying on both direction and pace for varied and
differentiated dimensions. Such a model would not require
there to be correlations among levels of responding in the
different branches/dimensions. In the study to be reported here
we attempt to obtain data that bear on the question of whether
the development of art understanding is stage-like or branching.

The � nal issue that the present study attempted to address
is that of what drives the development of understanding of art.
Parsons suggested only that understanding of art is based on an
individual’s experience, but did not go into detail. It is, in fact,
almost universally accepted that experience of some kind is
important in the development of skills at making art and in
critically discussing it. The importance of art education has
been claimed by authorities in many disciplines (see Lowenfeld
& Brittain, 1975), and the contribution of sociocultural
variables to artistic competence has also been con� rmed in
some recent studies (see Golomb, 1992, and Lange-Kuttner &
Edelstein, 1995). Although not denying a role for maturation,
it seemed important to examine in more detail the effect of art
education on responses to art. In the event, we were not able to
recruit groups differing in their art education for all the age
groups selected for study, but we were able to do so for
students of college age.

The present research, therefore, was an attempt to extend
Parsons’ exploratory work by collecting quantitative and
qualitative data, and using these to examine whether the
pattern of development was branching or stage-like, and to
investigate the effects of art education on responses to art in
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later adolescence. A further aim was to examine whether there
were systematic differences in patterns of responding across
different genres of graphic art (abstract, � ne art, and so on).

To achieve these research aims it was necessary to adopt a
more constrained and structured methodology than the open-
ended questioning pursued by Parsons. A set of questions were
pre-tested with young children and adolescents in semistruc-
tured individual interviews. As a result of this pilot work, it was
decided to pose just two questions about each artwork for
which a participant had indicated a preference: (1) ‘‘Describe
this picture to me’’; and (2) ‘‘Why do you like it?’’. The
purpose of the � rst question was to elicit an account of what
the participant saw in the selected picture, without prompting
either a subject matter-oriented reply (as might be produced by
the question: ‘‘What is this picture about?’’) or an expression-
oriented reply (as might be produced by the question: ‘‘What
does this picture make you think or feel?’’). Our second
question, ‘‘Why do you like it?’’ was aimed at eliciting a
rationale for the selection of that picture.

We decided to present artworks to the participants in the
form of postcards or greetings cards as this is a form of
presentation in which much graphic art is widely available and
familiar to most children and adults in developed countries.
Reproductions of � ne art are widely sold in this format by
museums and art galleries. Furthermore, there is a wide variety
of contemporary popular art that is created especially for
publication in this format. Such cards are widely available, and
frequently purchased for personal enjoyment, to send to
others, or to decorate personal spaces. Although responses to
an artwork in postcard format and to a painting in a museum
gallery might be different, we considered that it was of
legitimate interest to examine responses to postcard art, as
this is one of its most widely experienced forms.

The chosen cards were grouped into � ve genres based on
the proposals of authorities, such as Collingwood (1958) and
Berger (1972), and were broadly representative of much of the
pictorial art available in the postcard format. These genres
were: (1) abstract art, (2) � ne art, (3) modern art, (4)
humorous art, and (5) cartoon art. (For copyright reasons it
is not possible to present examples, but full details are available
on application to the � rst author.) We referred to all the
artworks, including the abstract works, as ‘‘pictures’’.

Because beholders’ responses might be substantially af-
fected by how much they liked an individual artwork, for
uniformity in this study, we attempted to ensure that, for each
kind of art, participants were asked to comment on an example
that they liked, even if that meant presenting different
examples to different participants. Essentially, each participant
was shown 5 examples of each genre of art, asked to pick the
piece they liked best, and then asked to comment on it (for
further details of the selection, see below).

