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ABSTRACT – Maria Helena Wagner Rossi’s Critical Study of Empirical Re-
search. This article presents a Maria Helena Wagner Rossi ś critical study 
on the empirical research written from 1996 through 2004. The starting 
point was a qualitative bibliographical research, whose fundamental object 
of study was the author’s theoretical output on the nature of the aesthetic-
visual comprehension of Brazilian students, based on their empirical stud-
ies. In the article body, topics are addressed in terms of problems dealing 
with visual arts training from which the author departed; as well as the ob-
jectives and the general features of her empirical research; the way in which 
data was interpreted, the epistemology involved and the theoretical results 
she arrived at. 
Keywords: Aesthetic-Artistic Comprehension. Aesthetic Thinking. Visual 
Arts Training. Empirical Research.

RESUMEN – Estudio Crítico sobre la Investigación Empírica de Maria Hel-
ena Wagner Rossi. En el artículo se expone un estudio crítico sobre la inves-
tigación empírica de Maria Helena Wagner Rossi, llevada a cabo entre los 
años 1996-2004. Se partió de una investigación bibliográfica de carácter cu-
alitativo, cuyo objeto de estudio fundamental lo constituyó la producción 
teórica de la autora sobre la naturaleza de la comprensión estético-visual de 
alumnos brasileños, con base en sus estudios empíricos. En el cuerpo del 
artículo se analizan tópicos tales como: las problemáticas concernientes a 
la enseñanza de las artes visuales de las que partió la autora; los objetivos y 
características generales de su pesquisa empírica; la manera en que fueron 
interpretados los datos, la epistemología involucrada y los resultados teóri-
cos a los que arribó. 
Palabras Clave: Comprensión Artística. Pensamiento Estético. Enseñanza 
de Artes Visuales. Investigación Empírica.
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Introduction

Since the late sixties in the United States, art psychology begin 
to move through the cognitive perspective of human development. An 
important number of academic researches, on an empirical and experi-
mental basis, target, as a subject matter, the cognitive capabilities re-
lated to art; the development of skills for the use of symbolic systems 
with an aesthetic intention – a sort of operation valued in arts – and 
the step-by-step description/conceptualization of aesthetic thinking 
development from the perspective of art comprehension.

Two thinkers in particular are considered as founders of this sort 
of epistemology by several researchers:   James M. Baldwin, the early 
benchmark to attempt to systematize the aesthetic experience in the 
perspective of cognitive development. He was in turn the immediate 
predecessor of Jean Piaget, founder of the pilot studies on the cognitive 
development during childhood (Parsons, 1992; Gardner, 1994; Housen, 
1999; Rossi, 2003).

In the case of research describing stages in the development of 
aesthetic thinking, they are based upon collecting empirical informa-
tion through interviews enquiring the way in which subjects face art-
works, the manner they try to interpret them, understand them and on 
what preconditions, they value them. According to Howard Gardner 
(1994), Abigail Housen (1983; 1999) and Michael Parsons (1992; 2011) 
are the researchers in the North American context who would have suc-
ceeded in establishing in a more elaborate manner the sequences of 
phases or stages in the development of the reading/understanding of 
artworks. Another element that Gardner highlights (1994, p. 41) is that, 
even though the manner in which the stages are established and de-
scribed, they vary from one author to another in terms of subtle aspects:

However, what most impressed the majority of observers 
was the similarity in the sequence observed by almost 
all researchers, including the two researchers who car-
ried out the most continuous work [Housen and Parsons]. 
Such a consensus is rare in behavioral sciences and clear-
ly suggests that here we have an example of an authentic 
sequence of development.

In Brazil, professor and researcher Dr. Maria Helena Wagner Rossi 
is considered as a forerunner regarding studies on the aesthetic devel-
opment in elementary education students. From the mid-nineties of 
the last century Rossi began to work within the perspective of cogni-
tive psychology that deals with the description and conceptualization 
of different levels taking place in the understanding of visual arts from 
the early grades of primary schooling. In her Doctorate in Education 
research (Rossi, 2000), she portrayed a three-level classification of aes-
thetic thinking, based on an empirical study implemented in schools 
in the city of Caixas do Sul (RS). It would be the first formulation, with-
in the framework of cognitive development psychology, of a proposal 
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framed in Brazil on the way in which children and adolescents face the 
reading of artworks1.

The notion of postmodern art-education, which in Brazil refers to 
Ana Mae Barbosa’s Triangular Approach (2010), emphasizes the prac-
tice of reading images at all levels of the schooling process. However, 
for Rossi, this perspective also implies wondering what goes through 
the student’s mind in the process of aesthetic reading. In her opinion, 
most of the professors’ teaching materials neither uphold nor take into 
account the reading abilities of students at different times and in differ-
ent contexts in the schooling process. If teachers are not aware of their 
students´ aesthetic development, then they will not be able to evaluate 
correctly the reading proposals they are capable of. Another problem 
found by the author is that many of the reading methodologies still in 
use in Brazil are limited to the analysis of formal elements and prin-
ciples of composition, so they are far from favoring the expression of the 
students´ own ideas, based on their experience and on what they are 
capable of seeing by themselves.

According to this problemic situation, the author poses a number 
of questions: what does a student see in an image? What is the emphasis 
while analyzing an image? How does he or she interpret it? What ques-
tions does he or she wonder before an image? What criteria does he or 
she assume to judge the image quality? What is the difference in terms 
of reading for each student?  What are the premises conveyed by the 
student?  What is really the student ś reading in the Brazilian context? 
May reading be imposed upon? (Rossi, 2003, p. 11).

