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Inclusive Mural Painting in Contemporary Art Education 
 
Mural painting with emphasis on ideas development, collaborative execution, 
and constructivist learning is a typical inclusive learning experience for art 
students. The whole mural painting production involves so many processes, 
including mural design, wall preparation, layout plotting, painting execution, 
varnishing protection, documentation, which allows people with different skills 
or abilities to participate. The value and meaning of a successful mural is not 
only the end product, the unique mural, but also the process of art learning and 
creation, as well as the experience which participants generated from their 
involvement. The complete mural is belonged to the participating students, art 
teacher, community members, future art supporters who have the opportunity 
to see the mural, and the community where the mural is located. This paper 
explores how to create engaging mural painting programs and environments 
that meet the diverse learning needs of all participants. Also, the paper offers a 
first-hand understanding of community mural painting production by the 
practicing teaching artist and educator, Kong Ho. Ho founded the Hong Kong 
Mural Society in Hong Kong in 1997, and he has been instrumental in 
coordinating the production of numerous community murals in both Hong 
Kong and the United States in the past 10 years. Currently, Ho is teaching 
mural painting at the National Academy of Art in Sofia, Bulgaria for his 5-
month Fulbright U.S. Scholar Program. Furthermore, this paper presents two 
case studies and analyzes the foundation of art learning and inclusive 
education, actively engaging in hands-on pedagogies of instruction, creation 
and reflection.  
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Inclusive Mural Painting in Contemporary Art Education 
 
 
I. Significance of Inclusive Art Learning 
 

Articulation of the new development in inclusive education was 
supported by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization 1994’s Salamanca Statement, which advocated all nations to 
provide “regular schools” as “the most effective means of combating 
discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an 
inclusive society and achieving education for all” (para. 2).1 

These struggles for inclusion have not been easy. Even in the twenty-first 
century, there is still much resistance that maintains oppressive structures and 
practices in the education system nationally and internationally. Although 
inclusion in education has already been shown to be the significant key to 
breaking down some of the barriers of discrimination toward people with 
learning disabilities, under the overemphasis on competition in traditional 
education, students with special needs are often left behind in their studies, 
especially in those hands-on curricula, such as art, music, and theater. The 
nature of art education is to facilitate creative thinking and learning. 

It is significant for all students to have the opportunity to study arts 
regardless of the disabling barriers that exist in their physical bodies or schools. 
Arts learning enables students to make mental connections between concepts 
and hands-on concrete applications and to generate knowledge through being 
actively engaged in learning. Any hands-on or active arts learning encourages 
conscientization, the discovery of one’s potential. The intentions and values of 
inclusive education are to nurture, develop, and use the talents and strengths of 
all participating individuals in a society for a better humankind. 
 
 
II. Nature of Mural Painting Pedagogy: Collaborative, Constructivist, and 
Inclusive Learning 
 

Traditional art education, like other academic disciplines, emphasizes 
competitiveness and individualism. Usually, the assessment or evaluation of art 
study depends on individual performance and competency in completing the 
quantitative and qualitative work. However, mural painting curriculum is 
different from other art curricula. When mural paintings are produced with an 
emphasis on ideas development, collaborative execution, and constructivist 
learning, and augmented with the help of twenty-first-century digital 
technology, a very inclusive art learning and practice results. Furthermore, 
when a mural aims to reflect the spirit and aspirations of a specific community, 
or an institution such as a school, it is essential to involve the collaborative 

                                                
1 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (1994). 

Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Educational 
Needs. Paris: UNESCO. 
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input of the community members throughout the entire mural process from 
design to completion. Inclusive community murals also encourage learners 
with different skills, abilities, and ages to engage in different parts of mural 
painting process, including ideas development, mural design, wall preparation, 
layout plotting, painting execution, varnishing protection, documentation, 
appreciation, and reflection.  

