
Education Leaders and the Arts:  

A National Survey of Superintendents and Principals 



Research questions:  

In the view of school leaders... 

• ...What are the primary benefits of an arts-rich education? 

• ...What are the biggest challenges in implementing quality arts 
education programs in K-12 schools? 

• ...What are the primary factors working in favor of and against K-12 
arts education in America?  

Research Design 



Methodology:  
1. A web-based national survey was conducted in September of 2012. 

Respondents included:  

• 163 District leaders (110  Superintendents and 53 Assistant 
Superintendents) 

• 817 Building Leaders (621 Principals and 196 Assistant Principals) 

 

2. Following the survey, an online focus group was held, to discuss some 
of the survey items further.  

• 23 of the survey’s respondents participated in this second round of 
research. 

Research Design Research Design 



Findings, Part 1:  
The Status of Arts Education, Nationally and Locally 



Findings, Part 1:  
The Status of Arts Education, Nationally and Locally 

On the national and state level, educational leaders feel that arts education receives a lower 
priority than it should, although many feel arts in their own school/district receives about the right 
priority 

Question: In your view, does arts education… ? 

Across the nation as a whole: Across the schools in your state: In your school/district: 



Participants in the focus group explained that school leaders are more critical of arts education on a state and national 
level versus a local basis primarily because they have knowledge and control over local programming as well as 
community support of arts education. 

• “Locally, districts better understand that all students need an outlet for their passions or interests… It’s 
also easier to say there is a problem, but not at my school.”  

• “Speaking for my own district, our strong arts base from the community has an enormous influence on 
how voters view our arts program... When a school and a community are so closely connected 
together, emphasis on particular programs is easier to fund.” 

Many participants felt the national/state emphasis on accountability, and measurable outcomes (e.g., testing) meant 
that the arts become less of a priority at that level. 

• “With demands of increasing accountability, since the arts are not DIRECTLY tested, there seems to be 
a trend to make it second or beyond for priority in budget, scheduling and time.”  

Many also mentioned that the focus on Common Core curriculum subjects and NCLB directing instruction to the lowest 
common denominator both take away from the prioritization of arts education at the national and state levels. 

• “Core content concerns are a political hot button. We don't hear about the comparison of the Arts 
programs in relation to the US and other nations. It is easier to say that the sky is falling in terms of 
test scores (even though we know that the students tested are not heterogeneous in most other 
nations tested).” 

 

School leaders are critical of arts education on a state/national basis  
State/national arts policies are beyond their locus of control and a focus  

on accountability makes the arts become less of a priority 
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Over the past decade, has the breadth and depth of your 
school’s/district’s arts program: 

By type of school district: 
% Become weaker: (Building leaders) 
Urban:  21% 
Suburban:  16% 
Rural:  18% 

By size of school district: 
% Become weaker: (Building leaders) 
< 600 students:  14% 
600 – 2,499 students:  13% 
2,500 – 9,999 students:  20% 
10,000+ students:  24% 

By type of school district: 
% Become weaker: (District leaders) 
Urban:  5% 
Suburban:  13% 
Rural:  21% 

By size of school district: 
% Become weaker: (District leaders) 
< 600 students:  11% 
600 – 2,499 students:  17% 
2,500 – 9,999 students:  22% 
10,000+ students:  2% 

Findings, Part 1:  
The Status of Arts Education, Nationally and Locally 

According to educational leaders, the breadth and depth of arts programs has stayed the same or 
become stronger in recent years  



Many leaders report that their arts education budget has been decreasing; more district 
leaders say the arts budget has been increasing than say it has been decreasing 

Question: Over the past decade, has the percentage of your total school/district budget 
that goes to arts education has been:  

Findings, Part 1:  
The Status of Arts Education, Nationally and Locally 



Educational leaders are doubtful that arts education will be given a greater budget 
priority over the next 5 years 

Question: Looking to the future, and thinking about what may happen over the next 5 years in your 
school/district, how much do you agree or disagree with the following:  

Arts education will be given a greater budget priority in my school/district 

Findings, Part 1:  
The Status of Arts Education, Nationally and Locally 



In spite of these budget constraints, educational leaders report that arts education will 
become stronger in their school/district in the next 5 years 

Question: Looking to the future, and thinking about what may happen over the next 5 years in your 
school/district, how much do you agree or disagree with the following:  

Arts education in my school/district will become stronger 

Findings, Part 1:  
The Status of Arts Education, Nationally and Locally 



Focus group participants echoed the idea that  arts education has become stronger while budgets have declined. 
The most common reason for this finding was community support of arts education. 