This number of questions brings about a turning point in the re-
search objectives regarding students and their ability to understand 
arts. It is no longer a question for arguing the need or significance of the 
art teaching insertion at schools, for the insertion of image or artworks 
in teaching, for theorizing about methodologies or teaching models to 
interpret visual arts, and so on. The aim is to focus attention on the pro-
cess of interpreting and understanding art, in correspondence with the 
possibilities, abilities or cognitive capacity of students.

Features of Empirical Research

Maria H. W. Rossi set to work by using a sample of 168 children 
and adolescents from four schools in the city of Caixas do Sul, for a pe-
riod of three years. This sample was structured as follows: 56 children 
ranging from 6 and 9 years of age; 56 from 10 and 13; and 56 adolescents 
from 14 and 18 years of age. In turn, the whole amount was split into two 
groups, A and B, forty-eight students each. Group A was made up of stu-
dents from a state-run public school, with no systematic contact with 
art, neither at school nor in their everyday environment. On the other 
hand, group B was made up of students from three private schools, in 
which there was a systematic involvement with visual arts assisted by 
highly trained teachers. In addition, all the students benefited from art 
exhibitions tours accompanied by teachers, two or three times a year.
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The researcher ś main goal was to identify the peculiarities of the 
students’ aesthetic thinking, as well as the way in which the construc-
tion of meaning takes place while being encouraged to interact with ar-
tistic images. This paper was arranged following a sample of selected 
artworks, based on notions of diversity, such as means of expression, 
gender, style and time2. The author refers that questions were asked to 
students in front of images, trying to encourage as much as possible the 
interpretation and the evaluative judgments on artworks. After this first 
stage, the dialogue focused on a more general aesthetic aspect. In this 
sense, the author states that she followed the methodology developed 
by Parsons (1992), Freeman and Sanger (1995).

Following Piaget’s methodology (2001), Maria H. W. Rossi refers 
that, in her research, the student’s thinking was seen as a whole, without 
discriminating any of the possible sources of their answers. The author 
started out from the principle that, in order to understand a student’s 
thinking, it was more helpful to let him or her express himself freely, 
without trying to guide his or her aesthetic reading. The interviews were 
devised according to the following theoretical and methodological con-
ception: “Students may reveal their thinking more spontaneously than 
when led to follow a pre-established script, emphasizing formal analy-
sis, which may distract them and cause them to get lost among ‘lines, 
strokes and textures’, leading them in a direction that do not allow them 
an interpretation” (Rossi, 2003, p. 31).

Maria H. W. Rossi states her methodology for collecting empiri-
cal data closely followed the procedures used by Parsons and Freeman 
in several of their investigations. From a brief systematization of these 
two authors´ results, Rossi summarizes that between these theoreti-
cians there is a consensus that subjects, while trying to extract meaning 
from images, tend to redirect themselves or to establish a relationship 
between these and three external dimensions: the represented reality, 
the artist creating the artwork and the reader itself.

Even within the great diversity of criteria expressed in the inter-
views on the part of Brazilian children and adolescents, Rossi considers 
that her research revealed coincidences with the results presented by 
Parsons, Freeman and Housen at other times and in other cultural con-
texts. Based on the these authors’ theoretical syntheses, Rossi arranged 
the diversity of ideas expressed by the subjects in her sample accord-
ing to three ways of relating the image to external elements mentioned 
above, but establishing a variation in the first type of relationship. Thus, 
in the context of her findings, the image-world relationship is divided 
into three types or stages, followed by the image-artist relationship and 
the image-reader relationship. Her scheme is structured in five types of 
eventual relationships, and the author considers that it is an adapta-
tion of the Freeman and Sanger ś network of intentions (1995), as well as 
the sequence of stages for the development of art understanding estab-
lished by Parsons (1992).

In the final proposal for the classification of aesthetic thinking 
levels, the author limits to three sets, the five types of relationships set 
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around the image, which was her initial starting point, seeking a greater 
synthesis in this classification, as well as a greater flexibility in the in-
terrelation of its own elements.

Analysis of the Interpretation of Empirical Data

In a qualitative empirical research, the provided results, gener-
alizations and theses largely depend upon the theoretical scope from 
which the data are read and interpreted. In this kind of studies, the re-
ality intervention using collecting techniques of empirical information, 
as well as the theoretical scope from which this methodology is struc-
tures, and act as an epistemological basis for the qualitative interpre-
tation of information, are dialectically complemented. This is a reason 
why that in this section, we will proceed to analyze the way in which the 
author interprets the interviewed students´ statements.

Image-World Relationship

The image-world relationship (I-W) is the most basic primary 
reading level of an artistic image found by the researcher in her inter-
views. In this type of reading, the subject shows signs of believing that 
the image is literally a representation of things existing and occurring 
into reality. For this reason, the author adds that the reader at this level 
values the artwork by stating the same criteria used to render moral con-
siderations about the reality facts. In addition, the artist is described as 
someone who merely transfers the characteristics and qualities of the 
world into an image.

Within this type of image-world relationship, Rossi stands out 
three variations, whose differences allow us to observe a linear devel-
opment of the way in which aesthetic thinking becomes more complex. 
Therefore, this development of aesthetic understanding would match 
with, or depend on, the last two stages of cognitive development es-
tablished by Jean Piaget (1998; 1999). Thus, the first stage of the image-
world relationship prevails in students in the early of elementary teach-
ing grades, which is a stage for concrete operations, and less frequently, 
this can be depicted even at the beginning of adolescence (5th and 6th 
grades at the elementary level).

