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A Central Finding
School leaders repeatedly affirm:

The single most critical factor in sustaining arts education in their schools is the active involvement of influential segments of the community in shaping and implementing the policies and programs of the district.

The real and metaphorical walls of the school district become “permeable.”  A kaleidoscope of small communities composed of individuals and groups from the broader community actively engaged with one another in the arts and arts education activities inside and outside of the schools.  Their interactions deepen their appreciation for and understanding of the arts and strengthen their bonds.  They form networks that actively promote the importance of arts education in the general education of all students in the social, civic, and cultural lives of the broad community.  Their influence creates a degree of consensus among the school board, the school superintendent and major influential segments of the general community that arts are an essential part of learning.  They work to sustain that consensus using a repertoire of strategies, resources, and skills that can be seen in the case studies and profiles in this report.

Three Ways the Arts Improve Schools
-Brent Wilson, Ph.D.

1.) The Arts Improve the School Climate

Schools organized around the arts look, sound, and feel different.  All in the all, the climate is different.  The schools the researchers visited were attractive, warm, welcoming, and visually exciting.

2.) The Arts’ Comprehensive Tasks Challenge Students.

Arts students, with the help of their teachers, undertake big projects.  They produce a play, present a concert or dance recital, create an Advanced Placement theme-based portfolio, mount exhibitions.  In doing so, students master an enormous number of artistic skills, direct a myriad of aesthetic and expressive qualities toward given ends, and symbolize human behaviors and emotions in a great variety of ways.  In artistic creation means and ends are continually interrelated.  Each small element is connection to the creation of a complex but coherent whole work.

Students willingly discipline themselves and undertake rigorous practice and rehearsal sessions. They learn physical boundaries and, in the process, learn to see the boundaries in a world that, to many teenagers, appears to be without them.  Students also learn to ration their time.  They carry the discipline required in arts making to the discipline of study.

3.) The Arts Turn School Into Communities.

Wherever the research teams went in art-based schools, they were greeted by smiles.  Students, teachers, administrators said, “We are like a family.”  “We support on another.”  “This is our place.”  The occupants of arts centered schools see themselves as member of communities-communities that they have a role in creating and sustaining.  They are able to capitalize on the fact that the arts encourage students and faculty embers to work together, to create things together, to perform together, to display the results of their efforts together.  Teachers are continually modeling their skills, revealing their interpretations, insights, and judgements to the younger members of these arts communities.

The arts transform learning and schools.

Critical Success Factors for Achieving District-Wide Arts Education

Factor: The Community 

In districts with strong arts education, the community – broadly defined as parents and families, artist, arts organizations, businesses, local civic and cultural leaders and institutions- is actively engaged in the arts politics and instructional programs of the district. 

The community assists in the teaching and learning activities of faculty and students, mobilizes and supports arts education through political activity, uses school facilities as community arts venues and provides venues for faculty and students’ works and performances.  

Formal “partnerships” of school and community arts organizations providing arts education program to students can be found in many of these districts, and the creation of those partnerships is a strategy a number of districts use.  But the pattern of relationships is the strongest districts is more richly textured and involves a wide range of formal and informal interactions among school staff and the community.  School administrators in these districts encourage or support an array of interactions described in profiles including: 

· Active parent and community involvement in school arts programs;

· Interdisciplinary teams involving arts specialist in the development of curricula;

· Arts faculty involvement in community arts events;

· Artist residencies;

· Student exhibitions and performances for community audiences.

Factor:  The School Board 

School districts with strong arts education programs generally have boards of education that provide a supportive policy framework and environment for the arts.  

Typically, one or more influential members of the board have personal experiences or education that developed their knowledge and valuing of the arts and use this background to:

· Adopt written policies that value the arts as equal to other school subjects;

· Support the development of plans to strengthen arts education, then apportion resources in accordance with the plan;

· Treat arts education equally with other subject areas when budget cuts are required;

· Consider the artistic qualities of buildings and the needs of art education programs during facility renovation and development.