• “We have learned to be more creative with getting resources to continue with our strong arts based education. 
We have relied on business partners, parents and overall community to make up for the cuts in our budget.” 

• “I think that this is a function of communities, parents, and site/district leaders making choices to divert funds to 
arts at the expense of some other opportunities, such as staff development, supplemental materials purchases, 
etc.” 

Some participants also mentioned the integration of arts with core subjects. 

• “I attribute our increase in enrollment to our patrons' acceptance of our emphasis on arts integrated.” 

• “My school is located in Harlem, NY in a very poor socio economic area.  However, directly across the street are 
Green Gardens, city funded parcels of land onto which volunteers promise to educate the community about 
green living, gardening, recycling, composting etc. I discovered these and all it took was just going across the 
street and inquiring if there were any way a partnership could be establish and so it was!  Now our 
entire  academic curriculum focuses around the gardens, we successfully merged traditional core curriculum 
learning with that of the arts.  Each classroom has their own personal plot of land in the heart of the concrete 
jungle and the ideas and opportunities to learn are endless!” 

 

 

Arts education can become stronger even while arts budgets decrease 
If there is considerable community support for the arts, resourceful school leaders  

and teachers, and integration of the arts with core subjects 

Findings, Part 1:  
The Status of Arts Education, Nationally and Locally 



Focus group participants were asked what they meant when they said arts education programs have become 
stronger. Many said that a strong arts program instills a desire to be a life-long learner in the arts.   

• “The overall success of most arts education programming is probably based upon the outcome of the learner.  First, 
the level of interest of the learner as determined through engagement is a great starting point.  Next, the active 
support of the program not only by external entities (families, community, school board) but also by internal parties 
(integrated curriculum among staff, school leadership) could be further components that determine the overall 
"strength" of an arts program.  Finally, the knowledge base, creativity, connection to lifelong learning established, 
and relationship with students each arts educator maintains has everything to do with connecting students with the 
arts and fostering a strong program.”   

A strong arts education was also seen as a result of increased access to, enrollment in, and greater depth of arts 
programming. 

• “The arts have become the conduit through which they can reach more diversified students and bring more success 
to the non-standard learners. The arts are the base of our pyramid of learning.” 

• “Ours has grown stronger due to additional AP offerings, increased enrollment in all departments, success for 
students and teachers in local, state, and regional contests, and a continued commitment to arts education.”   

 

 

 

Participants defined “arts education becoming stronger” in various ways 
Creating life-long learners, involving the community, integrating arts with core subjects,  

and increasing access to/enrollment in/depth of arts courses 
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When asked how they knew their arts programs were improving, most focus group participants mentioned an increase 
of the quality of student works. 

• “The displays and performances in our schools are testament to the quality of our programs.  In our elementary 
building, the growth over grade level is very evident in these products.  Likewise, in middle school, students at each 
grade level work on a common unit and again you can see the improvement in skill sets over time.  Again, the expertise 
of the arts staff is key to the quality of student products.” 

Many leaders focused on successful student outcomes as a gauge for arts education improvement. A few mentioned 
objective measures for outcomes. 

• “The informal answer to that is based on observation, discussion with staff and families, etc.  More formally, we 
conduct annual parent, student, and staff surveys about their perspectives regarding all of our programs, including 
arts.  We also have semi-annual articulation meetings with our feeder schools and the high schools that we feed to 
help measure the effectiveness of our arts (and other) programs across grade levels.” 

Other common indicators of improvement include: higher enrollment, greater community support and integration 
with core subjects. 

