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ABSTRACT
Development of the affective domain is linked to increasing self-
awareness of internal dialogue, such as biases and assumptions, 
which can affect the ability of nurses to engage in person-centered 
care and meet the identified patient outcomes. Through Visual 
Thinking Strategies (VTS) paired with art-based pedagogy to 
examine grief, loss, and bereavement concepts in a hospice and 
palliative care nursing virtual education course, affective domain 
development was advanced. Foundational to this virtual educational 
intervention was using the VTS framework of questions and 
pairing them with art-based pedagogy promoting open-ended 
interpretation and response to the art presented. This assisted the 
students in identifying relevant information, making judgments, 
and connecting them to previous knowledge. Using VTS with 
an art-based pedagogical framework enhanced person-centered 
competencies of empathy, understanding diverse perspectives, 
and advanced critical thinking and observational skills. Applying 
this teaching strategy to various healthcare disciplines, changing 
the concepts, and utilizing varying art-based pedagogical formats 
can easily be adapted into virtual courses, preparing healthcare 
practitioners to meet identified curricular needs and learning 
outcomes as well as  advancing patient-centered competencies.
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Problem
Nurses must possess keen observational 

and assessment skills concerning patient 
conditions and circumstances (1). 
Observational and evaluation skills are 
central to promoting the identified patient 
outcomes by noticing changes in conditions or 
situations and modifying care appropriately 
(2, 3). This requires the nurses to possess 
strong affective domain skills to interpret the 
situation and critically analyze and synthesize 
data gathered to inform and direct the care 
provided. The affective domain consists of 

five levels beginning with awareness and 
attention or “receiving” of cues, data, and 
communication. The second and third levels 
focus on the nurse’s behaviors and attitudes 
connected to what is received. The fourth 
and fifth levels involve “organization” and 
integration, or the ability to incorporate 
new awareness, behaviors and attitudes into 
nursing practice (4-6). 

Affective domain skills are often 
influenced by the nurse’s own life experiences, 
perspectives, or inferences, potentially leading 
to the development of implicit biases, which 
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cause improper deductive reasoning or actions 
(2). The nurse may not be consciously aware 
of their implicit biases and assumptions and 
may use them to predict expected behaviors 
or responses to care or situations. Nurses 
must be aware of their biases and assumptions 
and open-minded to the evidence presented 
(7). In addition, the nurse must embrace 
the possibility that their observation and 
assessment of the situation or circumstance 
could be affected by implicit biases and 
assumptions, jeopardizing their nursing 
judgment, treatment decisions, and the care 
delivered (8). The pairing of observational 
and assessment skills with person-centered 
care is based on a holistic view of the patient 
and the ability to understand and receive 
various perspectives and interpretations 
of communication and meaning (9). 
Incorporating art-based pedagogies into the 
nursing curriculum can assist in developing 
the student’s affective domain, providing for 
nurses who can effectively engage in holistic 
and person-centered care (10). 

Enhancing self-awareness of internal 
processes and observational and assessment 
skills leads to the requisite development of 
the affective domain. The affective domain 
is globally recognized for its importance 
in helping the nurse manage the emotional 
contexts of interacting with people with 
diverse views and experiences (11). Affective 
domain skills include communicating 
empathy and compassion, considering other 
perspectives and lived experiences, and 
understanding the context of an individual’s 
decisions, behaviors, or lifestyle. Affective 
domain skills also contribute to critical 
analysis, synthesis, and the ability to view 
concepts or ideas from various standpoints 
and enhance critical thought. Visual 
thinking strategies (VTS) paired with art-
based pedagogy in nursing curricula can 
enhance person-centered competencies, 
such as communication, and improve 
observations and assessment skills, tolerance 
for uncertainty, analysis, and teamwork 
competencies across various settings (2, 12, 
13). Integrating art-based pedagogies into 

virtual coursework can promote affective 
domain learning outcomes such as valuing 
a person’s inherent worth, being willing and 
able to receive a variety of perspectives, 
and understanding the relationship between 
values and attitudes and how these can affect 
behaviors (4). 

Solution
Abigail Housen and Philip Yenawine 

designed VTS to create opportunities for 
inclusive discussion using small group 
methods based on interpretation, perception, 
and interaction, facilitating a discovery 
process on selected art images. This was based 
on Housen’s theory of Aesthetic Development 
and how people perceived visual art and 
is most often used in live courses with in-
person participation (12). The foundation 
of VTS is an “open-ended” facilitated 
discussion around selected images based on 
three fundamental questions (13): 1. What is 
going on in this picture? 2. What do you see 
that makes you say that? 3. What more can 
we find? These questions assist the students 
in identifying relevant information, making 
critical judgments, and then connecting these 
to previous knowledge and schemas (2, 3). 
In question one, “What is going on in this 
picture?”, the goal is to focus on the image 
and enhance the discovery process, promoting 
multiple interpretations, connections, and 
ways of meaning. Question two, “What do 
you see that makes you say that?”, promotes 
reasoning and connection with the context of 
the image. The third question, “What more 
can we find?”, expands the analysis process 
and can lead to observational or noticing skill 
development (12).