Method

Participants

A total of 100 participants were recruited to the present study
to form � ve age groups. There were 20 participants in each
group: 4- to 5-year-olds (age group 1), 7- to 9-year-olds (age
group 2), 12- to 14-year-olds (age group 3), nonart under-
graduate students (age group 4), and art and design students

(group 5). Children aged 4–5 years and children aged 7–9
years were recruited from the nursery section and the primary
section respectively from the same school in the West
Midlands, UK. To limit the variability of the background
knowledge that constitutes their formal training in art,
adolescents aged 12–14 years who had previously graduated
from the same school where the younger age groups studied
were recruited from two different secondary schools in the
West Midlands, UK. The nonart university students were
recruited randomly from the campus of the University of
Birmingham, UK. No attempt was made to preferentially
select or exclude any participants who were gifted in art for the
above four age groups. However, a � fth group of participants,
art and design students, was recruited from the Birmingham
Institute of Art and Design, University of Central England.
They were all second year students on a BA (Art and Design)
course. Within each age group there were equal numbers of
male and female participants, and they were mostly of English
ethnic origin.

Materials

Twenty-� ve greeting cards or picture postcards of similar sizes
(150 mm £ 105 to 200 mm £ 150 mm) in transparent plastic
pockets with a label on the back of each card, audiotapes, and a
professional audiotape recorder.

Procedure

1. Card selection. A selection of 25 pictures in greetings card
or postcard format was used. The cards were grouped into � ve
different genres of art: abstract, � ne, contemporary, humorous,
and cartoon. A set of 5 cards of each genre was selected from a
much larger collection of 165 cards. The selection proceeded
in three phases, designed to identify generally popular and
representative examples of each genre of card. They were
initially selected from card shops and card companies, and
were screened by the � rst author, who is an artist and an art
educator, for quality of reproduction. Cards with potentially
problematic elements (e.g., explicit sexual messages) were
avoided as inappropriate for young children. Thereafter, six art
students (three men and three women) were involved in a
second phase of selection to check for any idiosyncrasies or
personal preferences of the experimenter. Each student was
asked to choose a selection of 5 cards out of each set, so that
the selection would be balanced, in terms of gender differences
in preferences and personal taste. The third phrase of the
selection was to � nalise the choice of 5 cards in each genre
from the art students’ selection; making sure that no two cards
in the same group were produced by the same artist, or in the
same style, so as to provide the greatest variety to suit different
tastes.

2. Interviewing procedure. Participants were all tested indivi-
dually in a room at the school/university they attended. All
conversations during the sessions were tape recorded. Each
participant was presented with the same � ve sets of 5 cards
(abstract, � ne, modern, humorous and � nally cartoon) across
the � ve groups. For each set of 5 cards of each genre, each
participant was asked to indicate which card he/she liked best.
After the preferred card of each genre had been chosen by the
participant from each set he/she was asked: (1) ‘‘Describe this
picture to me’’ and; (2) ‘‘Why do you like it?’’. at HUNTER COLLEGE LIB on March 17, 2010 http://jbd.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
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3. Analysis. (1) The 100 recorded interviews were tran-
scribed, (2) the 500 transcribed protocols were then parsed
and categorised according to the literal meaning of the
utterances, (3) these parsed verbal responses were analysed
and assigned to nine possible different dimensions or
categories, (4) responses relating to colour and subject matter
were re-examined and scored into the � ve stages proposed by
Parsons (1987).

The � rst � ve response categories were derived from the
dimensions proposed by Parsons, and four additional cate-
gories were derived from inspection of the protocols in the
present study. The categories were de� ned as follows:

1. Colour: any mention of colour/s in the picture (e.g., ‘‘It
has a sort of different colour on, red, black, white’’).

2. Subject matter: any reference to objects/items/things/
people/activities presented in the picture (e.g., ‘‘It’s a
cat’’, ‘‘It’s a woman crying’’).

3. Expression: any reference to emotional affects, whether
intended by the artists, perceived in the picture or
experienced by the beholder (e.g., ‘‘Because I really envy
them . . .’’, ‘‘It’s depressing’’).

4. Form: comments on the use of medium/techniques,
arrangement of materials on the canvas, recognising the
style of art (e.g., ‘‘the brush strokes on it . . .’’, ‘‘kind of
cubist—there’s 2 or 3 different views of them . . .’’).

5. History: comments relating anything in the picture to
culture and history (e.g., ‘‘Black is the colour of
mourning’’, ‘‘This shows a typical sort of holiday for
the British’’).