• “In the last two years we have added 3 sections of AP art due to student demand.  Additionally, community desire for 
more arts activities shows increased interest and increased knowledge of the quality program.” 

• “I want to focus on interdisciplinary and the focus of STEAM - seeing a physics class partner with computer 
programming and a design class in order to create a project design that could actually be marketed or used within the 
community. Arts being seen as a vital aspect of core academics.” 

 

 

Leaders know arts education is improving  
An increased quality of student work, successful student outcomes, higher enrollment, greater community 

support and integration with core subjects  

Findings, Part 1:  
The Status of Arts Education, Nationally and Locally 



Findings, Part 2:  
The Benefits of Arts Education 



Findings, Part 2:  
The Benefits of Arts Education 

When asked to identify some of the primary benefits of arts education, school leaders responded 
that arts involvement encourages “well-roundedness” and “creativity” in students 

Question: How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements about the potential 
benefits of arts education: In my school/district, arts education… ?  



Building leaders also feel that arts programs give students an opportunity to express their 
emotions and improve their self-esteem 

Question: Are there other benefits to arts education that we haven’t listed?  

# responses 

Improves emotional well being / self-esteem 29 

Offers a personal outlet / way to express emotions 23 

Fosters creativity 15 

Creates an appreciation of beauty / art appreciation 14 

Allows for independent thinking / reasoning 8 

Educates the whole child 7 

Students enjoy art / Art is fun 7 

Encourages team work  6 

Improves scores in other classes  5 

Encourages perseverance  5 

Makes kids interested in school 5 

“I, myself, use art to relieve stress, express myself, and just enjoy life.  I 
think art helps one better appreciate all sorts of things in life.  I was 
trained in music in high school and younger.  On my own, I have found 
the fine arts also to enhance my own life and believe it will help others 
as well.” 

“I believe the arts have a significant impact on the emotional well-
being of students.” 

“Students build confidence when they play an instrument or perform in 
a dance ensemble. Students find ways to express themselves. I think 
the brain needs time to unwind and be creative in order to retain and 
memorize the academic subjects. Art is linked to all of the cores and 
ties into the learning for all students in all grades.” 

“Gives students an appreciation for beauty. Gives students an 
opportunity to express themselves. Gives students an opportunity to 
excel in a subject area.” 

“It is therapeutic; it allows students who have had a primary focus (i.e. 
science, a particular sport, a job) to realize they have an artistic 
potential they never knew they had; it allows expression of thoughts 
and emotions not easily expressed elsewhere.” 

“The pure enjoyment of being involved in the arts.” 

Findings, Part 2:  
The Benefits of Arts Education 



Focus group participants were asked to explain in further detail what qualities they associate with well-
roundedness. They reported that well-roundedness is important for fostering life-long learning skills and 
success negotiating our 21st century society.  Facets of well-roundedness included acceptance of differences, 
celebrating various cultures and motivating people toward common understanding and community. 

Most thought “well-roundedness” incorporated a different way of thinking and seeing the world. 

• “I believe that art education helps students see things a totally different way than what they see things in social 
studies, art, math, etc.  In math, a question is either right or wrong. In art any student can be successful and enjoy 
what they are doing.  Students can use art to express themselves in a way that is not possible in other curricular 
areas. There are much different levels of thinking, and creating, that are used in art.” 

Many also felt well-roundedness referred to exposing students to various art/media forms, cultures, and global 
perspectives. 

• Exposure to arts programs make students aware of other cultures, historical events, and all aspects of humanity. 

Well-roundedness was also thought to address creative outlets for students’ self-expression.  

• “If the focus of any particular school rests in academics primarily, at least the offering of arts education electives 
allows some creative outlet to balance the "whole" child's learning to foster a "well-rounded" student.” 

 

 

Well-roundedness was thought to incorporate different ways of thinking, exposure to the 
world, and an outlet for creativity and self-expression 

Findings, Part 2:  
The Benefits of Arts Education 



Findings, Part 3:  
Factors working for and against the arts in schools 



When asked what can strengthen the role of the arts in schools, linkages to state and Common 
Core standards and the importance college admissions place on the arts were cited as  factors 
working in favor of arts education 

Factors most widely reported to be working in favor of arts education: 
 

Findings, Part 3:  
Factors working for and against the arts in schools 



As one focus group participant noted, “What is tested is what gets done” which is why most participants feel linkages 
to state standards are so essential to improvement in the arts.    