VTS has art-based pedagogy as its 
foundation. Art-based pedagogy can be 
delivered with various artistic approaches, 
such as drawing, painting, improvisation, 
music, dance, poetry, or any other type of 
creative expression (10). A common concept 
in art-based pedagogy is “openness,” 
allowing for an open-ended interpretation 
and response to art (14). Incorporating art 
into an assignment can encourage the student 
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to self-reflect upon their own beliefs and 
vulnerabilities, as well as those of others, and 
embrace diverse perspectives concerning the 
content, engaging the student in learning by 
linking emotions to the cognitive process, 
reasoning, and problem-solving (15). VTS 
based on art-based pedagogy can allow 
students to participate in transformative 
learning, adjust and adapt their perceptions 
and thinking processes, and enhance affective 
domain development. 

Assignment Pairing VTS and Art-Based 
Pedagogy

Nursing practice often requires providing 
care to others during highly emotional 
times. The nurse must use well-developed 
observational and affective domain skills 
and understand “other ways of knowing,” 
being self-aware of their beliefs and attitudes 
concerning emotionally charged issues and 
situations (16). To address the development 
of the affective domain, we created and 
implemented an assignment based on VTS and 
art-based pedagogy in a virtual asynchronous 
hospice and palliative care nursing course in 
an online associate degree registered nurse 
to baccalaureate degree completion program. 
Hospice and palliative nurses must address 
emotionally charged situations such as end-
of-life processes, active dying, and emotions 
of grief and loss. Student learning outcomes 
for this assignment included enhancing the 
student’s ability to examine the concepts 
and emotions of grief, loss and bereavement, 
reflect upon the student’s feelings and beliefs, 
and consider diverse perspectives concerning 
these concepts. A secondary outcome was 
integrating knowledge from the humanities, 
art in this case, into the science of nursing. 

An Internet search for art was performed 
to find artwork displaying variations of the 
concepts of grief, loss, and bereavement 
as this was the focus of the assignment. 
Ultimately, about 20 pieces of artwork were 
selected and reviewed to determine the 
copyright status and if they could be posted 
to the virtual education learning management 
system. There were other items to consider, 
such as the diversity of art, different cultural 
genres, and quality of the art for viewing in 
the virtual format. Ultimately seven pieces 
of artwork were selected to be included in 
the assignment as they were available open 
source, represented various genres and had 
good visual quality. Additionally, the artwork 
chosen provided different interpretations 
or potentially had multiple narratives. See 
Table 1 for the list of artworks used in this 
assignment.

Three basic VTS questions were used 
to create asynchronous discussion board 
prompts, focusing on analyzing and critically 
reflecting on the image and applying the 
student’s prior knowledge and experiences, 
thus supporting constructivist learning theory 
(12). The VTS questions were adjusted to 
meet the need to focus on observational and 
assessment skill development. In addition to 
“What is going on in this picture?” words such 
as observe, notice, and see were added to hone 
into aspects of the nursing process, which 
required reflecting upon multiple aspects of 
a situation and doing an environmental scan. 
In addition, to focus on the discussion, we 
pointed out the concepts related to the goals 
of the assignment in the discussion prompt. 

The second VTS question, “What do you 
see that makes you say that?” was asked while 
words such as explain and think were added, 

Table 1:  Assignment Artwork
Artwork Title Artist
Untitled Pinax (Plaque) - 6th Century B.C Gela Painter (Real Name Unknown) 
Monastery Cemetery in the Snow - 1819 Caspar David Friedrich 
Oak Fractured by Lightning - 1842 Maxim Vorobiev
The Isle of the Dead – 1883 Arnold Böcklin 
Inconsolable Grief – 1884 Ivan Kramskoi 
Old Man in Sorrow (On the Threshold of Eternity) – 1890 Vincent van Gogh 
A Funeral – 1891 Anna Ancher 
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as these are critical aspects of nursing. The 
nurse must be able to think critically through 
a situation and provide a rationale for why 
he/she believes or perceives something 
concerning a patient’s condition or situation. 
An additional question was added to address 
the need for the students to be aware of their 
biases, assumptions, and beliefs that might 
affect how they interpreted the image and 
explore alternate ideas, perspectives, and 
narratives represented in the picture. The 
third VTS question was expanded to include 
essential words for nursing practice, such as 
notice, encouraging the student to review the 
image for critical items missed on the first 
pass. See Table 2 for the discussion prompts 
used compared to the usual VTS questions. 

This assignment was given in an 
asynchronous discussion board format, 
so that each student posted his/her initial 
response and reviewed other peers’ postings 
to further understand diverse perspectives 
and alternate interpretations and applications 
of the artwork, opening communication 
between peers about essential concepts. This 
impacted the student’s ability to engage in 
dialogue with others about new or different 
perspectives, self-reflection, and critical 
analysis, and enhanced the “openness” 
concept as there is no right or wrong way to 
interpret or approach the artwork (17). 