Factor:  The Superintendent

Superintendents who regularly articulate a vision for arts education are critically important to its successful implementation and stability.

Superintendents interviewed for the study generally credit school staff, key board members, and /or influential community forces with assisting or convincing them to develop a vision for schooling that includes arts education.  But the subsequent actions by the superintendent are vital to sustaining district-wide arts education.

Superintendents in these districts take such actions as:

· Regularly articulating in writing memos, and speeches the importance of arts in achieving the goals of the school district;

· Appointing highly effective district-wide arts coordinators;

· Developing shared understanding with district arts coordinator(s) of the role of arts education and providing support for implementation;

· Encouraging education staff to collaborate among disciplines to ensure district-wide initiatives apply to and include the arts;

· Committing personal time to meeting with the arts education personnel of their district and to representatives from the arts and cultural organizations of the community.

Factor:  Continuity

There is enough continuity in the school and community leadership to implement comprehensive arts education.  

Many districts examined in this study have board members, superintendents, and/or district arts coordinators who have served in their districts for a decade or more.  Similarly, many building-level leaders have worked in the district or the same school for even longer periods.  Stability in these formal leadership positions is important in pursuing a set of educational goals, while strong community traditions that embrace the arts are important factors in shaping a consensus supporting arts education.

School leaders told the researchers that consensus was a key to continuity.  Superintendents and principals who enjoyed healthy relationships with the board and influential segments of the community had the freedom and time to pursue their educational visions.  Demographic, political or value shifts in the community produce board and leadership turnover, a major problem in sustaining arts education.

Factor:  The District Arts Coordinator

District art coordinators facilitate program implementation throughout a school system and maintain an environment of support for arts education.

School board members and superintendents repeatedly affirm the essential role of the district arts coordinator(s) programs and in keeping “the arts” part of a district’s definition of education.  Their first piece of advice to their colleagues in other districts is to hire an effective coordinator.  They emphasized the care with which they searched for “the right person”- some tapping a recognized leader among the ranks of the art teachers, other wooing an outstanding arts educator from another school district.

Smaller districts often lack resources for a full-time coordinator but add the responsibility to workload of a district curriculum specialist or an arts educator at a school.  While the approach has problems –overwork and lack of clarity among them-it is essential in these districts as well. 

Effective coordinators play a number of crucial roles and provide several vital services:

· They are often the staff member most actively engaged with influential segments of the community that value the arts and are instrumental in nurturing and mobilizing community support for arts education.

· Board members credit arts coordinators with keeping “the arts on the table” during budge sessions.

· They negotiate between board and central office policies and school-level decision-making, an increasingly critical role as districts move towards site-based management.

· They often participate with school level leadership in the screening and hiring of teachers.

· Teachers in turn cite the role of district coordinator in facilitating communication among individual schools and in fostering the climate of support of arts education in the community and district.

Factor:  A Cadre of Principals

School principals who collectively support the policy of arts education for all students often are instrumental in the policy’s successful district-wide implementation.

The study reaffirms research on the role of the principal as the primary instructional leader at the individual school level.  Principals create the expectations and climate in the school building, and their support for arts education is essential.

Many principals interviewed for the study spoke of early learning or involvement in the arts or of professional development opportunities that helped them to decide to support arts in their schools.  Others were convinced by the effectiveness of arts education in addressing specific issues.  For instance, principles looking to create a thematically focused of interdisciplinary approach in an elementary or middle school have found that art forms can play a central role because of their complex content and range of activities.  Others have found that hard-to-reach place students become more actively engaged in the arts and, subsequently, in other aspects of the school. 

Similarly, parent and family involvement in the arts education enhances the overall environment for learning.

For a district as a whole to sustain the successful implementation of arts education for all of its students, a sufficient number of these building-level leaders must personally value the arts or be persuaded by other pragmatic considerations to make them an important aspect of the school.  In view of the national trend to site-based management, this factor is critical.