Let’s see two examples. The researcher asks about Segall’s work: 
I wonder why the painter did it that way; and the student replies (from 
early grades): Suddenly, the painter saw a destroyed house, similar to that 
of the five women. In reference to the same Segall ś artwork, the fifth or 
sixth grade student says: I think he saw a family that was in that condi-
tion. He thought about it and drew it! How could this image be made? – a 
question. The person was thinking about what he had seen and drawn. 
So do you think he saw that? – insists the interviewer. I think he saw that 
– reassures the student. Where?, on the street while walking (Rossi, 2003, 
p. 39).
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Through the examples provided by the author, it is easy to find 
out that the students consider that what they observe on an image hap-
pened or existed into reality. The cognitive approach, acting as a frame-
work for reading data, allows Rossi to conclude that, since children at 
that stage depend on direct concrete experiences to think, it is then that 
sort of cognitive determination that leads them to consider that the 
creator of an artwork should have experienced or seen what had been 
shown. Therefore, they manage, at best, to imagine that such things or 
events really happened. 

However, in all examples shown, the students’ answers are moti-
vated by questions drawing the attention into the relationship that the 
image establishes with something else that is external to it. (Where is 
this image displayed?  Why does the artist draw this picture? How was 
this image made? And so on.). In this regard, one might think that the 
relationship subject that the reader establishes between the image and 
elements that are external to it, does not appear spontaneously in their 
interviews, but rather appears because one wonders about it. The au-
thor does not expose any case in which the student is asked to mention 
what is seeing upon an image, and that the child answers anyway that 
what he or she perceives is a thing or a fact that artists should have seen 
before. The questions asked by the researcher result in why the artwork 
was made, what the artist wanted to show, how it was made, and so on, 
which induces the child to respond to what he or she considers justifies 
the artwork existence; and this justification is found outside, in con-
crete reality.

With respect to the second variation, in terms of the type 2 image-
world relationship, Rossi finds students begin considering that the art-
ist can choose the reality represented in the artwork. Creation would no 
longer be just a matter of chance, a certain intention is found within the 
artist ś mind, but this recognition does not go beyond the possibility 
that the creator has to choose or set up a scene he wants to show. Stu-
dents continue to assume that what is found upon an image, are related 
to things and characters existing into reality.

This type of reading appears at the early grades and remains un-
til adolescence, especially in students who have not been familiar with 
arts. After the 5th and 6th grades, the author points out that many stu-
dents already show a development of abstract thinking, found in their 
interviews, but they continue to portray the artist ś role as a mere copy-
ist of reality. In front of a Cindy Sherman’s photograph, says an 11-year-
old student:

– I think she is dealing with unemployment in that story! – 
Was this really happening to her, or did she pose just to 
take that picture? – I think it was happening, because I did 
not want to present that pose she is doing. – What does this 
image mean? – A shame of unemployment in Brazil (Rossi, 
2003, p. 42).
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It is very interesting how Deise, an 11 year-old girl, already man-
ages to leads the image meaning into a problem, a social reality phe-
nomenon, such as unemployment. Undoubtedly, a level of generaliza-
tion that provides an essence summarizing the visual information she 
gets from the picture. In addition, she adds a moral value to this general 
meaning: the shame of unemployment in Brazil. Deise is capable of 
establishing a relationship between the expressiveness that the image 
conveys to her and a specific social context, that of her country, even 
though nothing in the picture indicates that she is a young Brazilian 
woman. The will to establish a correlation between a ambiguous image 
semantic structure and a hypothetical plane of content can already be 
considered as en interpretation, no matter how rudimentary it may be. 

However, when Deise starts her interpretative gesture she is im-
mediately asked:   Was this happening into her reality? Or did she have 
this pose just to take the picture?  Which immediately diverts her atten-
tion into an inquiry that seems to interest the researcher much more, 
namely, whether the student gives priority to reality or not, over the 
artist, in the responsibility for the existence of the picture. When asked 
again, what does this image mean? Deise begins to sketch out another 
interpretative process even much more interesting: she involves a mor-
al judgment and displays a link with her social context. However, from 
that moment on, we know nothing more about the conversation; the 
fragment shows the intention of illustrating a concrete theoretical find-
ing and according to that thesis is when the data is registered. 

Finally, the third type of image-world relationship is one in which 
students begin considering that the artist conveys its feelings into the 
artwork. That expressed on the image ceases to come directly from real-
ity, and begins to relate to the artist’s inner world, its state of mind, its 
feelings, etc. Rossi considers that the fundamental difference between 
this type 3 relationship and the two previous ones is that the outer 
world takes a back seat, while the artist’s inner world becomes the main 
source to which the artwork is subjected.

If the basic difference is that the outer world takes a back seat, 
then, why this third type of reading is also described as an image-world 
relationship, if the fundamental reference begins to be the artist’s inner 
world? The solution found by Maria H. W. Rossi is that the image-world 
type 3 relationship is the transition towards the image-artist relation-
ship, because students do not evolve from a notion seeking the artwork 
meaning in the concrete world directly towards a relationship of the im-
age with its creator. Hence, it is necessary to formulate a third variation 
that allows us to think about this transition.

It is significant that, for the most part, the examples provided to 
illustrate the type 3 image-world relationship in students at the end of 
primary and secondary education are taken from interviews involving 
Piet Mondrian’s artworks. Faced with a geometric abstraction of this 
kind, it is very difficult for a student to depict or imagine a concrete ref-
erence of reality as transferred to the image, since the latter is totally 
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devoid of iconicity. On the other hand, the vivid colors of Mondrian’s 
work, red, yellow, blue, white, are easy to identify with moods, feelings, 
etc., because the semantics or psychology of colors is something highly 
codified, a cultural convention learned since very early ages. Coupled 
with this, the interviewer’s questions contribute to the artist’s inner 
world emerging into the foreground and becoming the main source 
with which students relate the image (Does the painter paint according 
to his state of mind at the time? What was she feeling? Was the painter 
who drew this other image feeling sad? What was that artist feeling? 
And so on).