6. Association: any personal experience triggered by the
picture (‘‘Once my aunt bought me bubble gum and I
like that colour’’).

7. Romancing: imaging and/or story making (e.g., ‘‘This is
the mummy duck and these are her children; they have
been swimming and that’s why they have mud on . . .’’).

8. Function: any suggestion on practical usage of the picture
(e.g., ‘‘It’s eye catching to put onto the wall’’, ‘‘Send this
to someone who’s having an exam’’).

9. Unelaborated: any expression of approval or disapproval
without specifying any reason; mainly comments such as
‘‘It’s nice’’, ‘‘Beautiful’’, ‘‘Good’’, ‘‘Lovely’’, ‘‘Weird’’,
‘‘Funny’’.

Further examination of the dimensions, colour and subject
matter, was then pursued on the basis that a beholder’s
developmental level of understanding of art can be identi� ed
by the predominance of characteristic kinds of responding at
each of Parsons’ � ve stages. For instance, at stage 1, the
beholder merely associates a picture with personal experiences,
at stage 2, the beholder is particularly sensitive to the picture as
a literal representation of the physical world, at stage 3, the
beholder is particularly sensitive to a picture as a representation
of the state of mind of the artist as well as the emotional
involvement of the beholder, at stage 4, the beholder is
particularly sensitive to the medium, form and style of a picture
as a representation of the state of mind of the artist as well as of
the physical world, and � nally, at stage 5, the beholder is
sensitive to the picture as a product of human history and
culture.

The subdivision of responses to colour was a systematic
extension of Parsons’ proposal on stages. The essential marks

of understanding in different stages were then generated from
the data of the present enquiry.

C1 (stage 1 response to colours): literal identi� cation of
colours, that is, independent and individual naming of
colours (e.g., enumeration of colours), or egocentric
reactions to colours (e.g., ‘‘I like red’’).

C2 (stage 2 response to colours): referred to any comment
on the literal appeal of the quality and effect of colours
as a whole but regardless of context (e.g., bright/dark).

C3 (stage 3 response to colour): colours were conceived as
directly expressing feeling and emotion (e.g., ‘‘the
colour is peaceful’’).

C4 (stage 4 response to colour): when formal properties of
colour (e.g., precise internal qualities of tones and
shades) were mentioned.

C5 (stage 5 response to colour): colour mentioned in
relation to cultural/historical ways of seeing (e.g., ‘‘it’s
all black, like mourning’’).

Similarly, responses to subject matter were also subdivided
using Parsons’ proposal on stages as well as the characteristics
generated from the present empirical enquiry.

S1 (stage 1 understanding of subject matter): a piecemeal
understanding of the subject matter in a picture and
association of any kind (e.g., ‘‘a duck’’, ‘‘a house’’, ‘‘a
sun’’).

S2 (stage 2 understanding of subject matter): characterised
by realism or literal representation of the picture (e.g.,
‘‘It’s a woman crying’’).

S3 (stage 3 response to subject matter): conceiving of
subject matter as directly expressing feeling and emo-
tion (e.g., ‘‘The man looks very sad’’).

S4 (stage 4 response to subject matter): when subject
matter was mentioned only for checking against formal
properties of the arrangement (e.g., ‘‘This face was
drawn and placed symmetrically . . .’’, ‘‘The curves in
the sky are essential in blending in the colours’’).

S5 (stage 5 response to subject matter): counted only when
judgements were made on the subject matter in a
cultural or historical context in addition to or instead of
a description of the items depicted (e.g., ‘‘Her clothes
belong to the Victorian period . . .’’).

The reliability of analysing and scoring the scripts according
to the above de� nitions was assessed by two separate judges
who were trained on the classi� cation criteria but blind to the
rationale of the present study. Their agreement on both
classi� cation and number of utterances ranged between 76.7%
and 95.9%, depending on the category. As the data turned out,
a subdivision of the response dimensions of expression,
medium, and history were not feasible (see Results section
below).