Recognizing this, district-level leaders in several of the districts studied include arts education in the professional development activities of school principals. 

Factor:  The Teacher as the Artist

Effective teachers of the arts are allowed to – indeed are encouraged to continue to learn and grow in mastery of their art form as well as in their teaching competence.

The presence of arts specialist in a district’s schools proved time and again to make the different between successful comprehensive, sequential arts education and those programs in development.  What the study found compelling is the vibrancy that teachers who practice their art bring to an already strong program.

Whatever their medium or metier, teachers who also pursue their artistic life repeatedly told researchers for this study that the value placed on the professional quality of their art by school administrators stimulates and refreshes their commitment bot to their art and to teaching.  Administrators, in turn, pointed out that the best teachers stay actively engaged in the art form through exhibitions and performances in district and community venues.  In the strongest districts, this commitment to the teacher as artist is reflected in recruitment and hiring practices that include auditions and portfolio reviews to as the applicant’s competence in the art form.  Experienced arts teachers in the district participate in these reviews.

Factor:  Parent/Public Relations

School leaders in districts with strong, system-wide arts education seize opportunities to make their programs known throughout the community in order to secure support and funding for them.

In the districts profiled here, school leaders employ a variety of techniques to engage the total school community in arts actives that create a climate of support for arts education.  Exhibition spaces and performance venues in the schools are made available to students, faculty, and community artists.  Free tickets are provided to students, staff and faculty for attendance at community arts events.  One district provided free piano lessons to all district staff.  Other created weeklong festivals of the arts engaging the school and community organizations. 

These activities are conceived as part of a general strategy to strengthen school-community ties in support of the district’s general educational goals as well as the arts education budget and programs.  Principals told researchers that parents who never come to school for parent-teacher-conferences will come to see their child perform, creating opportunities for building relationships important to school and district.

Factor:  An Elementary Foundation

Strong arts programs in the elementary school years are the foundation for strong system-wide programs.

District leaders advise their colleagues to establish strong arts education in the elementary years and to begin any rebuilding efforts at that level.  They give several reasons for doing so.  Elementary programs establish a foundation in the arts for all students, not just for those in specialized programs or those who choose an arts course of study in high school.  Moreover, in some art forms such as instrumental music, a long period is needed for students to achieve even a basic level of proficiency.  If such instruction is not begun in elementary grades, a district will not have quality programs at the secondary level.

The arts also have proved to be strong components in the adoption of an interdisciplinary curriculum by elementary schools.  School leaders find, too, that beginning programs in the early years builds relationships with parents and community organizations important to sustaining their support for comprehensive arts education.  These leaders advise their colleagues seeking to reestablish strong arts programs to begin with a major focus on the elementary years.

Factor:  Opportunities for Higher Levels of Achievement

School leaders in these districts provide specialized arts programs as part of their broad strategy for securing and sustaining community support for all the district’s overall educational goals.

Districts examined in this study offered a wide range of specialized programs for students of the arts, including magnet schools, Advanced Placement programs, and summer and weekend programs.  These programs created an environment of excellence that challenges teachers to continue to develop proficiency in their art forms and encourages students to continue to aspire to professional levels of performance.  Students studying the arts in these specialized programs expressed to interviewers their intense pride in and commitment to their work.  They compete for and win recognition in arts competitions at the local, state, and national levels.  Their achievements contribute to community enthusiasm for arts and belief in the excellence and quality of the districts educational system.

Factor:  National, State, and Other Outside Forces

Many districts in this study state or national policies and programs to advance arts education.

Policies, mandates, and funding from the state or national levels will not of themselves forge the community/school consensus required for district wide arts education.  But committed leaders in districts examined in this study marshaled such forces to strengthen the consensus to support polices and program in the schools.  National and state standards for arts education, state educational reform movements, federal funding for general school improvements or targeted programs or populations all were used to support and advance the arts education agenda in these districts.  Similarly, support from private foundations has served to stimulate reform efforts in a number of the districts examined.  System-wide implementations, however, required intense community involvement and consensus.