• “Linkages augment the defense of maintaining or strengthening arts program. With the emphasis on assessments, 
"what is assessed is taught" becomes the mantra for most. If/when arts education can link to a variety of standards, the 
more valuable it becomes to all.”  

• “State standards are set in stone and dictate that which is mandated to be followed in order to quantify "worth" or 
"quality" of education. Linkage of the arts into such standards can only help legitimize the importance of such.” 

Linkages to standards serve to improve arts education by integrating the arts with core subjects. 

• “As we work to improve our educational process, we seek to build relationships between and across disciplines. Cross 
Curricular planning strengthens learning and increases the value of all involved.  The more that arts educators begin 
to  embrace that concept and capitalize on opportunities to "share" the burden of addressing and teaching to the 
standards of other disciplines the more we will increase the number of arts education supporters from within the 
system.” 

• “Initially, the literacy standards present a host of possibilities with regards to connections to arts education.  Our school 
is currently exploring lesson development using sheet music as informational text to meet Common Core literacy 
standards for understanding symbols and legends.  Additionally, the analysis and critical thinking emphasized in the CC 
ELA standards present opportunities for curriculum and lessons that include artistic interpretations, dramatic readings, 
musical accompaniment, art history exploration, etc.” 

 

 

Linking arts education to standards is essential 
Standards set expectations to which all are held accountable  

Findings, Part 3:  
Factors working for and against the arts in schools 



“When talking about state standards, do leaders mean that their arts programming needs to 
adhere to state Arts standards, or that it is also expected that their arts courses connect with 
standards in other subjects?”  

Most focus group participants answered “both” and the remainder were evenly split between the two 
options.   

• “I believe the intent is for both. Learning is no longer to isolated and fragmented...it is now through the 
standards being connected over a vast field of studies.” 

• “Both; one should not stand alone from the other.  The strongest standards are those that are 
integrated into other content areas, providing multiple opportunities for application.” 

• “To educate the "whole" child, both expectations would be true:  arts programming should be driven by 
the standards in the same way that academic standards drive instruction AND arts instruction should be 
integrated into the core content subjects.  The standards are written in a way to encourage integration 
across the curriculum to build lifelong learners, connect learning to the real world, and foster seamless, 
meaningful learning opportunities for students.”  

Most discuss standards in terms of arts courses adhering to state arts standards and arts 
courses connecting with standards in other subjects 

Findings, Part 3:  
Factors working for and against the arts in schools 



Most focus group participants feel that demonstrating areas of overlap between arts content/goals and Common 
Core goals helps strengthen arts programs. Of those, many felt this is already going on in their 
schools/districts. 

• “Our district is in the early stages of the transition to Common Core, but we are pursuing opportunities to 
incorporate arts and Common Core concepts. For example, the informational text literacy standards for history, 
science, and technical subjects has several relevant concepts that apply to sheet music and art history as 
informational text primary sources.” 

A few participants did not think linking arts education and Common Core standards made sense because the 
explicit link is missing and they have other priorities to state testing. 

• “This is not happening in my district. Our districts focus is to score proficient and advanced in state testing. I don't 
think is will even change unless there is less specific accountability in the core areas. Arts will always be a subject 
that is looking in from the outside. In addition, there are only so many hours in a day and every school and every 
student can't have the best of everything all the time.” 

• “Arts education is not mentioned. How can we extrapolate anything out of why it was left out absent a rationale. I 
think a linkage can be drawn, but it will be done on local level absent mandates from state depts.” 

 

 

 

Recognizing areas of overlap between arts and Common Core goals strengthens arts programs 
In practice, about half say their schools already demonstrate this overlap. Others won’t make a connection unless the 

Common Core explicitly addresses the arts.  
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Focus group participants noted that college readiness is a goal for everyone.  What colleges are looking for is very 
important to participants and arts education is a building block to getting kids college-ready.     