Results

All participants responded readily to the test questions and
required little additional prompting. The variety of the
artworks, and their obvious intrinsic interest seemed to
maintain engagement in the task even with the youngest
children. The � xed order of presentation of the different art
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genre could have been problematic and confounded genre
comparisons with practice or fatigue effects. Inspection of the
participants’ responses, and an ANOVA to test for order
effects, however, revealed signi� cant differences among the
genres, but no consistent trend related to order of presentation.

Age-related patterns of responding across all genres of
art

Figure 1 presents the absolute numbers of scored utterances on
each dimension/category. Inspection of Figure 1 indicates that
most responses were on the dimensions of colour, subject
matter, expression, and medium) which together constituted
between 63.70% and 83.85% of total utterances, depending on
age group. The total numbers of responses across all categories
were as follows: age group 1, 733; age group 2, 1306; age
group 3, 1103; age group 4, 1183; age group 5, 1563. An
analysis of variance (one-way ANOVA) con� rmed that
differences in total responding among age groups were
statistically signi� cant, F(4, 95) ˆ 8.62, p < .001. Post-hoc
tests (Tukey, p < .05) indicate a signi� cant difference between
age groups 1 (4- to 5-year-olds) and 2 (8- to 9-year-olds), age
groups 1 (4- to 5-year-olds) and 5 (art students), and age

groups 3 (12- to 13-year-olds) and 5 (art students). The lack of
a signi� cant difference between age groups 2 (8- to 9-year-
olds) and 3 (12- to 13-year-olds) suggests that changes slow
down and become steady after late childhood, that is, reaching
the age of age group 3 (12- to 13-year-olds). There was neither
a signi� cant age difference between age groups 3 (12- to 13-
year-olds) and 4 (undergraduates), nor a signi� cant difference
due to art training between age groups 4 (undergraduates) and
5 (art students).

In terms of quantitative measurement of the responses, the
occurrence of signi� cantly different absolute numbers of
responses across ages indicated that analysis of age differences
in patterns of responding across dimensions would be more
appropriately undertaken on the relative proportions of
responses that occurred in each category. Accordingly, Figure
2 presents the relative totals on each dimension of response for
each age group pooled for all genres of art, and Figure 3
presents pro� les of the relative totals for responding in each
category for each age group and separated out for each genre of
art. The similarity in the shape of pro� les of age groups 1–4 in
Figure 3 suggests that people of all ages (young children to
young adults) all responded to the art works in a similar way.
Group 5 (art students) stood out as different from any of the
other age groups, a difference which was most likely the result

Figure 1. Absolute totals in each age group for each category of
response pooled across all 5 pictures.

Figure 2. Profiles of relative totals in each age group for each
category of response pooled across all 5 pictures. at HUNTER COLLEGE LIB on March 17, 2010 http://jbd.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
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of professional training in art. The art students in group 5 also
appear to have responded to different genres of art in more
varied ways than any of the other age groups (for further
consideration of this last point see below).

It is apparent in Figures 2 and 3, that for every age group
except 5 (art students) there was a response peak in the
category subject matter. This impression was con� rmed by
statistical analysis of the relative frequencies of response on
each dimension pooled across all genres of art (the data
summarised in Figure 2).

All data were � rst treated with an arcsine transformation to
normalise the distribution and then submitted to a series of
one-way ANOVAs and post-hoc tests (Tukey, p < .05).

Responses to colour. There were no signi� cant differences
between any pair of age groups in colour responses. Given the

substantial proportion of total responses that fell into this
category in our study, and the lack of signi� cant differences
across age groups, it seemed worth trying to further examine
colour responses qualitatively. All responses in the colour
category were analysed and subdivided according to our
interpretation of Parsons’ stages (for details, see Analysis, at
the top of p. 281). The results of such a subdivision are
presented in Figure 4.

It is evident from Figure 4 that stage 1 responses to colour
declined with age, stage 2 responses displayed an inverted V-
shaped curve, and that stage 3 and 4 responses tended to
increase with increasing age. There were negligible stage 5
responses to colour in any group.