The notion that a community mural can integrate and reflect a multitude 
of individual ideas and participation within a single art format is of particular 
importance in advancing inclusive art learning and practice. Community 
murals are very relevant to art in the twenty-first century because they 
emphasize collaborative learning (Barkley, Cross, and Major)2 and allow 
learners to generate knowledge and meaning through their hands-on 
experience. Collaborative learning is based on the epistemological assumption 
of social constructivism. R. S. Matthews captures the essence of collaborative 
learning: “Collaborative learning occurs when students and faculty work 
together to create knowledge. … It is a pedagogy that has at its center the 
assumption that people making meaning together and that the process enriches 
and enlarges them.”3 The inherent features of collaborative learning include 
instructional pedagogy, co-laboring, and generation of knowledge and 
meaning. Within the process of mural painting, learners or participants work in 
groups to achieve shared learning goals. The critical factors for a successful 
mural project are based on positive group interdependence and individual 
accountability. 

In modern cognitive theory, as described in Cognitive Psychology4, by 
Ulric Neisser, educators have a better understanding of the learning process. 
Cognitive theory suggests that learners must be actively engaged in learning. 
There is no way to transfer the art knowledge from teachers to learner minds 
efficiently and accurately. Instead, learners must do the work of learning by 
actively engaging in learning by making connections and organizing learning 
into meaningful knowledge.  

The origin of Constructivist learning theory (Husén and Postlethwaite)5 
is generally attributed to Jean Piaget, who articulated that through processes of 
accommodation, learners construct new knowledge from their experience. The 
theory shares similar emphasis on generating knowledge and meaning from 
experience, like collaborative learning. Through being actively engaged in the 

                                                
2 Barkley, Elizabeth F., K. Patricia Cross, and Claire Howell Major (2005). 

Collaborative Learning Techniques. San Francisco: Wiley. 
3 Matthews, R. S. “Collaborative Learning: Creating Knowledge with 

Students.” Teaching on Solid Ground: Using Scholarship to Improve Practice. 
101–124. Eds. R. J. Menges, M. Weimer, & Associates. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass. 

4 Neisser, Ulric (1967). Cognitive Psychology. New York: Appleton-Century-
Crofts. 

5 Husén, Torsten, and T. Neville Postlethwaite (1989), eds. The International 
Encyclopedia of Education: Research and Studies, vol. 1, 162. Oxford, UK: 
Pergamon. 
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construction of knowledge rather than passively receiving information, 
learners make connections between isolated concepts, which lead to deeper 
understanding versus the simple transfer of information. 

Through a mural painting curriculum, learners participate in mural art 
and history appreciation, are active in mural theme or content construction, and 
engage in hands-on mural design and painting processes, shown in Figure 1 
and 2. As a result of all these collaborative and constructivist learning 
processes, learners come to understand the fundamentals of art and design and 
apply those art elements and principles of design to constructing the 
composition of the mural. At the same time, learners study the painting 
techniques, such as color mixing, underpainting, glazing, blending, rendering, 
and varnishing, through hands-on practices.  

The best way to learn art is to work with the master or teacher side by 
side. This collaborative learning gives learners the opportunity to observe the 
actual working or painting process of their teachers or teaching artists. Within 
this collaborative and constructivist learning environment, learners learn from 
not only their teachers but also their peers and examples in art history. They 
work together as a group on a common goal in painting the mural, share all 
learning information, and support each other. The value and meaning of a 
successful community mural is not just the end product of a unique mural but 
also the inspiring process of art learning and creation, as well as the experience 
which learners gain from their involvement in the work. 

Mural paintings as teamwork or team learning allow learners with 
different skills, abilities, and ages to participate. Each participant understands 
that the success of a community mural depends on the contribution of all 
participating individuals. Participants also understand that the challenge in a 
mural painting program is ensuring individual accountability while promoting 
positive group interdependence. In a large-scale art project, like mural painting, 
sometimes not all participating individuals engage in all processes from design 
to completion. However, each individual’s work or participation to the 
community mural contributes the success of a community mural. 

Although some learners with severe physical disabilities may not be able 
to contribute in mural painting, they can engage in mural design or other art 
learning activities like documenting the mural process. Twenty-first-century 
digital technology—such as digital imaging software, Adobe Photoshop, and 
digital cameras—can help learners with special needs involve in digital mural 
design and photography. An inspiring mural is not just a beautiful large-scale 
painting, but one with meaningful and inspiring content. Each participating 
individual as well as the community members can claim the ownership of 
mural and gain a sense of belonging in that particular community where the 
mural is located. 
 