The case studies that follow in this report illustrate the specific ways in which consensus has been achieved and sustained in eight school districts.  They also illustrate how these critical factors contribute into programs and practices.  The lessons from these districts offer practical guidance to school and community leaders in their parts of the country who are seeking ways to make arts education fundamental in their schools and communities.  

Factor:  Planning

School leaders in this study advice the adoption of a comprehensive vision and plan for the education but recommend its incremental implementation.

Leaders at the district and building levels repeatedly told researchers that it was important to combing a compelling vision of the arts education with a thoughtful implementation plan that showed how resources would be apportioned over time to reach all schools and students.  The plan established confidence among arts teachers and building-level administrators that resources eventually would be available but that the increases in district in district-wide support must necessarily be incremental.  Districts have developed a number of strategies for allocating new resources, many of them based on stimulating a “bottom up” request for arts education funding from school sites.

Factor: Continuous Improvement

School districts that succeed in advancing arts education promote reflective practices at all levels of the schools to improve quality.

While researchers found few districts using student assessments in the arts as part of a formal accountability system, the strongest districts actively encourage the use of arts assessment techniques for improving student, teacher, and administrative performance.  A few districts, for example, use portfolio review for evaluations of principals and teachers as well as students.  Others encourage teachers to set themselves a challenge within their art form that will be addressed and assessed throughout the year – composing new music for a choral group, for instance.  What researchers observed in these districts was the disposition to reflect on and improve practices that is central to improving artistic achievement. 

Conclusion

Not every school district examined in this report exhibits these factors to the same degree.  But the more intensively the factors occur, the stronger the presence of quality arts education in their schools.  A level of agreement among formal and informal leadership in the community and school on the importance of arts education is essential.  Implementing and sustaining that agreement required a sufficient presence of the critical success factors to achieve a level of quality that keeps the consensus intact.  The following profiles and case studies show how this occurs in specific local contexts.  The lessons of this report are best learned by analyzing these districts.

How the Study was Conducted

All of the school districts considered for inclusion in this report and database were nominated by education, arts, and arts education organizations at the national, state, and local levels using a set of criteria developed by the project advisors and researchers.

More than 500 school districts were nominated and invited to submit documentation for further review.  Some 300 districts responded.  Schools, programs, and students in virtually all these districts have been honored in recent years for their achievements in arts education.  Reviewers, however, sought districts that over a number of years have been attempting to reach all students and all schools.  Ultimately, the school districts included in this report were chosen because they met this standard and because they were willing and able to commit the time and energy to respond to interrogation by the project team during the two years of study.

Reading the Profiles

· Factors that have played roles in building a district’s strong arts education are listed at the beginning of the case study or profile.

· Statistics provided by school districts are 1997 figures.

· Abbreviations and numbers appear as they are used by districts, e.g. CSD #25 (Community School District #25 in New York City), MSAD #40 (Main School Administrative District #40), followed by locations.

A Profile: Lima (OH)

Factors:





Statistics:
The Community




Schools (Total): 14

Continuity in Leadership



Students (Total): 5,992

Continuous Improvement



Per Pupil: $4,570








Arts Teachers (Total): 34

Like most other school systems in Ohio, the Lima City Schools district has provided art and music in some form since its inception.  But it was not until the mid-to late- 1950s, when this urban district consolidated its high school, that art, music, and drama were established as separate programs, each with a departmental chair.  In the intervening years, Lima’s student population swelled thought the 1960s and 1980s.  

Arts programming, however, continued to flourish with the support of the community and school board.  Quietly, Lima City Schools moved the vanguard of arts curriculum innovation, creating a Balanced Comprehensive Art Curriculum based upon principles of Discipline-based Arts Education, moving towards standards in advance of the stated and national efforts, providing professional development opportunities for faculty.