Responses to subject matter. For subject matter, signi� cant
differences were obtained between group 5 (art students) and
all other age groups. That is, students in group 5 (art students)
made proportionally fewer responses on subject matter than
did all other age groups, which did not differ signi� cantly from
each other. Again, given the substantial proportion of total
responses that fell into this category, and the lack of signi� cant
differences across age groups 1 to 4, it seemed also worth trying
to examine the responses to subject matter qualitatively.
Subject matter responses were subdivided according to
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Parson’s de� nitions of stages (details see Analysis, p. 281). The
results of such a subdivision are presented in Figure 5.
Inspection of Figure 5 indicates that stage 1 responses to
subject matter declined with age, whereas stage 2 through 4
responses tended to increase with age. Art students (group 5)
seem less likely than their nonart trained peers to make stage 2
responses to subject matter, and stage 5 responses were almost
totally absent at any age.

Responses to expression. Differences among the age groups in
expression responses to all the genres were very large and
highly signi� cant, F(4, 20) ˆ 6.31, p ˆ .002. It can be seen in
Figure 2 that there was a progressive increase in the frequency
of expression responses over age, and that this category of
response was most frequent in the three older age groups. All
age groups except age group 2 (8- to 9-year-olds) scored
signi� cantly higher than age group 1 (4- to 5-year-olds), and
group 5 (art students) scored signi� cantly higher than age
groups 1 (4- to 5-year-olds) and 2 (8- to 9-year-olds). The very
low frequencies of expression responses in the younger age
groups (see also, Valentine, 1962), and the occurrence of a
clear age-related trend in the frequency of expression responses
broadly de� ned, deterred us from attempting any subdivision
here.

Responses to medium. Signi� cant age differences were also
found for medium, and these too appear to have been in an
ordered progression with increasing age. This was con� rmed
by post-hoc tests which revealed signi� cant differences between
each age group and the next but one, that is, between age
groups 1 (4- to 5-year-olds) and 3 (12- to 13-year-olds),
between groups 2 (7- to 9-year-olds) and 4 (undergraduates),
and between groups 3 (12- to 13-year-olds) and 5 (art
students). This result indicates a progression in the relative
frequency of responses relating to medium. This � nding is
crucial in supporting the notion of progression or even stages
in understanding of art, at least in this dimension. As with
expression, and for similar reasons, no subdivision of medium
responses into stages was attempted.

Responses to history. There were also signi� cant differences
between group 5 (art students) and all the other age groups,
except age group 4 (undergraduates), within the history
category. Greater awareness by group 5 (art students) of
historical and cultural contexts and themes is not really
surprising. History responses were, however, relatively infre-
quent even in the group receiving art education at university.
This lack cannot be attributed entirely to the nature of the
artworks presented, because inspection of Figure 3 indicates
that group 5 did not � nd any more to say about cultural and
historical aspects of � ne art than they did about humorous and
cartoon art.

Responses to other dimensions: Association, romancing, and
function. There were no signi� cant differences among age
groups in the relative frequencies of responses in association or
romancing, which in any case were used only infrequently. As
with history, however, there was evidence that responses in the
function category were more frequent in group 5 (art students)
than in other groups. In fact, the only signi� cant difference was
between age group 1 (4- to 5-year-olds) and 5 (art students).

Unelaborated responses. Age group 1 obtained a signi� cantly
higher score than any other age group in the unelaborated
approval/disapproval response, and the differences among all
age groups on this dimension were highly signi� cant, F(4, 20)
ˆ 63.2, p ˆ .000. Age group 4 (undergraduates) obtained the
lowest score and was signi� cantly lower in this dimension than
age group 3 (12- to 13-year-olds) and also than artistically
trained students in group 5.

Responses to different genres of art. Figure 3 presents relative
totals in each category of response separately for each genre of
art (abstract, � ne, modern, humorous, and cartoon) for each
age group. For simplicity, responses within the subject matter
and colour dimensions were not subdivided into stages for this
analysis. The overwhelming impression from Figure 3 is that
for age group 1 (4- to 5-year-olds) the pattern of responding
across response dimensions was very similar for all genres of
art. The overall shape of the pro� les for the older groups also
tend to be similar across the different genres of art, and it is
only in details can consistent differences across genres of art be
detected. Predictably, abstract art consistently attracted
relatively fewer subject matter responses and relatively more
colour responses than did most other genres of art. Similarly,
humorous art attracted relatively fewer colour responses than
did other art genres.