Image-Artist Relationship

When the image-artist relationship appears in the art reading, 
it is because students begin trying to decode the creator ś intentions. 
According to the author, by establishing this relationship, the students 
opts out the references to concrete reality as well as to the artist’s inner 
world. It is upon the creator ś figure where responsibility is now pro-
jected for what the artwork may mean, and the student is displayed as a 
decoder of those meanings the artist wanted to express on its artwork.

Rossi points out that the image-artist relationship is typical in the 
early stages of adolescence. From that moment on, students start show-
ing a certain awareness for the artist ś intellectual existence, hence in 
the early grades this type of relationship in terms of reading is not avail-
able. The author asserts that this new way of thinking becomes possible 
because from the fifth grade of primary schooling on, the beginning of 
transition from a concrete thinking to formal thinking is marked. Fol-
lowing Piaget’s theory, Rossi gathers that formal operations generate 
the possibility for differentiating the real plane from the possible plane; 
hence, in aesthetic reading the student begins considering various pos-
sibilities of meaning attribution.  Let see an example of a 14-year-old 
student from the group familiar with arts and with some training in 
aesthetic reading:

– What does a workpiece might have to be good? – First of 
all, let it convey an idea, a reflection. Let it convey to us the 
painter’s idea, what he is thinking at that moment or what 
he wants to convey to us. Many times the artwork has more 
value because it depends on the idea it conveys. Many times 
painters take a painting and that’s it! For him it has a mean-
ing, but for thousands of people it has no meaning at all. So 
what I think is most important in the artwork is the mean-
ing it provides to others (Rossi, 2003, p. 52).

Rossi does not halt at the interpretation of this fragment, she 
shows it as an example of the fact that at this level of reading, feelings 
are no longer attributed to the artist but to the image itself, although the 
responsibility for what the artwork expresses is focused on the creator. 
However, there are other extremely significant elements in the adoles-
cent’s answer, which we would like to focus on. First, there is an aware-
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ness that an artwork, in order to be good, must be a bearer of ideas, must 
convey a reflection, which allows us to perceive an artistic notion, going 
beyond the familiar and pleasant things in perceptual terms, in order to 
give priority to its cognitive dimension.

Another important issue we can identify in the quoted fragment, 
as well as in several examples presented by the author, is the students’ 
awareness in reference with the artwork shown to them as a challenge 
of understanding. The artwork states a communicative difficulty not 
frequent in other more conventional texts, and repeatedly draws their 
attention to that particular fact. Perhaps it is a recognition of that impo-
tence while framing meanings before an artwork, one of the underlying 
causes of a tendency to forward sense towards the author ś intention. 
Faced with the difficulty of clearly recognizing a meaning on an art-
work, the receiver transfer that responsibility to the artist, because if 
the artist itself scramble that message, then it is evident that only the 
true meaning is at hand.

– Why would the painter do that? – I don’t know, he wanted to ex-
press something he wanted, like a feeling he felt. But he knows how to in-
terpret what it is, because he did it himself. But we’re looking for... You 
can’t describe what he wanted (15 years of age). The researcher comments 
on this example: “As we can see, when students cannot decipher its mean-
ing, they blame the artist, who did not think of readers while making an 
artwork [...]” (Rossi, 2003, p. 51).

However, the tendency to shift guilt towards the artist when the 
meaning cannot be decoded is only an effect, the evidence of a deeper 
phenomenon, namely: the semiotic complexity of art and the specific-
ity of an aesthetic-artistic understanding process. When the student 
confesses that it is not possible to interpret what the artist wanted to 
show, what is evident is that its semiotic scope is not yet enough to dia-
logue with a kind of a fuzzy and ambiguous text, whose codification is 
far from being a fully marked convention. The youngster shows signs of 
being aware that the artwork is a means of communication, with which 
the artist wanted to express something, but before the impossibility of 
glimpsing a content and being able to formulate it with precision, he or 
she solves the semiotic conflict handing down to the artist any interpre-
tative probability.

Another example (14 years of age and on Mondrian’s artworks) al-
lows us to appreciate that when the student manages to overcome the 
semantic ambiguity of the artwork, while he or she is able to articulate 
an interpretative process, the reproaches towards the artist are not evi-
dent.

– If one had to name this painting, what would be the best? 
– A title? “The Living Geometry”. It looks like a labyrinth, 
where there are several passages, but there is always some-
thing blocking the way. I think it must have represented the 
labyrinth of life, because life has several passages, but there 
is always something that blocks them (Rossi, 2003, p. 52).
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The student certainly wonders about the artist ś intention, about 
what he wanted to represent on his artwork, but while he tries to de-
cipher that content, he builds up his own interpretation. The manner 
in which establishing a correlation between the semantic indetermina-
tion of Mondrian’s artwork and a notion of life understood as a labyrinth 
with multiple paths constantly hindered for some reason, can be fully 
considered as an interpretative process of great ingenuity and creativ-
ity. Strictly speaking, it is the student ś intention, imagination, knowl-
edge and ability to describe meanings in the face of a very ambiguous 
aesthetic stimulus, which brings about an interpretation, even when he 
or she is not aware of it.

The analysis of these examples allows us to conclude that along 
with the cognitive factors and the social, cultural and educational me-
diations favoring a familiarization with arts, it is necessary to insert 
into the study of the aesthetic-artistic understanding development a 
reflection of a semiotic nature; otherwise, many subtleties of great im-
portance may be ignored.

For example, the theory of literary reception (Rall, 1987; Markie-
wicz, 2010) has intensely debated the dialectic taking place in the read-
ing process, and therefore in understanding, among the author ś inten-
tion, the artwork intention and the receiver ś intention. The question of 
intentionality in arts has its origin in the phenomenological aesthetics 
(Morawski, 2006), and has been recurrent both in hermeneutics and 
pragmatics (Beuchot, 1997). It was a subject upon which Czech struc-
turalism also reflected deeply, Jan Mukařovský’s essay (2009) Intention-
ality and Unintentionality in Arts [1943] being a study in which we can 
find explicitly a theory of reception in a profiled manner.