 
III. Case Study I: College-Level Mural Painting Curriculum 
 

My background in mural painting was a help to me in setting up the 
mural painting program in University of Pittsburgh at Bradford, Pennsylvania, 
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in 2002. I launched the first mural design course and completed the first 
campus mural with five students in the summer of 2002 at the Pitt-Bradford 
campus. 

In the summer of 2008, I worked with eleven college students with 
different majors, enrolled in an intensive four-week summer art course, in 
painting The Arts Mural in Blaisdell Hall at Pitt-Bradford campus, shown in 
Figure 3. Only two students were majoring in interdisciplinary arts and had 
some art background. The rest of the students were enrolled in an art course for 
the first time in order to fulfill their liberal arts requirement. One student was 
classified as a student at risk of attrition and with a certain degree of learning 
disability.  

Twelve of us spent forty-eight hours in painting this 8½ foot high by 19 
foot wide indoor mural from design to completion. The main theme of this 
mural, reflecting the aspirations of Blaisdell Hall, a fine and performing art 
complex and teaching facility, was formed after collaborative brainstorming 
and discussion. As art professor, I structured intentional learning activities, 
such as brainstorming, group site visiting, and critical debate for students to 
work together toward the common goal. 

The selected images in this mural were taken from actual objects, such as 
a guitar and cello belonging to one of the students, the spotlight and keyboard 
taken from the broadcasting studio, the bronze plane from an outdoor 
memorial, and the other popular art images chosen from art history. All these 
selected images were related to visual art, music, theater, creative writing, and 
communication arts, and became the subject matters for this mural that 
highlighted the significance of the arts and the essence of arts—passion, 
imagination, creativity, and enthusiasm. 

Through this mural painting course, students were actively engaged in 
collaborative and constructivist learning. Students worked together to 
maximize their own, and the other students’ understanding of, and learning of 
art. The ultimate goal of this collaborative art course was to develop 
autonomous, articulate, and independent thinking individuals. My 
responsibility as a teacher was not just to monitor group learning but to become 
a member, along with my students, of a campus community in search of 
knowledge in art through this 
collaborative mural course.  

Students shared the experience and knowledge they gained in this 
collaborative and constructivist mural painting course during the last mural 
reflection section. Student reflections revealed that they had more positive 
attitudes toward art, had increased motivation to learn about art, and were 
better satisfied with their art experience than in traditional competitive art 
learning courses. They not only made significant gains in art knowledge and in 
a range of general mental and intellectual skills but also changed their values, 
learning attitude, social behavior, interpersonal and teamwork skills, and moral 
judgment. I remember that the student with the learning disability brought his 
mother to see the mural at the end of the last class. He told me that he could do 
better in his academic studies after this mural course because he was proud of 
himself and the fact that his name was listed along with the other participating 
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students at the side of the mural, shown in Figure 4. 

When I graded my students in that mural painting course, I tried to 
design the grading system to reflect a combination of individual and group 
performance. Students received grade points for dialogue journals, their 
contribution in mural ideas development, and mural appreciation. Each student 
added his or her comments on the other journals, records of thoughts about a 
reading assignment or lecture. They wrote their journals via our campus online 
discussion board. Their reflection papers and participation in group activities 
were also graded.  

However, not every activity in such a curriculum needs to be graded. The 
most important element in grading this mural course was to ensure that the 
graded course work reflected the full range of learning goals and outcomes set 
for this course. Students also participated in evaluating their own participation 
as well as that of their fellow students. This student self-evaluation and peer 
evaluation empowered them in collaborative learning and encouraged 
conscience and self-responsibility. Student reflection papers build the 
connection between their experiences and learning and help them to be more 
self-aware of the knowledge and experience they gained in this collaborative 
mural course. 
 