Only the art students in group 5 displayed substantial

Figure 5. Profiles of utterances within each subdivision of the
category subject matter for each age group pooled across all genres of
art.  at HUNTER COLLEGE LIB on March 17, 2010 http://jbd.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jbd.sagepub.com


differences in several response categories across art genres,
with distinctly different pro� les for abstract as opposed to
cartoon or humorous art.

The correlation between age and response categories

One sign, perhaps the key empirical sign, of stage-like
development is of a range of accomplishments that are highly
correlated developmentally. In terms of the development of art
understanding speci� cally, a stage account predicts that
progress from one stage to the next should be correlated
across at least some of the dimensions that captured the most
responses (colour, subject matter, expression, and medium).

Correlations between different dimensions were examined
using multiple regression analyses, which allowed the correla-
tions of one achievement with another to be compared to its
correlation with age. There was a statistical problem in that
progress from one stage to the next was measured in different
ways for the various dimensions of art understanding. Progress
within colour and subject matter dimensions could, it has
turned out, be considered by subdividing children’s responses
within these dimensions into Parsons’ proposed stages. In
contrast, such a subdivision into stages was not possible for the
dimensions of expression and medium, but the number of
utterances offered that fell into these dimensions did increase
progressively with age.

Given the age effects already reported (see above), it was
expected that there would be signi� cant correlations with age
and between progress in at least some dimensions if all age
groups were combined for analysis. This turned out to be the
case (see below). A much stricter test would be to see if
signi� cant correlations could be found when multiple regres-
sion analyses were conducted within each age group. For this
purpose, age groups 4 and 5 (undergraduates) were combined,
as participants in these two groups were all of similar ages and
differed mainly in the extent of their formal art training.

A multiple regression analysis was performed on the stage
reached by participants in subject matter category using age in
months and the stage reached in colour category as predictor
variables. The effect of age was signi� cant only in age groups 4
and 5 (undergraduates), coef. ˆ 0.21; F(2, 37) ˆ 2.43, p ˆ .06.
The effect of stage reached in colour responding was not
signi� cant in any of the age groups (coef. ˆ 0.05 for age group
1, coef. ˆ ¡0.06 for age group 2, coef. ˆ 0.18 for age group 3,
coef. ˆ 0.06 for age groups 4 and 5). However, when all groups
were pooled together, the effect of age was highly signi� cant,
coef. ˆ 0.08; F(2, 97) ˆ 36.24, p ˆ .000, but the effect of
colour responses was not, coef. ˆ 0.08, F(2, 97) ˆ 36.24, p ˆ
.25.

A multiple regression analysis was performed on the
absolute numbers of responses made on the expression
dimension using age in months and absolute numbers of
responses in the medium category as predictor variables.
Again, the effect of age was signi� cant only in age groups 4 and
5 (undergraduates), coef. ˆ 3.88; p < .05, and the effect of
absolute numbers of expression responses was signi� cant only
in age group 2 (8- to 9-year-olds), coef. ˆ 0.74, F(2, 17) ˆ
5.58, p < .005. However, when all groups were pooled
together, the correlation of expression responses with age (in
years) was highly signi� cant, coef. ˆ 0.99, F(2, 97), p ˆ .000,
but that with medium responses was not, coef. ˆ 0.19, F(2,97),
p ˆ .28.

To sum up, although there was a gross association between

participants’ level or amount of responding on many of the
dimensions and age, this is not in itself strong evidence that
development is stage-like. Better evidence would be that level
of responding on one dimension was a better predictor level of
responding on another dimension than age was, especially if
examined within age groups. The above analyses of colour
versus subject matter and expression versus medium provided
no support for a stage interpretation of the results.

At this point, it seemed worth comparing across the
dimensions of colour versus expression, and colour versus
medium, despite the different measures used for each category.
This time, analyses were executed only on the pooled data for
all age groups, as it seemed unnecessary to carry out the stricter
tests of analyses within age groups.