There was an epoch-making extensive essay by Umberto Eco 
(1992).  Intentio lectoris: Apuntes sobre la semiótica de la recepción 
(Notes on Semiotics Reception), in which the author makes important 
distinctions between the author ś intention, its work and that of the 
reader resulting in various types of interpretation: one semantic and 
another critical, establishing a difference between the operation of in-
terpreting a text and making a semantic use of itself.

We think that an articulation between the analytical approach on 
the intentional dialectics taking place along the process of interpreting 
arts, and the own cognitive factors of each age that make their influ-
ence upon the intentions projected by the subject, while trying to un-
derstand a complex visual text, would open other enriching possibilities 
of data qualitative reading.

Image-Reader Relationship

For the students start considering their role as interpreters of 
an artwork, it is necessary, according to the Maria H. W. Rossi ś find-
ings, that they possess a cognitive ability allowing them to reflect upon 
themselves. This ability is related to the fourth Piagetian stage, the for-
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mal thinking, which develops from adolescence onwards. The author 
comments:

Formal operations provide the ability to reflect on one’s 
own thinking processes. In the field of aesthetic read-
ing this means acquiring awareness of its interpretative 
activity. When this happens, the student opts out his be-
lief that he can provide a meaning to an image, simply by 
looking at what is seen objectively, deciphering the artist’s 
intentions (Freeman and Parsons, 1999), and begins to 
take an active role in the construction of meanings upon 
its image (Rossi, 2003, p. 54).

In other words, it seems that the development of the so-called 
formal operations necessarily leads to the qualitative leap onto the im-
age-reader relationship. If this were the case, all adult subjects with the 
cognitive capacity of formal thinking would have no problem in inter-
preting an artwork. Nevertheless, the reality shown by other researches 
indicates the opposite3. At times, the model presented by Maria H. W. 
Rossi seems to establish a quite direct correlation between the stages of 
Piagetian cognitive development and the levels of development found 
while reading artworks. However, the very evidence provided by the 
empirical data collected in the interviews makes her feel cautious:

In short, the adolescent, who possesses the skills of formal 
thinking, theoretically, is aware of its role as a reader of 
works and images.
The awareness of being a reader, whose subjectivity is 
active in the attribution of meaning, is possible along 
adolescence, but does not necessarily arise in all stu-
dents. Nor do they all demonstrate the abilities of abstract 
thinking (Rossi, 2003, p. 56).

The basic question of the dimension to which cognitive factors 
are determinant, and to what extent the cultural mediations making 
possible the cognitive development itself allowing an increasingly com-
plex understanding of arts, is extremely difficult to probe. Because it 
is shown, in a contingent manner, on each subject and it demands to 
be understood within the specific frames of the individual history of 
development. 

Let ś review the following example, one of the most sophisticated 
of Rossi’s to illustrate the type of reading in which an image-reader re-
lationship is evident. This is how a 14-year-old adolescente expresses 
herself:

– They say it depends on how one looks at it, Monalisa has 
her own mood there. That is it: I can go there... If I am hap-
py, I will see her smiling like me. Then I will go there sadly, 
and I will see her sad. It will depend a lot on the person who 
will see the artwork. – Does depend it, then, on how the 
viewer is feeling? – Yes, it does. – Doesn’t it depend only on 
what the painter thought? – It does not just depend on him, 
because everyone has an idea. Everyone thinks one thing. 
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Since I saw the favela (Segall), other people saw a brothel. 
And the author may even have passed on another idea, be-
sides the misery and the brothel. – But what he “wanted 
to go through” does not matter? – It does, but people can 
look at it from another angle. I came here and looked at this 
sad woman (Sherman) and at least that is what she gives to 
me. However, someone can come and, I do not know, think 
about love, and see her happy. Nevertheless, I see sadness; 
by the way she looks, by the pose she takes, by this crumpled 
paper in her hand... (Rossi, 2003, p. 56).

The young girl ś expression stated at the beginning, “they say”, 
is a clear evidence that the ideas she expresses about arts are learned, 
they do not stem directly from the possibilities of formal thinking. 
What underlies regarding the thesis the student shows to possess is a 
cultural mediation, namely: that the sort of perception one has about 
the artwork depends largely on the person ś state of mind observing 
it. These are judgments about arts and the kind of relationship estab-
lished between the artwork and the viewer, which the young woman 
learned about either in her intimate family and social environment or 
along the aesthetic education at school, etc. These ideas acquired from 
a cultural environment brings into the subject the internalization of a 
specific reading logic for art turned into an internal psychic function. 
Once the individual grasps this communicative logic, he internalizes 
it and begins to operate with this intellectual ability, an analytical tool 
to apply for the rest of the artistic challenges on its way. In this regard, 
the Vygotsky ś theory (1995; 2007; 2008) on the internalization of higher 
psychic functions allows analyzing the way in which a subject, facing 
the challenge of dialoguing with an artwork, puts into action semiotic 
mechanisms that have served as a mediation in her own cognitive de-
velopment4.

Segall’s work made her refer it as a “favela”, but he naturally ac-
cepts that other colleagues have seen a brothel, while at the same time 
he considers the possibility that the painter has wanted to convey a 
different way to those two interpretative variants. She shows the same 
hermeneutical awareness of Cindy Sherman’s picture. She feels sadness 
in the character of this artwork, but values the possibility that another 
person, if she is thinking about love, may find her happy.  In addition, 
14-year-old Gabriela also shows that she owns a semiotic competence, 
fundamental to the understanding of arts: she feels sadness around 
the woman on the picture, but is able to argue that perception based 
on concrete recognizable denotative marks in the visual text. (How the 
character looks, the posture in which he finds himself, the role he holds 
in the hand). From these denotative marks, she extracts a connoted 
meaning: sadness as an interpretative hypothesis that condenses the 
emotional meaning that the artwork conveys to her.

