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Champions of change: The impact of the arts on learning

In the later part of 1999, the President’s Committee on the Arts and the Humanities released a major report
on arts education that has had a significant impact on the way the arts are regarded in America and
elsewhere, including here in Australia.

Champions of change: The impact of the arts on leaming contains research that demonstrates, in rigorous terms,
how and why the arts contribute to effective learning across the curriculum for young people of school and

post-schoolage.

Sewven ttams of researchers were invittd to examine a variety of arts education programs using diverse
methodologies. The programs included elementary (primary) and secondary school settings, as well as out-
of-school and post-school e nvironments.

The purpose of the research was to examine the impact of arts experiences on young people —to examine
whyand how theywere changed through their arts e xperie nces.

The findings

Teachers will not be surprised by many of the findings of the research tams — theyare known to most of us
either through previous research, or theybelong to the “common lore” of artseducation.

Forexample, the results indicate: that there is a correlation between mathematical and musical intellige nce;
that arts education programs provide avenues for enhanced self-esttem; that classroom practice e mulates
professional arts practice and has a direct corre lation with the world of work.

The more rewealing findings are:

Learning in and through the arts can help less advantage dstudents to achiewe acade mically in formal
schooling.

The project Inwlvement in the Artsand Human Development (IAHD) reveals that “high arts participation”
makes a more significant differe nce to learning ge nerally for stude nts from low-income backgrounds than it
does for stude nts from high-income backgrounds. The IAHD research examined the effects of involvement in
the arts generally —across all disciplines.

Learning in one domain support and stimulates leaming in others, which in turn supports learningina
complexweb of influence describedas a “constellation”.

The research study, Learning In and Through the Arts (LITA), suggests that the arts disciplines are separate
domains, which interact upon each other, but that these also interact with other domains of learning, such as
science, mathe maticsand history.
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Effects of learning in the arts

The report ide ntifies a number of reasons why the arts change the learning e xperience of students.

The research projects were conducted independently, but there is a consensus among their findings.
Engagement in the arts nurtures the dewelopment of cognitive, social and personal competencies by
deweloping multiple skills andabilities.

The ArtsConnection study and the LITA research build on recent research on the effect of differentstyles of
leaming on student achievement. The studies provide examples of students’ success in the arts which, in
turn, leads  success in other areas of learning.

The LITA and Chicago Arts Partnerships in Education (CAPE) projects reweal that, when the arts become
central to the learning environment, aschool’s culture is changed and conditions for learningare improwed.

The IAHD study, in particular, demonstrates that intensive involve ment in specific arts disciplines can offer
poorly motivated students renewed interest in learning while acce pting the unlimited challenges offered by
the artform. In the ArtsConnection project, students work with mentors and professional artists  extnd
theirexpertise in specific disciplines.

The research rewals a close relationship between learning experiences in the arts and workplace
competencies. Students immersed in arts practices are motivated to leam for the intrinsic value of the
leamingexperie nce itself— they become their own toughestcritics. Learning in the arts,whether it is based in
the classroom or out of school, mirrors currentand future workplace behaviours.

The NSW Creative Arts K-6 Syllabus parallels key aspects of the US report. The emphasis upon sustained
engagement, rigour in learning experiences, and the acquisition of multiple skills (including generating
ideas, planning, realising ideas and reflecting on results) are keyele ments of our syllabuses

Implications for schools and the system

If arts experiences help to lewel the playing field for less advantaged students, then high expectations of
outcomes to be achieved byall studentsare critical  ensuring that this happens.

Highly trained teachers, able to foster passion for the subject instudentsand to model practice, are critical for
achieving the learning outcomes of the syllabus.

If, as demonstrated in the research, well-constructed partne rships between schools andarts organisations can
improve outcomes for stude nts, then such partnerships mustbe nurtured and re plicated.

The achievement of artistic and learning e xcelle nce requires opportunities for the sustained engage ment by
students in their work during individual sessions and ower time. The provision of the learning e xperie nces
need not be confined to the classroom or school, but mayextend to many settings at diffe rent times.