A multiple regression analysis was performed on absolute
numbers of expression responses using age in years and the
stage reached by participants in colour responding as predictor
variables. The effect of age was highly signi� cant, coef. ˆ 0.54,
F(2, 97) ˆ 27.83, p ˆ .000, but the effect of stage reached in
colour responding was not (coef. ˆ 0.59).

Finally, a multiple regression analysis was performed on the
stage reached by participants in colour responding using age in
years, and absolute numbers of responses in the medium
category as predictor variables. The effect of age was again
highly signi� cant, coef. ˆ 0.07, F(2, 97) ˆ 48.88, p ˆ .000, and
this time the effect of absolute numbers of responses in the
medium category was also highly signi� cant, coef. ˆ 0.05;
F(2, 97) ˆ 48.88, p ˆ .000.

To sum up, age was a better predictor than any of the other
response categories on levels of understanding art in terms of
the way the beholders’ responses were analysed and scored.
Group 2 (8- to 9-year-olds) exceptionally displayed a
signi� cant association between amounts of expression and
medium responding. Clearly, this one signi� cant relation out
of the many analyses does not constitute convincing support
for a stage account of development.

Discussion

The present study extends the work of Parsons’ (1987) in
several directions. An important empirical advance is that the
present systematic approach permitted us to evaluate the
extent to which the � ve dimensions of response proposed by
Parsons actually captured what participants had to say about
the artworks. There were in fact a number of responses that did
not readily � t into colour, subject matter, expression, medium,
or history/culture. To describe these responses we devised the
additional categories of association, romancing, function, and
unelaborated approval. Nevertheless, the majority of com-
ments by participants of all ages fell into just four of Parsons’
categories; namely, colour, subject matter, expression, and
medium. Possibly, this result may depend in part on cultural
factors (see Jolley, Zhi, & Thomas, 1998), but it certainly
vindicates Parsons’ response classi� cation proposal for the
British participants in the present study. Furthermore, it
suggests that evidence of developmental progression in art
understanding would most likely be found within these four
dimensions.

A central feature of Parsons’ theoretical account was that at
each stage of development a different response dimension is
predominant; colour at stage 1, subject matter at stage 2, and
so on. Even allowing for the possibility that age-stage links

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT, 2002, 26 (3), 278–287 285

 at HUNTER COLLEGE LIB on March 17, 2010 http://jbd.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jbd.sagepub.com


286 LIN AND THOMAS / DEVELOPMENT OF UNDERSTANDING OF POPULAR GRAPHIC ART

might not be perfect, the pattern of data obtained in the
present study does not support this suggestion. On the
contrary, subject matter was the most frequent category of
response for participants of all ages, except the art students.

The dominance of subject matter responding, even with
older participants and those with art training, came as
something of a surprise given expectations largely set by
Parsons’ observations. Conceivably, a wider selection of
artworks to include those dealing with darker and more
controversial themes and more probing questions might have
raised the relative proportions of expression responses, at least
in older participants. This is, however, an empirical question
for which further research is needed. It is also possible that
presenting artworks in something more like the scale of the
originals, perhaps by projecting colour transparencies on to a
screen might increase the emotional impact of the work, and
consequently might also raise the proportion of expression
responses. Again, this is an empirical question that invites
further research.

An alternative explanation for the predominance of subject
matter responses to abstract works is that art-naṏ ve viewers of
pictures have such a strong bias to this dimension that they
invent subject matter even when the actual painting is
ambiguous. Such a tendency has been frequently observed in
younger children where it has been described as ‘‘romancing’’.

What is apparent in the present data is that there were
differences in the kind of colour and subject matter responses
made by participants of different ages, which were broadly in
line with Parsons’ proposals. Furthermore, there were also
greater numbers of expression and medium responses made by
older participants. The next issue to be addressed is how best
to describe these age-linked differences in responding as an
overall pattern of development of understanding of graphic art.
Of all the comparisons undertaken between performance on
the various response dimensions of art understanding, only
between colour and medium was there a signi� cant correlation
between dimensions, and that only at a gross level. The
overwhelming impression is that there are separate progres-
sions within all dimensions of response that are broadly related
to age, but they do not intercorrelate highly enough to
constitute a prima-facie case for developmental stages. Free-
man and Sanger (1995) reached similar conclusions in their
study of children’s reasoning about pictorial representation.
Furthermore, in evaluating Parsons’ suggestion of a stage-like
development it is worth noting that he did not specify a
unifying developmental process that a stage account would
ultimately require.

