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ngaging with art is essential to the human experience. Almost as soon as motor
skills are developed, children communicate through artistic expression. The arts
challenge us with different points of view, compel us to empathize with “others,”
and give us the opportunity to reflect on the human condition. Empirical evidence
supports these claims: Among adults, arts participation is related to behaviors that
contribute to the health of civil society, such as increased civic engagement, greater social
tolerance, and reductions in other-regarding behavior. Yet, while we recognize art’s
transformative impacts, its place in K-12 education has become increasingly tenuous.
A critical challenge for arts education has been a lack of empirical evidence that
demonstrates its educational value. Though few would deny that the arts confer intrinsic
benefits, advocating “art for art’s sake” has been insufficient for preserving the arts in
schools—despite national surveys showing an overwhelming majority of the public agrees
that the arts are a necessary part of a well-rounded education.
Over the last few decades, the proportion of students receiving arts education has shrunk
drastically. This trend is primarily attributable to the expansion of standardized-testbased accountability, which has pressured schools to focus resources on tested subjects. As
the saying goes, what gets measured gets done. These pressures have disproportionately
affected access to the arts in a negative way for students from historically underserved
communities. For example, a federal government report found that schools designated
under No Child Left Behind as needing improvement and schools with higher percentages
of minority students were more likely to experience decreases in time spent on arts
education.
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We recently conducted the first ever large-scale, randomized controlled trial study of a
city’s collective efforts to restore arts education through community partnerships and
investments. Building on our previous investigations of the impacts of enriching arts field
trip experiences, this study examines the effects of a sustained reinvigoration of
schoolwide arts education. Specifically, our study focuses on the initial two years of
Houston’s Arts Access Initiative and includes 42 elementary and middle schools with over
10,000 third- through eighth-grade students. Our study was made possible by generous
support of the Houston Endowment, the National Endowment for the Arts, and the
Spencer Foundation.
Due to the program’s gradual rollout and oversubscription, we implemented a lottery to
randomly assign which schools initially participated. Half of these schools received
substantial influxes of funding earmarked to provide students with a vast array of arts
educational experiences throughout the school year. Participating schools were required
to commit a monetary match to provide arts experiences. Including matched funds from
the Houston Endowment, schools in the treatment group had an average of $14.67
annually per student to facilitate and enhance partnerships with arts organizations and
institutions. In addition to arts education professional development for school leaders and
teachers, students at the 21 treatment schools received, on average, 10 enriching arts
educational experiences across dance, music, theater, and visual arts disciplines. Schools
partnered with cultural organizations and institutions that provided these arts learning
opportunities through before- and after-school programs, field trips, in-school
performances from professional artists, and teaching-artist residencies. Principals worked
with the Arts Access Initiative director and staff to help guide arts program selections that
aligned with their schools’ goals.
Our research efforts were part of a multisector collaboration that united district
administrators, cultural organizations and institutions, philanthropists, government
officials, and researchers. Collective efforts similar to Houston’s Arts Access Initiative
have become increasingly common means for supplementing arts education opportunities
through school-community partnerships. Other examples include Boston’s Arts Expansion
Initiative, Chicago’s Creative Schools Initiative, and Seattle’s Creative Advantage.
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Through our partnership with the Houston Education Research Consortium, we obtained
access to student-level demographics, attendance and disciplinary records, and test score
achievement, as well as the ability to collect original survey data from all 42 schools on
students’ school engagement and social and emotional-related outcomes.
We find that a substantial increase in arts educational experiences has remarkable impacts
on students’ academic, social, and emotional outcomes. Relative to students assigned to
the control group, treatment school students experienced a 3.6 percentage point reduction
in disciplinary infractions, an improvement of 13 percent of a standard deviation in
standardized writing scores, and an increase of 8 percent of a standard deviation in their
compassion for others. In terms of our measure of compassion for others, students who
received more arts education experiences are more interested in how other people feel and
more likely to want to help people who are treated badly.
When we restrict our analysis to elementary schools, which comprised 86 percent of the
sample and were the primary target of the program, we also find that increases in arts
learning positively and significantly affect students’ school engagement, college
aspirations, and their inclinations to draw upon works of art as a means for empathizing
with others. In terms of school engagement, students in the treatment group were more
likely to agree that school work is enjoyable, makes them think about things in new ways,
and that their school offers programs, classes, and activities that keep them interested in
school. We generally did not find evidence to suggest significant impacts on students’
math, reading, or science achievement, attendance, or our other survey outcomes, which
we discuss in our full report.
As education policymakers increasingly rely on empirical evidence to guide and justify
decisions, advocates struggle to make the case for the preservation and restoration of K-12
arts education. To date, there is a remarkable lack of large-scale experimental studies that
investigate the educational impacts of the arts. One problem is that U.S. school systems
rarely collect and report basic data that researchers could use to assess students’ access
and participation in arts educational programs. Moreover, the most promising outcomes
associated with arts education learning objectives extend beyond commonly reported
outcomes such as math and reading test scores. There are strong reasons to suspect that
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engagement in arts education can improve school climate, empower students with a sense
of purpose and ownership, and enhance mutual respect for their teachers and peers. Yet,
as educators and policymakers have come to recognize the importance of expanding the
measures we use to assess educational effectiveness, data measuring social and emotional
benefits are not widely collected. Future efforts should continue to expand on the types of
measures used to assess educational program and policy effectiveness.
These findings provide strong evidence that arts educational experiences can produce
significant positive impacts on academic and social development. Because schools play a
pivotal role in cultivating the next generation of citizens and leaders, it is imperative that
we reflect on the fundamental purpose of a well-rounded education. This mission is
critical in a time of heightened intolerance and pressing threats to our core democratic
values. As policymakers begin to collect and value outcome measures beyond test scores,
we are likely to further recognize the value of the arts in the fundamental mission of
education.
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