 
IV. Case Study II: Middle-School-Level Mural Painting Project 
 

This second case study addresses the after-school mural project involving 
twenty six 6th- to 8th-grade art club students plus eight students with various 
disabilities, including severe multiple sclerosis and autism. I worked with these 
students in collaboration with the middle school art teacher and special 
education teacher of Floyd C. Fretz Middle School in Bradford, Pennsylvania, 
in the spring of 2009. The whole after-school mural project was designed as a 
collaborative and inclusive learning program and consisted of ten after school 
sessions. The objective of this school mural project was to design and paint a 
mural, 9 feet height by 8½ feet wide, in the Life Skills Room—a homeroom for 
students with disabilities—which would reflect the harmonious relationships 
and mutual support among students with and without disabilities within this 
middle school, the learning nature of this particular room, and the creativity of 
the participating students. Since the size and format of this mural were small 
and high, the participants were divided into small groups, which ensured each 
student’s engagement in this collaborative art learning project. 

Eighth-grade students and students with disabilities engaged in designing 
this mural, using iPod-commercial-inspired dancing silhouettes and human cut-
out templates created by students with disabilities with the assistance from 
other students as the subject matters for this school mural. Before the design 
session, participating students visited three large murals in the University of 
Pittsburgh at Bradford and studied the PowerPoint presentation with video of 
the mural painting process of these three murals. These introductions to mural 
painting helped students to understand the cooperative nature of mural 
painting.  
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With the digital imaging software Adobe Photoshop, I was able to 

structure a collaborative design session that allowed students to engage in 
actual design by rotating, duplicating, and overlapping the silhouettes to create 
a creative composition with vivid transparent color scheme. The final mural 
design, shown in Figure 6, was projected onto the primed mural wall done by 
another group of students. Participating students, teachers, and the teaching 
artist used chalk to trace the outlines of the silhouettes onto the wall, shown in 
Figure 5. Some students engaged in mixing acrylic colors for this project, 
while some helped in taking photos of the painting process or cleaning up 
brushes at the end of the session.  

During the actual mural painting process, students with disabilities 
worked with other students, teachers, and teaching artist in painting the mural. 
Sometimes, students with disabilities were assisted in painting by other 
students in the group. In this collaborative and inclusive learning environment, 
students became more active and more involved by participating in the learning 
process. From my observations, students are more open in expressing 
themselves when the social barrier between teacher and student, or between 
students with disabilities and others, disappears during the mural painting 
process. Moreover, talking and working with one another encourages student–
teacher contact, cooperation among students and teacher, and active learning. 
This collaborative and inclusive mural project was not just about the 
knowledge and practical skills required for designing and painting mural; it 
was also about sharing values and attitudes, discovering individual potential, 
and learning what others think and experience.  

During the final mural celebration and reflection session, shown in 
Figure 7, one student with a disability shared her experience with others. She 
said, “I am very happy to know Ms. Turk [art teacher] and you [Kong Ho, 
teaching artist].” She also explained the touch points of the coins (a kinesthetic 
approach to help students count “touch points” on nickels, dimes, and quarters 
to determine the value of the coins), which she learnt from her life skills class, 
painted on some of the silhouettes of the completed mural, shown in Figure 8. 
At the end of this session, her special education teacher told me that this 
student would not have had the confidence to speak in front of so many people 
in the past. He was very happy to see that his students with disabilities gained 
high self-esteem after this mural project.  

A lot of students responded that they had made some friends after this 
mural project because they did not have this opportunity to talk and work with 
others during regular class lessons. Really, the meaning of this middle-level 
collaborative school mural project is more than just learning art or mural 
painting; it is about friendship, recognition, support, and transformation 
within these sixth- to eighth-grade students. 
 
 
V. Conclusion 
 

Very few higher education institutions in the United States offer mural 
painting or collaborative or inclusive art learning programs. Promoting 
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strategic institutional change in college art teaching requires a long-term 
strategy and commitment to collaborative or inclusive education, and is not as 
easy as setting up a new art course (Diniz and Usmani)6. In the perspective of 
college art professors, individual grades can be difficult to determine because it 
is hard to identify individual achievement and performance within a group 
project setting. Moreover, assigning group grades to individuals is unfair, 
because students may be penalized or rewarded by the performance of other 
students on their groups. In addition to grading, mural painting curriculum 
requires well-planned strategic initiative in solving the art budget for course 
materials and obtaining the permission for mural site. This last reason may 
relate to the lack of confidence on the part of individual art professors. Most art 
professors, even if their expertise is in painting, have little practical mural 
painting experience or training, because mural painting programs are not 
popular in higher education in the United States. 