In the first chapter of her book, Rossi warns that the notion of cog-
nitive development phases or stages stemming from Piaget’s thesis has 
undergone a severe critical review in recent decades. With the insertion 
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and appreciation of the context variable, as well as the great importance 
of mediation of symbolic systems (verbal language in the first instance), 
Piaget’s thesis of the universal mind evolving from stage to stage on a 
regular basis and almost in an inevitable manner, loses a part of its epis-
temological burden (Gardner, 1997; Rosas; Sebastián, 2008).

In relation to Michael Parsons, the author points out that he has 
also been challenging the notion of phases or stages used in his book 
(Parsons, 1992)5. Parsons would have moderated his psychological per-
spective, also moving away from the orthodox Piagetian viewpoint 
and moving more towards a social-cultural constructivism.  Rossi says 
(2003, p. 22): “The contextualist theory of Vygotsky and his followers 
seems to her to be the most appropriate for grasping aesthetic under-
standing. In this approach, the systems of interpretation and meanings 
themselves are inventions of culture”.

I would like to underline the thesis expressed in the last sentence 
of Rossi’s comments: the systems of interpretation and meanings them-
selves are inventions of culture. Many of the interview fragments that 
Maria H. W. Rossi presents in her book as examples demonstrate this. 
We only regret that the researcher did not make a greater use of this 
theoretical perspective to interpret her empirical data. In her proposed 
three-level classification of aesthetic thinking, the last two stages of 
cognitive development of Piaget’s theory are always placed as the root 
cause of qualitative leaps into more complex forms of reading and un-
derstanding arts.

Longitudinal Study on the Development of Aesthetic-
Visual Comprehension

In a number of articles (Rossi, 2005; 2013; 2015) Maria H. W. Ros-
si presents the results of another study also undertaken in the city of 
Caxias do Sul, from 1997 through 2004. It dealt with a longitudinal ex-
perimental research in which Rossi and her assistants worked with a 
group of students during the entire primary schooling, eight grades at 
that time. The major goal was to know about the development process 
of students’ aesthetic-visual comprehension, while they were exposed 
to systematic activities of reading and aesthetic debates during all those 
years at school. The group ś development evaluation taking part in the 
experiment contrasted with a control group with the same characteris-
tics in terms of age and sociocultural factors; but which had not been in-
volved in the same art consuming activities. The comparison between 
the two groups was in place once a year, showing to the control group 
the same artworks displayed for the experimental group.

The acquired results allowed Rossi to probe and observe with a 
greater clearness what her doctoral research had already allowed her to 
conclude: that systematic exposure to artistic consumption is a deter-
mining factor in the development of interpretative skills, fundamental 
for art understanding.
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Although there is an evident correlation between age and 
the stage, what most favors the aesthetic development is 
the exhibition and the frequency of the ars. The research 
showed that the students of the experimental group 
reached a degree of sophistication in their aesthetic un-
derstanding that was not expected for their age and edu-
cation.
Therefore, we dare to assert that students who experience 
visual aesthetic reading activities during primary school 
achieve a more sophisticated aesthetic understanding ap-
propriate for the art world than an adult with a university 
education, even in Human Sciences, and present a higher 
level of criticism, reasoning, and verbal fluency than stu-
dents without this experience (Rossi, 2005, p. 67).

Another of Rossi’s significant conclusions is that there is absolute-
ly no need for a formalist methodology to teach how to read works of 
art, nor an introduction of Art History contents from the initial grades. 
Therefore, when students end their formal schooling, they are able to 
interact with arts and understand them in an enriching and meaning-
ful way, primarily for their own life experience. Another significant as-
pect is that students’ ideas, questions and judgments must be listened 
to, respected and taken into account on the part of teachers. Based on 
this understanding, it is possible to favor the development of art under-
standing. Rossi recommends that art educators should show flexibility 
before the plurality of senses children render to artworks. They should 
accept their answers as valid.  Moreover, from their own arguments is 
that they should be motivated to explain the reasons for their comments. 
By proceeding through this methodology in the experiment, it was pos-
sible to verify how the students felt stimulated to participate in the de-
bates about the artworks, which was one of the factors that favored the 
development of aesthetic-artistic understanding (Rossi, 2005).

The comparison between the experimental group and the control 
group showed significant differences in the way they proceeded in read-
ing artworks. As the author concludes, as a general trend, students who 
did not participate at the didactic experiment continued to manifest 
a type of realistic and ingenuous reading (image-world relationship), 
while the experimental group showed signs of evolving towards an in-
creasingly sophisticated reading and closer to the world of arts.

Research shows that a monthly class of aesthetic reading 
can provide the development of a sophisticated aesthetic 
understanding by the end of elementary school. The dif-
ferences between group readings are significant, and it is 
consistent to attribute the richness of the experimental 
group’s aesthetic thinking to routine activities of aesthet-
ic discussion versus images experienced throughout the 
research (Rossi, 2013, p. 12).

In her experimental longitudinal study, Rossi sustained many of 
the featured elements of reading levels, revealed and defined in her doc-
toral research. At the initial grades, students generally tend to establish 
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a relationship between what they see on the image and what they know 
about the world, preferring those scenes that are more familiar to them. 
Interpretation proceeds by identifying the referential sense, the literal 
meaning of the concrete things found on the image, which is what the 
author had called narrative reading. In the evaluation of the artworks, 
the criteria used by students are the colors, the subject, the artist ś mas-
tery and the realism of the representation. Rossi concludes that in the 
initial grades the verified aesthetic belongs to Level I regarding her clas-
sification.