• “College Readiness is a focus for accountability in our state.  It is a goal for our country to have a well educated 
community who can obtain skilled jobs.  This requires more than a k-12 education.  Increasing the number and 
quality of college bound students is a goal for all of us.” 

Most feel an arts background indirectly helps get a student into college through well-rounded skills development 
like self-discipline, self-confidence, reflection, creative thinking, collaboration, and goal-setting. 

• “What college admissions tell us is that it is part of the formula for admissions.  Colleges want  students who can 
self-pursue and set goals and achieve them.  They want to see kids take control of the social parts of college 
life.  Demonstrating the versatility in the high school environment suggests that they will succeed one their own in 
college. Arts achievement shows determination, drive, perseverance and talent.  It also shows the ability to 
simultaneously achieve academically while having a "life" outside of school.” 

• “Skills learned in an arts curriculum lend themselves to creative thinking which is a skill desired by colleges.  I also 
believe the right brain/left brain diversity could be an indicator of college success.  Students are better able to 
balance the diversity of thinking and independence offered at a university.” 

 

 

Skills that students acquire through an arts education are foundational building blocks 
of college readiness 

Participants think these skills will be helpful in college 

Findings, Part 3:  
Factors working for and against the arts in schools 



Several  focus group participants were proactive about gaining information about the ways in which colleges are 
treating arts education in admissions decisions. 

• “We call and meet with our college admissions people and ask them.  We are sensitive to changes as they tell us 
about them.  We relay this information to our kids and we change our processes for college applications to reflect 
current practices.  We have also changed graduation requirements and moved coursework to different grades to 
provide adequate access for kids to get their applications filed with strong credentials.” 

Many gain information by going through the college application process with their students. 

• “For us it involves forging relationships with colleges and universities where our students show an interest. With so 
many of our students going to college after high school, we need to be aware of all aspects of each university (e.g., 
film/cinema, concert pianist, sousaphonist, etc.).” 

• “Only by conversations with college admissions representatives and recruiters who visit my high school.”   

• “Sometimes feedback, sometimes guesswork.  It would be nice to have ready access to art education expectations 
among admissions officers.” 

Some learn about the role of arts in college admissions from teachers while others learn about it from educational 
journals/articles. 

Some participants felt uninformed about the role of the arts in college admissions decisions. For most of these 
participants, college admissions were not very relevant since they are at the elementary level. 

Participants feel they are informed about the role of the arts in college admissions decisions 
They gain this information through the college application process, teachers, and journals 

Findings, Part 3:  
Factors working for and against the arts in schools 



Respondents indicated that while linking to Common Core and other standards can work in favor 
of the arts in schools, external factors including parental and community opinion are even more 
influential in strengthening and sustaining arts programs. 

% of respondents indicating that the following factors are working in favor of the arts in education:  
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School leaders participating in the follow-up focus group feel parental opinion/support is important to the 
improvement of arts education.  Parents are essential partners with educators who have a strong voice about 
what is best for their children. 

• “The families (students and parents) are our consumers in schools. Customer service requires giving customers 
what they want and keeping them satisfied. Parents can be the strongest advocate or greatest enemy in a school. 
With their support, programs can flourish; with their opposition, programs can be squashed. As we educate the 
child, we have the responsibility to educate the family to what research tells us is best for their child. When we can 
prove the benefit of arts education to their child's learning AND the family can see the evidence in their child, 
(improved attendance, better grades, more interest in school, relationship built with staff, improved self-esteem 
and confidence, etc.), we have gained our greatest and most meaningful support.” 

A majority of participants feel that parental involvement leads to increased arts offerings and improved quality of 
arts offerings.   

• “In my school, parental involvement has contributed to more community support for materials which directly 
impacts both increased efforts for courses and building the quality of the experience. Also, parental support has 
promoted our arts program and culminating events among the community, which increases community awareness 
for the population we serve. In addition, parental efforts helped to increase time in the schedule for arts 
programming, more equitable to the academic block of instructional time, which the management leaders had 
previously minimized.” 

