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Advancing research and
innovative policies can move
states toward universal
access to a quality arts
education.

Mary DellErba

Expanding Access to High-Quality

Arts Instruction

Researchers and policymakers alike
recognize the lasting benefits of partici-
pation in high-quality arts coursework
and in integrating arts into other content
areas. Federal policymakers signaled their
support for arts education by passing
the Every Student Succeeds Act, with its
inclusion of the arts as part of a “well-
rounded education” Yet many states and
districts still lack the data or resources
to ensure that all students have equitable
access to arts opportunities.

The Arts Education Partnership at
the Education Commission of the States
houses more than 280 summaries of
research on the impact of arts educa-
tion. Collectively, the findings point to
improved outcomes for students, educa-
tors, and schools. For example, students
who participate in the arts demonstrate
enhanced writing and reading skills,
postsecondary success, and improved test
scores.! Integration of the arts into other
subject areas, such as math or history,
increases engagement and facilitates
learning.”> Arts education helps students
recall and retain information and fosters
problem solving, persistence, creativity,
and critical thinking.’

The effects of learning in the arts are
even more pronounced for historically
underserved students. English language
learners and students from low-income
backgrounds who engage in the arts are
more likely than their peers who did
not have access to arts opportunities
to complete high school, have a higher
GPA, and attend and finish college.* Arts
learning connects students to cultural
and social values, with greater effects
for students from low-socioeconomic
backgrounds. When engaged in the arts,
students are more likely to be civically
engaged than peers who do not have
exposure to the arts.’

Discovering Gaps

States vary in their arts education data

collection and reporting, and state boards
of education and state education agencies
often do not have access to consistent,
reliable data to inform policy.¢ While
many states collect data on course avail-
ability and enrollment, teacher assign-
ment to arts courses, and instructional
hours devoted to the arts, most do not
report those data publicly. As of October
2019, 13 states publish data on arts enroll-
ments in arts courses. California and New
Jersey were early leaders in developing
online data systems that include informa-
tion on arts education.’

The Statewide Data Infrastructure
Project for Arts Education, a partnership
between the National Endowment for the
Arts and Education Commission of the
States, bridged the gaps in arts education
and state data systems through reports
and technical assistance to help empower
policymakers and communities with the
necessary information to help ensure all
students have access to arts education.
Through the project, states like Nevada,
Rhode Island and Louisiana received
technical assistance to help them with
issues like improving quality of their
data, requesting data for analysis and
helping establish a data collection and
reporting agenda that aligns with goals
for arts education (see article, page 13).

Policy Levers

Beyond encouraging better data collec-
tion and reporting on arts learning, state
boards can partner with state advocates
and legislators in other ways to help
improve access to the arts in education.
Key policy areas in arts education span
learning standards, instructional require-
ments, high school graduation require-
ments, assessment, state accreditation,
teacher licensure requirements for non-
arts and arts teachers, and grant funding
(figure 1).

All 50 states and the District of
Columbia have adopted arts education



Figure 1. Arts Education Policies by State
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Twenty-five states
have adopted policies
for arts education
requirements for high
school graduation but

have varying approaches
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in implementation.

Mary Dell’Erba is a senior
project manager at the
Arts Education Partnership.

standards for early childhood, elementary, and
secondary education, and many state boards
have recently updated them. However, not

all states define the arts as a core or academic
subject. In addition:

M In support of high-quality arts learning, 27
states include the arts in licensure require-
ments for nonarts teachers, and 45 include
arts requirements for licensure for arts teach-
ers in state statute or regulation.

B Assessment requirements are least prevalent
in state policy nationally, with less than half of
states requiring state-, district-, or school-level
assessment of student learning in the arts.

Twenty-five states have adopted policies for
arts education requirements for high school
graduation but have varying approaches in
implementation. Some states, such as Florida,
allow speech and debate or practical arts—
defined as a course that incorporates artistic
content, techniques of creativity, interpretation
and imagination—to meet this requirement.
Other states, such as Kansas, defer to local
school boards to define courses eligible to meet
the requirement. Maryland regulation specifies
that students earn the credit by completing a
course in visual arts, music, theater, or dance.

Beyond these areas, policymakers have
increased their focus on STEAM as an approach
to advance skill development and achievement
in fast-growing occupations in the arts and
STEM fields.® STEAM education is defined
as an approach to teaching in which students
demonstrate critical thinking and creative
problem solving at the intersection of science,
technology, engineering, arts, and math.
Through these five subject areas, students build
new understanding and solve problems that are
authentic to their lives. While some states began
adopting STEM policies more than 20 years ago,
many states have only recently adopted STEAM-
related policies.

For example, in 2017, the Nevada legislature
passed a bill establishing a statewide diploma
seal for student achievement in STEAM. Nevada
also established a subcommittee of the STEM
Advisory Council to support professional
development and increase access to high-quality
STEAM education throughout the state. Georgia
and Ohio expanded systems for STEM school
certification to include the arts to recognize

schools and programs for their commitment

to STEAM education. An Ohio state statute
designates STEAM as a type of STEM school
and authorizes the STEM committee to review
proposals for STEAM certification.® In contrast,
the state education agency upholds Georgia’s
STEAM school certification.

State boards have the opportunity to support,
promote, and adopt arts-related policies to
expand access to the arts in high-needs districts
and schools, including arts integration. They can
also include the arts in approaches to ensuring a
well-rounded education and providing targeted
professional development for educators focused
on the arts. From arts education standards and
high-school graduation requirements to related
policy areas like STEAM, state boards can affect
the quality of arts education in their states and
ensure that all students have equitable access to
arts opportunities. M
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