Superior results are associated with the concept of “practice” and the dewelopment of a sense of “craft”.
When teachers model professional practice and students emulate the processes and work habits of artists,
theyacquire skillsand techniquesand develop an understanding of conwe ntions, codings and signifiers.

Sustained engage ment with the arts allows students to dewelop self-regulation and resilience, or “flow”,
gualities regularly associated with personalsuccess. The arts need to be embedded in the regular timetable of
the school, with opportunities for e xtension time to enable students already immersed in work programs to
further pursue their involvement.
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If sustained, integrated and complex projects, like producing an art exhibition, a musical performance or a
theatre production, significantly deepen the learning process, then school schedules must be modified to
make such e xperie nces possible.

Conclusion

The compelling evidence of this research indicates that student outcomes are improved in an environment
where high quality arts education is offered and where the school climate support active and productive
leaming.

process, then schoolschedules mustbe modified to make such experiences possible.

A brief summary of one research project

Learning in and through the arts: curriculum implications (Columbia University)

The research cowvered 2000 students in grades 4, 5, 7, 8 Two categories of student groupings were studied:
(1) high arts groupand (2) lowarts group.

The questions asked by the surveywere:
Whatisarts learning?
Does itextend to learning in otherareas?
What conditions in schools supportthis leaming?

The report noted thata number of recent studies have inwestigated the relationship ofarts leaming to other
school disciplines. The results have been in dispute.

On the one hand, theyshow that learning in the arts is conte xt-bound, specific, important inand of itself. On
the other hand, itis more generaland plays a critical role in serving other disciplines.

The Columbia project showed that learning in the arts is multi-dimensional — it is a set of cognitive
competencies (laborative and creative thinking, fluency, originality, focused perce ption and imagination)
which group to form constellations in particular contexts.

In these contexts, stude ntsadopt multiple perspectives, layer relationships, construct and express meaning in
unified forms of re presentation.

The competencies work by creating a flexible interweave between intuitive, practical, and logical modes of
thought (characteristics ofarts learning, applicable toall disciplines).

The competencies are accompanied by personal dispositions — risk-taking, persistence in task, ownership of
leaming, perceptions ofacademicaccomplishmentin school.

Conclusions:
1. The competencies and dispositionsare prevalent inschools whe re:

the artsare studied continuously over time
there is learning inseveralarts.

Therefore theyare typical ofarts learning itself.
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2. In arts-richschools, the features are evident in other subject disciplines.

Therefore the relationship between arts learning and learning in other disciplines is not uni-directional (arts
to others) but is dynamic and inte ractive, complex

There is a dialectical relationship between different subject disciplines. Student leaming advances in depth
when travelling back and forthacross subject boundaries.

The implications for schools and the system are:

e Itis necessary to create a schoolarts curriculum which is flexible and open (not formalisedand
central)and which offers in-de pth, care fully seque nced programs inseveral artforms K-12.

e Itis necessary to support teachers in gainingsubject-specific knowledge and a broad knowle dge of
students’socio-cultural backgrounds.

e Itis necessary toencourage teachers to collaborate with each other, withartists and with other
providers.

e Itis necessary toextend classrooms to include arts and cultural institutions (museums, galleries,
theatres, concert halls, etc.).

e Itis necessary to initiate timetablingwhich allowsadequate time for students to be immersed in
work.

3. The arts are neither core nor ancillary to other subjects in the curriculum. They are partners in the
deelopment of critical ways of thinkingand learning.

In schools with rich arts provision, the constellation of competencies is nurtured in arts learning. Schools
with limited or poor arts provision de prive students of opportunities to form linkages in thinking patterns or
habits be twee n diffe rent disciplines.

The study showed a positive correlation between high arts schools and the dewelopment in students of the
cognitive and personal skills nee ded for acade mic success.

The conwerse is true of low arts schools.

The evidence from this and the other six research re ports provides a powe rful motivator for us to analyse our
curriculum offerings and our expectations of student achievement of syllabus outcomes and to enlist
community, professional andsyste m support in our quest © ensure a curriculum guarantee forall stude nts.

If you want o look itup on the Internet, this report is published onwww.pcah.gov/new.html.

Reg Newitt
ChiefEducation Officer
Creatiwe Arts
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