However, in the experimental group a considerable development 
of aesthetic thinking began to take place. They began to accept art 
works in black and white, so the notion of color gave way to its protago-
nism. They start to reject photographic realism, so that images that are 
very similar to reality, when associated with photography, cease to be 
creative. Originality, understood as creativity, assumes the leading role 
as an artistic evaluation notion, which Rossi (2005) points out already 
as a characteristic for Level II according to her classification. In addi-
tion, it begins to appear a recognition of the artist ś intention, related to 
the artwork as a means for the expression of feelings and ideas, which 
matches Level III.

At the end of third grade, at the age of nine, students’ 
aesthetic thinking is more sophisticated than that of the 
majority of the adult population. In addition, parents and 
teachers perceive that students write and interpret the 
Portuguese language better, and essays are more complex 
and creative. Verbal expression is more fluent and vocab-
ulary is broader, more appropriate and more sophisticat-
ed. Criticism has increased, even in home dialogues, and 
children are able to welcome and consider the views of 
their mates, exposing their ideas to all (Rossi, 2005, p. 59). 

What the author points out in relation to improvements in writ-
ing and interpretation of the Portuguese language, a greater fluency in 
verbal expression and an increased vocabulary, development of criti-
cal and dialogue skills, and so on, could be considered as a transfer of 
skills managed through art teaching into other disciplines or activities. 
However, the basis on which such evidence of a possible transfer is at-
tained are the perceptions of parents and teachers, not through rigor-
ous checks in the framework of experimental research6.

From the intermediate grades (4th, 5th and 6th), between the ages 
of 9 and 10, the elaboration of metaphorical meanings begins to appear 
inasmuch as students manage to go beyond the framework of the literal 
sense. It is a mere shown concrete recognition (a denotative plane we 
would say in semiotic terms) which rises itself towards the articulation 
of more subjective and encompassing meanings (connotation plane). 
The author register that in the control group this qualitative leap in 
reading appears only at the age of 11.

From the 5th grade on, most of the students in the experimental 
group identify the artist ś autonomy as responsible for the characteris-
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tics and quality of the artwork, ceasing to establish a direct relationship 
between their state of mind and what the image shows. The demand for 
the photographic realism of Level I also disappears; the artwork expres-
siveness is valued beyond the subject content, which the author consid-
ers to be a feature for Level III. Once this reading level is at hand, stu-
dents show awareness of their role in interpretation, that they provide a 
meaning to the artwork among other possible ones.

Rossi concludes that at the end of the primary schooling, students 
in the experimental group leave no doubt that they are capable of articu-
lating multiple points of view, and they show awareness that one of the 
communicative features of arts is that there is no single valid interpre-
tation for an artwork. They cease, therefore, to be simple deciphers of 
the artist’s intention, to strive for a personal interpretation, which we 
can now define as a competent hermeneutic consciousness. At the age 
of 10, students who took part in the experiment were far ahead of those 
in the control group: 

Most of the children in the experimental group, at the 
age of ten, present an aesthetic thinking similar to that of 
14-year-old students in the control group. That is to say, 
while in these the belief that the artist transfers his state 
of mind to the artwork predominates, in the students of 
the experimental group it is already in decline, to give way 
to a more sophisticated thinking from the aesthetic and 
cognitive points of view, which is the recognition of the 
autonomy of the author to get rid of the determinants of 
the world (physical or psychological) to create an artwork 
(Rossi, 2005, p. 61).

In other words,  if in the experimental group  from the age of 9,  stu-
dents begin showing signs of being able to enter, in an active way, into 
the metaphorical game that arts propose, whereas those in the control 
group delay until the age of 11, and if the majority of the students of the 
experimental group at the age of 10 already show an aesthetic thinking 
similar to that of 14-year-old students in the control group, what Maria 
H. W. Rossi reveals then is a zone of proximal development for art com-
prehension. However, the author does not make use of this Vygotsky ś 
concept (1995; 2008), nor does she focuses her analysis upon that theo-
retical perspective. It is rather a conclusion she comes to, but in the gen-
eral frameworks of the cognitive theory of aesthetic development, that 
constitutes the epistemological basis of her research.  

Closing Remarks

We consider that the Maria H. W. Rossi ś study is not only a con-
tribution of a great significance for the art-education field in Brazil, but 
also for the whole Latin American region. The author has the merit of 
having contextualized in Brazil the studies of aesthetic comprehension 
development within the frame of cognitive psychology. In undertak-
ing her empirical research, Rossi focused upon a number of problems 
related to art education that can only count on answers through em-
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pirical studies on a qualitative nature basis. Therefore, her theoretical 
contributions and answers to some of these questions bring about a 
basic debate to continue strengthening the teaching conceptions that 
pay a special attention to the reading/comprehension of artworks at a 
school context. Both the empirical information raised by her research 
and the theoretical reflection paving the way to the qualitative analysis 
of these data, are a contribution of a great importance for art-education 
research.

Another of her contributions is to provide confirmed evidence al-
lowing questioning the formalist approach to art reading. Submitting 
students to a rigid reading methodology, guided by a pre-established 
questionnaire that emphasize the perception of lines, colors, volumes, 
background-figure relationships may lead to the habit that the meaning 
of the artwork is something objective, clearly identifiable, and conse-
quently ends up blocking any possibility for students to work with the 
sense of images from their experiences and specific interests. The same 
could be said about the excessive handling in primary schooling of his-
toriographical and biographical contents or Art History categories such 
as style, movements, genres, systems of representation, etc. These are 
contents and concepts that have a practical character for experts, but 
for a child or inexperience spectator are shown as full abstractions de-
void of real meaning. In the latter, Rossi arrives at a meeting point with 
the essential postulates of Abigail Housen ś approach.