So, to date, the best explanation of the available data is that
verbal responses to art develop somewhat independently on
several dimensions or response categories. In fact, it is
conceivable that there might be closer links between some
pairs of dimensions than between others. It is possible, for
example, to imagine how for younger children certain kinds of
cultural in� uence towards realistic depiction might facilitate
understanding of colour and subject matter together, but not
necessarily either with expression.

The numerical evidence supporting a diverse branching
pattern in development of understanding about art is
reinforced by an examination of individual response patterns.
For instance, participant 9 in age group 1 achieved a similar
level (Parsons’ stage 2) on both colour and subject matter
categories but said next to nothing about expression or
medium. In contrast, participant 8 in age group 2 said nothing

about colour in response to any of the pictures, but reached
Parsons’ stage 2 in the subject matter category (which
constituted 52% of her total responses). This same participant
also made many responses that fell into the expression
category, but made very few comments on medium. In other
words, the general pattern of progression across all categories
suggested by the averaged scores masked substantial idiosyn-
crasies. Many participants tended to comment predominantly
in one or two response categories, and make relatively few
comments in others, consistently across all the pictures.

What these observations suggest is that an account of the
development of art understanding may have to accommodate
far more in the way of individual variation than we had at � rst
supposed. The occurrence of such individual variation also
suggests the importance of particular experiences in promoting
this development. The considerable differences between art
students and their peers studying other subjects tends to
reinforce the importance of personal interest in art and art
education. Colour and subject matter must count as the more
accessible dimensions of pictorial art in that they can be
recognised by anyone young or old who has general experience
of life. Expression, on the other hand, is comparatively abstract
and conceptual. Young children may not spontaneously attend
to the expressive properties of pictures (Jolley & Thomas,
1955) and sensitivity to this dimension may have to be
speci� cally learnt (see Aslin, 1981). Possibly, sensitivity to
the expressive aspects of art may have more links with the
development of social-cognition than with purely cognitive
growth (see also Callaghan, 1997). As for medium, the skills
and techniques in using a medium, such as pencil or paint,
have to be learned from someone or from particular
experiences. Given that these experiences may vary widely, it
seems inevitable that awareness of form and medium will show
wide individual variation. Similarly, awareness of art in a
cultural and historical context seems unlikely to emerge
without speci� c tuition.

The genres of picture card that we chose to study were
super� cially very different from each other (e.g., cartoon vs.
abstract), and yet for most of the participants the pro� les of
their responses on the different dimensions to the � ve different
genres were strikingly similar. Only the art students produced
distinctly different response pro� les across the genres. The
similarity of responses obtained across art genres in untrained
beholders is unlikely to be a result of using too restricted a
range of artworks. Although there was a common format, the
works themselves were selected to provide a varied and
interesting selection of material. The reactions and engage-
ment of participants when viewing and commenting on the
material also suggest that they found the material to be of
interest. Furthermore, art students found the artworks to be
suf� ciently different so as to produce distinctive response
patterns to each. It seems that beholders without speci� c art
training may indeed think about and respond to all pictures in
a more or less similar way regardless of genre.

To sum up, the present data indicate that much of what
individuals have to say about popular pictorial art can be
captured by the four Parsons’ categories of colour, subject
matter, expression, and medium. Although there are clearly
differences across age groups in their responding, it seems that
responses on different dimensions are insuf� ciently closely
linked to support a stage account of their development. In fact,
there seem to be some stable and marked individual differences
in responding that are more consistent with a branching model
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of development, and a view of that development as heavily
in� uenced by individual experience. The role of experience
and education is reinforced by the � nding that art students
stand out as being qualitatively different in their response from
all the other groups studied.
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