Moreover, about one out of every three participants felt parental involvement leads to improved quality.  

• “With disposable monies being so sparse, having parents with a particular outside skill set in the arts, is a big 
advantage. Some parents enjoy volunteering if they have something to offer in this area.”  

Parental opinion/support is essential to the improvement of arts education  
Parents can impact both the quality and quantity of arts offerings 

Findings, Part 3:  
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According to education leaders, budget constraints are the biggest challenge to the arts in K-12 
education, but an increased focus on math and science and assessments in other subjects are 
other key factors working against improving arts education.  

% of respondents indicating that the following factors are working against the arts in education:  
 

62% 

Findings, Part 3:  
Factors working for and against the arts in schools 



Budget priorities and lack of scheduling/instructional time are key internal barriers 
to improvement in arts education 

Availability of facilities and equipment is seen as a barriers to improving arts education 

For each factor below, please indicate if you consider it to be working in favor of,  
working against improving arts education, or if it doesn’t matter 

Findings, Part 3:  
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Would you say that budget priorities are…? 

Budget priorities are seen as a major factor standing in the way of  
improving arts education in schools/districts 

29 

Building Leaders District Leaders 

A major factor 
standing in the way 
of improving arts 
education in your 
school/district , 

72% 

A minor factor 
standing in the 

way of improving 
arts education in 

your 
school/district , 

19% 

Not something that is 
standing in the way, 

10% 

A major factor 
standing in the way 
of improving arts 
education in your 
school/district , 

68% 

A minor factor 
standing in the 

way of improving 
arts education in 

your 
school/district , 

24% 

Not something that is 
standing in the way, 

8% 
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Please indicate if you agree or disagree with the following statements:  
Over the past few years… 

% Responding Strongly Agree/Agree 

Budget priorities have caused schools/districts to place less emphasis  
on arts education and offer fewer arts courses 

30 

Budget priorities have caused my 
school/district to place less emphasis on arts 
By size of school district (Building Leaders): 
< 600 students:  60% 
600 – 2,499 students:  78% 
2,500 – 9,999 students:  79% 
10,000+ students:  77% 

Budget priorities have caused my 
school/district to place less emphasis on arts 
By size of school district (District Leaders): 
< 600 students:  61% 
600 – 2,499 students:  84% 
2,500 – 9,999 students:  83% 
10,000+ students:  67% 

Findings, Part 3:  
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Please indicate if you agree or disagree with the following statements.  
Over the past few years… 

% Responding Strongly Agree/Agree 

31 

It has become more challenging to find 
teachers qualified to teach arts courses 
By size of school district (Building Leaders): 
< 600 students:  66% 
600 – 2,499 students:  38% 
2,500 – 9,999 students:  29% 
10,000+ students:  43% 

It has become more challenging to find 
teachers qualified to teach arts courses 
By size of school district (District Leaders): 
< 600 students:  55% 
600 – 2,499 students:  58% 
2,500 – 9,999 students:  34% 
10,000+ students:  38% 

Findings, Part 3:  
Factors working for and against the arts in schools 

Some building and district leaders find it difficult to find qualified teachers to teach specific 
arts courses 



Education Leaders and the Arts:  
Profiles of Respondents 



Question: Would you say that the school/district office where you work is in…? 

Education Leaders and the Arts:  
Profiles of Respondents 

Study participants were from urban, suburban, and rural areas.  



Education Leaders and the Arts:  
Profiles of Respondents 

The majority of study participants represent public schools. 

Question: Is your school a...? 



Education Leaders and the Arts:  
Profiles of Respondents 

A variety of district sizes were represented. 

Question: What is your approximate district enrollment, across all schools? 



For further information on this project or other research associated with the 
Arts at the Core initiative, please contact Amy Charleroy, Associate Director, 
Office of Academic Initiatives: acharleroy@collegeboard.org  
 
 

http://advocacy.collegeboard.org/preparation-access/arts-core  

mailto:acharleroy@collegeboard.org
http://advocacy.collegeboard.org/preparation-access/arts-core
http://advocacy.collegeboard.org/preparation-access/arts-core
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