Lima City Schools offer many lessons in strong system-wide arts education. Three in particular stand out in the program description written by Mike Huffman, head of the arts/arts magnet programs:

(1) On teachers who practice their art:

The Lima City School district has never backed away from hiring professionals with postgraduate degrees and experience.  However, I think the finer level of quality in our faculty would be their continued involvement and practice in their disciplines.  Our music faculty are members of the Lima Symphony Orchestra, the Lima Concert Band.  They conduct various choral ensembles and play in a variety of smaller instrumental ensembles.  Art faculty, by and lard, continue to exhibit works in area and regional exhibitions.  Our theater arts faculty, as well as many of our music and art faculty, are players in Lima’s Encore Theatre and various regional theater productions.  Our dance faculty continue to “take class” in area of interest and choreograph for community performing groups.  A number of our arts faculty also sit on boards and standing committees for a variety of community arts organizations, including the Council for the Arts of Greater Lima.

(2) On Community and “Doing More with Less”

The Lima City Schools is a dollar-poor district.  We are, however, blessed in terms of proximity to businesses, industry, and proactive arts faculty.  In fact, it is a constant tuning to do more with less and innovate programming that keeps our curriculum and instruction energized.  We not only tap the community for relevance but have become players in the arts framework of Lima, Ohio.  Our students are accepted on par with adult artists in the community.  Innovative programming in the area of theater arts puts our students backstage and on stage in regional theater productions.  Outreach programming puts our instrumental ensembles at events for and with the Symphony.  Constant work to connect with the Area Council for the Arts and Art Space/Lima lets us stretch our funding by working “matches” for residency work and artists’ presentations.  Our faculty and students work and participate in arts activities in the community at a high level often as colleagues.

Example:  A current art experience involves the creation of a “Children’s Garden” in midtown.  The Ohio State University Extensive Service, Art Space/Lima, the Allen County Museum, the Lima Public Library, and visual artist from the Lima City Schools form the consortium for this project.  It has allowed a fifth-grade class the opportunity to study sculpture as a form, work with a professional artist/sculptor and crates large-scale works of art.  It is currently allowing middle school artist the opportunity to develop components for the garden that reflect the history of the area in visual form.  Our financial outlay here was about $500.

As noted earlier, our students are constantly involved in projects that provided amplified arts experiences by tapping the Lima community.  This is done not by chance but by design from all facet of the program.  It is innovation aimed at relevance for students and survival of programs.

For us, community has direct linkage to the area of innovation and programming.  How we garner this support, these partnerships is by being producers, “good arts earners” in the scheme of community arts.  As a director, I spend a good amount of time on boards, committees, etc., with all arts entities in Lima.  We trade expertise, direction, organizational time and effort for access to the arts for our students.  

I would reiterate that much of our arts faculty are participants, volunteers and paid, in the arts in the community.  The community embraces the arts in the district and is proud of students and groups who exhibit, play, act and dance, whether it is at the local Civic Center or Carnegie Hall.  I think that many school systems could point to a financial infusion or giving from the community for a specific arts course.  We could talk about raising $80,000 to send to the Concert Choir to Carnegie Hall or raising $100,000 for the Marching Band to present themselves in the Inaugural New Year’s Day Parade and Concert Series in London, England.  

However, I don’t feel that events are the real crux of the strength our programming gets from our “arts partnerships.”  It’s the expanding and relevance-enhancing of the daily approach to our arts teaching that makes the effort to reach our for community support worthwhile.

(3) On Continual Improvement:

Our challenge immediately and beyond is, I feel, the same for all arts entitles, whether in schools or elsewhere: to survive in this age of rapid change and assimilation.  Our survival depends on our ability to keep pace with educational change and redefine ourselves, constantly shooting for continual improvement.