Results
VTS paired with art-based pedagogy is 

effective in the virtual learning environment 
and supports transformative learning, 
interaction in the community of learners, 
critical reflection and thinking skills, and 

conceptual schema development (10). The 
VTS questions can be adjusted to represent 
multiple disciplines and concepts, focusing 
on specific learning outcomes. Questions 
can be scaffolded, beginning with the basic 
VTS questions and advancing to a more in-
depth critical analysis of the art and how the 
concepts found and reviewed can be applied 
to the student’s future nursing practice. 
Additionally, the images or type of art can 
be adjusted to focus student learning on other 
learning domains and goals. VTS allows this 
flexibility as images or other art forms can be 
selected to challenge the student and align 
with curricular outcomes and goals.

Assignments utilizing VTS and art-based 
pedagogy are based on the constructivist 
view, involving exploration, identification 
of relevant information, and organization of 
information, supporting the development of 
the affective domain (11). This assignment 
promoted an in-depth discussion of the 
concepts of grief, loss, and bereavement and 
how each image may support a variety of 
narratives and emotions. The results indicated 
that as students took a second look at the 
picture, they noticed items they missed on the 
first pass, and more profound meaning-making 
occurred.  An informal analysis of discussion 
board postings was conducted, examining the 
posting content for meta-cognitive activity, 
self-reflection, and the student’s ability to 
receive and perceive alternate interpretations 
of meaning in art. The analysis indicated 
that students were empowered to focus on 
developing observational skills, sharpening 
aspects of the image, seeing alternate 
contexts and interpretations, and visualizing 

Table 2: Discussion Prompts Compared to Through visual thinking strategies Questions
Discussion Prompt VTS Question
Prompt 1: “Describe what you see, observe, or notice in the artwork 
concerning the concepts of grief, loss, or bereavement.”

“What is going on in 
this picture?”

Prompt 2: “Explain why you think that is what the artwork is 
representing.”

“What do you see that 
makes you say that?”

Prompt 3: “What new ideas or perspectives did you find when viewing the 
artwork concerning the concepts of grief, loss, or bereavement that you can 
apply to your nursing practice?”

None 

Prompt 4: Now, go back and look again at the artwork. What else can you 
find that you did not notice on first view?

“What more can we 
find?” 
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how the course concepts could be applied 
to their future nursing practice in a relevant 
and tangible manner.  Furthermore, this 
assignment connected nursing science to 
the humanities. It allowed the student to 
discuss visual imagery and connect it to their 
own lived experiences and others through 
discussion, enhancing inclusive and diverse 
thinking skills. 

Limitations and Suggestions
As one of the limitations of this assignment, 

it was offered at one university in multiple 
sections of one virtual asynchronous course, 
with a specific focus on grief, loss, and 
bereavement concepts. Further research is 
needed to examine how VTS and art-based 
pedagogies can affect the development of 
affective domain skills.  Additionally, the 
assignment could be examined for application 
in a synchronous versus asynchronous 
virtual environment with differing art forms 
(photography, music, etc.) to ascertain 
if one type of art-based VTS strategy is 
more relevant to affective domain and skill 
development. 

When students are engaged in VTS, 
supported by art-based pedagogy, they can 
reflect upon their life experiences, reinforcing 
the growth of the affective domain skills, 
including empathy and inclusivity. Reflecting 
on their knowledge and experiences the 
students are encouraged to reflect critically 
on those experiences and to become self-
aware of personal assumptions and biases. 
This leads to a transformative learning 
experience, encourages the students to be 
more inclusive in attitudes and behaviors, and 
develops transferable skills, competencies and 
attitudes for relationship-based and person-
centered care, positively impacting nursing 
care outcomes (18). Nurses must possess solid 
affective domain knowledge and skills for their 
nursing practice. VTS paired with art-based 
pedagogies allows this knowledge and skill 
development in virtual learning environments. 

Conclusion
The innovative teaching method presented 

in this article was created using VTS and art-
based pedagogy as a foundation for affective 
domain development in an online nursing 
education program’s hospice and palliative 
care nursing course.  Nurses must possess 
the ability to embrace and recognize diverse 
views and experiences concerning highly 
emotional situations such as grief, loss, and 
bereavement. This assignment focused on 
the unique affective domain dimension of 
critical synthesis and analysis skills essential 
to nursing practice and person-centered care. 
The use of VTS and art-based pedagogy in the 
development of this assignment provided an 
avenue for students to become aware of biases 
or assumptions that might affect the nursing 
care delivered. Furthermore, through the 
integration of VTS and art-based pedagogy 
into nursing education courses, students 
can heighten their observational skills and 
inclusive thinking processes that positively 
impact nursing practice. 
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