
	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	  

	  
	  

An Introduction to Visual Thinking Strategies:  
A Teaching Tool for Engaging Group Discussions and Critical Thinking, with Art 

 
Overview: 
This workshop was offered to sixty faculty at Boston University School of Dentistry in 
December, 2014.  The objectives were to promote active teaching methods related to skill in 
observation and communication, to energize a professional learning community among 
teachers, and to support existing out-of-classroom work at the Isabella Stewart Gardner 
Museum, Boston. Participants learned the basics of the Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) 
protocol, reviewed key studies related to VTS impact on student learning, practiced VTS 
teaching tools among their colleagues, contributed to and received constructive feedback on 
teacher practice among a professional learning community, and engaged in group discussions 
about teaching and learning at BUSDM. A follow-up session will be held in June, 2014. 
 
Key Findings: 
Surveys administered following the workshop (n=44) revealed the following: 
On a 1-5 scale, 1 being “strongly disagree” and 5 being “strongly agree”: 

• “The workshop material will help me teach more effectively”  4.24 
• “I learned about my own communication habits”   4.04 
• “I learned usable skills”      4.04 

72% of participants stated that, following the workshop, they 
• Were more likely to visit an art museum. 
• Felt more comfortable looking at art. 

 
Faculty Feedback on what was most useful: 

• “To learn to listen more” 
• “Realizing the validity of varying insights.” 
• “Trying to use a different method of teaching; working with great group of people.” 
• “Learned that visual critical thinking is important in teaching; learned the right 

questions to ask” 
 
Unexpected Outcomes: 
Faculty grappled over key pedagogical conflicts, apparently triggered by the open-ended 
nature of Visual Thinking Strategies. For example:  

• “Do we teach how to think or what to think?” 
• “When we want a student to learn, do we tell them what to see or ask them what 

they see?” 
• “How do we integrate the teaching of both intuitive and systematic diagnosis skills?”  
• “Is there a right answer? And who provides it?” 
• “How do we help learners acknowledge and navigate uncertainty in the clinic?” 
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Another unexpected outcome was that new conversations emerged between the Schools of 
Dentistry and of Medicine. Boston University School of Medicine had, the year previously, 
undertaken a VTS-based workshop series with ArtsPractica (n=29, over three full days). 
Now stakeholders at both schools have engaged one another in broader conversations 
around critical thinking, teaching and art. 
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