In addition to my regular art teaching, I founded the Hong Kong Mural 
Society, a nonprofit art organization, in Hong Kong in 1997. Perhaps my 
impulse to do this was related to my vision of public art and belief in 
collaborative and inclusive art learning. I believe that art should be for 
everyone to participate in and should not exclude people because of their 
abilities or disabilities, skills and ages. I also believe that the best teaching is to 
set oneself as an example to one’s students. A growing number of teachers 
understand that it is impossible to transfer knowledge to our students just 
through traditional lectures. Students have to build their own meaningful and 
lasting studies through an active engagement in assimilating information into 
their own understandings. 

Perhaps my views are based on my personal experience as an individual 
with physical disability. Even though I received my elementary and high 
school education in normal schools, not special schools, I was still excluded 
from participating in some classes and activities, such as physical education 
and recess. Psychologically, the oppressive and exclusive experience has 
become a driving force in my advocacy for inclusion in education and 
collaboration in mural painting. I share my beliefs with Jane Golden, executive 
director and founder of Mural Arts Program (MAP) in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, about the future prospects for contemporary mural painting. I 
believe that a community mural is a “journey of faith” (Golden, Rice, and 
Pompilio)7. 
 

                                                
6 Diniz, Fernando Almeido, and Khushi Usmani (2003). “Changing the 

Discourse on ‘Race’ and Special Educational Needs.” Inclusive Education: 
Diverse Perspectives. Eds. Melanie Nind et al., , 87–94. Oxon, UK: David 
Fulton 

7 Golden, Jane, Robin Rice, and Natalie Pompilio (2006). More Philadelphia 
Murals and the Stories They Tell. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
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Figure 1: Layout and underpainting stages of The Arts Mural in Blaisdell 
Hall, University of Pittsburgh at Bradford, Pennsylvania. The recognized 
students in this picture (from front to back) are Daniel Frayer, Andrew 
Laganosky, and Cassandra Jaillet. 
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Figure 2: Refining stage of The Arts Mural in Blaisdell Hall, University of 
Pittsburgh at Bradford, Pennsylvania. The recognized students in this picture 
(from front to back) are Andrew Braeger, Leasa Maley, and Danielle Goodwill. 
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Figure 3: The Arts Mural in Blaisdell Hall, University of Pittsburgh at 
Bradford, Pennsylvania, produced by 11 students and Prof. Kong Ho in the 
summer of 2008. 
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Figure 4: A group picture of all participating students and Prof. Kong Ho in 
front of the complete The Arts Mural in Blaisdell Hall, University of Pittsburgh 
at Bradford, Pennsylvania. The students in this picture (from left front to right 
back) are Andrew Laganosky, Daniel Frayer, Cory Newcombe, Leasa Maley, 
Danielle Goodwill, Andrew Braeger, Cassandra Jaillet, Matthew Gustin, 
Jeremiah Yang, Corey Gibbon, and Prof. Kong Ho. 
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Figure 5: Layout enlarging stage of Fretz School Mural in Life Skills 
Room, Floyd C. Fretz Middle School, Bradford, Pennsylvania. The recognized 
students, teacher, and teaching artist in this picture (left to right) are Prof. Kong 
Ho, Bryan Zimmerman, Nicole Henderson, Courtney Ginkel, and Janelle Turk. 
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Figure 6: Final mural design of Fretz School Mural in Life Skills Room, 
Floyd C. Fretz Middle School, 
Bradford, Pennsylvania, produced by 26 art club students, 8 students with 
disabilities, art teacher, 
special education teacher, and teaching artist, in the spring of 2009. 
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Figure 7: A group picture of all participating students, teachers, and 
teaching artist at the final mural celebration and reflection session of Fretz 
School Mural, an after-school mural project. 
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Figure 8: Fretz School Mural in Life Skills Room, Floyd C. Fretz Middle 
School, Bradford, Pennsylvania, produced by 26 art club students, 8 students 
with disabilities, art teacher, Janelle Turk, special education teacher, Mike 
Gow, and teaching artist, Prof. Kong Ho, in the spring of 2009. 
 

 