Another aspect to highlight is that Maria H. W. Rossi introduced a 
sample of artworks that goes beyond traditional and modern art, enter-
ing the field of postmodern aesthetics and procedures that go beyond 
the traditional means of visual representation. Such is the case of trans-
vestism and the visual simulation of Cindy Sherman’s photography, 
Anish Kapoor’s installation environment, as well as Diana Domingues’ 
interactive multimedia and multi-sensory installation. More controver-
sial is the introduction of an advertising figure. For example, the sample 
of artworks used by Parsons (1992), in his reference studio, does not go 
beyond the avant-garde of the 1930s nor painting as an artistic means. 
Picasso was the most contemporary thing he showed to the subjects he 
interviewed for 10 years in the mid-eighties. Bringing postmodern cre-
ative procedures into school context remains a challenge, and Rossi’s 
research provides important clues as to how students relate to such con-
temporary artistic practices.

Having worked with a sample divided into two groups, one with a 
certain familiarity with arts and not the other, allowed the researcher 
to establish certain differentiating notions regarding the influence that 
context has and the cultural mediations on the development of inter-
pretative skills. These early evidence observed in her doctoral research 
was confirmed in the longitudinal experimental study, in which the 
author can follow step by step how the systematic exposure to the con-
sumption of arts made its influence, in a determining manner, in the 
development of intellectual skills, expanding even more the interpreta-
tive and art comprehension possibilities for students.
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As for the methodology used to collect empirical information, 
Rossi started out from a semi-structured interview method close to that 
of Parsons. This model usually generates a higher level of interaction 
between the interviewer and the student, making the latter feeling more 
relaxed and thus establishing a relationship of complicity. However, to 
the same extent, the interviewer may ask more questions, and may end 
up conditioning or directing the answers of the subjects towards cer-
tain topics of theoretical interest, thus contaminating the information. 
There are also certain sorts of questions that lead the subject to express 
a valuable judgment on some aspect of the artwork, guided for him and 
not chosen by him. An opposite model would be that used by Abigail 
Housen; a sort of unconditioned interview that lets flow, as a mono-
logue, the subject ś consciousness in its interpretative process. This re-
searcher only asks two questions: where are you looking at or what are 
you looking at, limiting the interviewer itself to intervene again to ask, 
do you want to add something else? (Housen, 1999).

On the other hand, this kind of research could be greatly enriched 
through the interdisciplinary exchange with other theoretical perspec-
tives such as the aesthetics of semiotic and hermeneutic-based recep-
tion, as well as the constructivism of tradition that refers to Vygotsky, 
who places special emphasis upon the semiotic mediation process as 
the engine driving the cognitive development. A triangulation among 
the North American tradition that has developed empirical studies on 
the development of aesthetic thinking, the analytical approach of the 
artistic reception theory, and the historical and cultural perspective 
of Vygotsky, would make possible a qualitative reading of the data in 
a much more comprehensive and sensitive manner ahead of subtleties 
that always escape from any approach.

Moreover, of course, Maria H. W. Rossi ś great contribution is to 
have reached the synthesis of a classifying proposal of three levels of 
aesthetic thinking, based on the theoretical reading of empirical data 
collected in the social, cultural and school environment in Brazilian re-
gion. This model is an outstanding reference for future research, either 
to ratify it or to set up points of divergence.
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Notes

1  Other researchers who have implemented similar studies in Brazil are Teresinha 
Sueli Franz (2003), Maristela Sanches Rodrigues (2008), Rachel de Sousa Vianna 
(2009), José Sousa Ferreira da Silva (2017).

2 The works used were as follows: Allegory of Spring (1482) by Sandro Botticelli; 
Guernica (1937) by Pablo Picasso; Broadway Boogie Woogie (1942) by Piet 
Mondrian; Rua de Erradias (1956) by Lasar Segall; S/T no. 96 (1981) by Cindy 
Sherman; É um Homem, S/T Part II (1989-90) by Anish Kapoor; Trans-e: My 
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Body, My Blood (1998) by Diana Domingues; and an advertising image taken 
from Revista Claudia (nr. 9, year 36, 1997). The first two works were used only 
in some of the interviews. Cindy Sherman’s work is a photograph, Kapoor’s a 
photographic documentation of an installation, and Diana Domingues’ an 
interactive electronic installation, which could be experienced by the students 
in the exhibition room. Paintings and pictures appeared in A3 format.

3 This is one of the Abigail Housen ś conclusions (1999) after three decades of 
empirical research: Studies of the aesthetic reaction of children, teachers, mu-
seum professionals and hundreds of adults show that the amount of time spent 
contemplating and reflecting on art is the only factor of crucial importance in 
predicting a given aesthetic level of development.

4 In Russia, the Activity Theory by Leontiev based on the historical-cultural 
approach of Vygotski, has had positive results in experimental studies on the 
perception and understanding of art (Leontiev, 2011).

5 Parsons (2011) would end up abandoning the linear development model to 
adopt the thesis that in both the creation and understanding of art, various 
skills can be acquired at the same time and at different levels. See also Fróis 
(1999).

6 On the report Art for Art ś Sake? about the complex issue of causal transfer of 
skills, the authors reach the following general conclusion: “[...]. The transfer of 
learning is extremely difficult to prove and has a long and controversial history 
in the field of psychology [...]. Most studies of arts transfer have not been based 
on explicit teaching in terms of  transfer, in which students are asked to try to 
apply skills developed in art class, in non-artistic areas” (Winner; Goldstein; 
Vincent-Lancrin, 2014, p. 43).
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