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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

Tight budgets and a nationwide emphasis on math and reading performance from No 

Child Left Behind have resulted in an unfortunate erosion of extracurricular course 

offerings in our schools.  Advocates of arts education have struggled to find a credible 

defense for preserving a place for art in the curriculum.  I use the NELS:88 dataset, a 

longitudinal study of over 12,000 nationally representative students, to investigate 

whether participation in art courses improves student achievement or attainment.  Arts 

education does not appear to have a significant effect on student achievement, as 

measured by changes in standardized test scores.  This is likely due to the overwhelming 

effect of family background on student performance.  Arts education does appear to have 

a significant effect on student attainment for dropouts.  This study suggests that those 

who take arts classes postpone their decision to dropout, even when controlling for family 

effects.  This finding provides a new justification for keeping arts education a part of 

school curricula.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

In theory, Americans broadly support arts education in public schools.  But in 

practice, the arts are among the first components of curriculum to be cut when budgets 

are tight. This happens despite the fact that a majority of people believe that the arts are 

vital to a well-rounded education for children, that they teach higher-order cognitive 

abilities, and that they provide a competitive edge in the labor market.  A principle reason 

that policymakers cut funding for the arts in public schools is that, by and large, research 

has not demonstrated that the arts contribute to the academic outcomes our society cares 

most about – attainment and achievement – or how long students stay in school and how 

well they do on standardized tests.  If it can be proven that arts education does engender 

positive student outcomes as many believe, then policymakers might fund, rather than 

cut, arts curricula. 

While many researchers have investigated the relationship between arts education 

and academic attainment and achievement (Caterall, 1998; Eisner, 1998; Luftig, 1994; 

Vaughn, 2000; Winner, 2000), none have established a credible causal effect.  The reason 

is twofold.  First, most do not use longitudinal data in their studies which may preclude 

them from observing long-term effects of arts education.  Second, they have not resolved 

the potential problem of endogeneity that so often haunts analysis of education outcomes.  

I plan on addressing both of these problems in my research plan. 

I use the NELS:88 dataset which is a nationally representative sample of 

approximately 12,000 eighth-graders who were first surveyed in 1988.  A sub-sample of 

the respondents was then resurveyed through four follow-ups in 1990, 1992, 1994, and 
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2000.  The dataset tracks individual student-level data across many dimensions, including 

general demographics, socioeconomic status, feelings about school, attendance records, 

and importantly for my study, number of arts classes taken inside and outside of school, 

dropout status, and standardized math and verbal test scores for each student in the 

survey.   

By using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) I regress student test scores and dropout 

status against student and socioeconomic variables.  The coefficient and significance of 

the variable of interest, attends art, indicates whether arts education does indeed affect 

student outcomes.  That is, I test if art classes are associated with an increase in test 

scores and a decrease in the probability of dropping out.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Public concern is at an all time high over the poor quality of schools in the  

United States.  Parents, teachers, administrators and policymakers are considering any 

and all measures to improve the experiences and outcomes of young Americans in our 

nation’s schools.  Many policymakers question what role the arts should play in 

educating our students.  Some believe that the arts do not teach essential skills and should 

be placed on the backburner until students have command of fundamental courses like 

math and reading.  Others argue that the arts are central to a well rounded education.  

Disagreements such as these get further inflamed when the research does not neatly 

deliver an answer in support of one position or another.  The meager state of research in 

arts education goes far in explaining why the debate endures over its role in our nation’s 

schools. 

Policy Background 

 At a symposium held by the Getty Foundation in 2004 addressing the “Future 

Research in Visual Arts Education,” Don Killeen outlines the historical perspective of 

public and governmental support of arts education.   Not until 1959, he argues, did the 

federal government involve itself in public school curriculum when it felt the nation 

needed more scientists and mathematicians to keep pace with technological change 

(Killeen, 14).  Just three years later in 1962, President Kennedy requested a report on the 

need to balance science and math curriculum with the arts.  This report generated the Arts 

and Humanities Program in the United States Office of Education and a swell of interest 
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in arts education.  Although there have been occasional resurges in interest since the 

release of the report, most notably in the eighties when it was thought that disadvantaged 

youths stood to gain from exposure to the arts, on the whole federal policies have failed 

to affect curriculum in a substantive way (Killeen, 15). 

 Nick Rabkin’s comments (also a participant at the 2004 Getty symposium) shed 

more light on the policy failures around arts education that Killeen describes.  He 

believes that arts education has been politically marginalized because of “the complex 

relationships between theory and practice” as well as “existing dispositions, attitudes and 

priorities” of the individuals involved (Rabkin, 29).  Rabkin claims that “dominant beliefs 

about the arts in general are very powerful in inhibiting provision for arts education,” 

especially the conviction that the arts do not impart cognitive thinking skills and that 

being a professional artist is not a self-sustaining, legitimate occupation  (Rabkin, 30).  

As a result of these deeply ingrained perceptions, even well documented research fails to 

garner political support for arts education.     

 Contrary to Rabkin’s supposition, Benjamin and Michener analyze a national arts 

education public opinion survey conducted in 2001 and conclude that there is broad 

support for arts education among the general public.  Specifically, they find that ninety-

five percent of survey respondents believe that “the arts enhance learning; instill positive 

characteristics of creativity, self expression, motivation, and independence; and are a 

great way to help children learn and how to apply their skills” (Benjamin and Michener, 

3).  Moreover, “eighty-nine percent of survey respondents believe that arts education is 

important enough that schools should find the money to ensure inclusion in the 
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curriculum” (Benjamin and Michener, 3).  This raises the question if arts education 

receives such broad public support, why is there such a struggle to keep it included in 

school budgets?  The following research suggests that there are divisions within the 

advocacy base about what arts education research proves, and how the evidence should 

be wielded to solidify a permanent place for arts education in scholastic curriculum. 

Intrinsic Skills Defense 

The first strain of reasoning is captured by Elliot Eisner’s position.  Eisner 

opposes justifying the arts in our schools on the basis of their contributions to non-art 

outcomes such as performance in other “more important” classes like reading, writing 

and math (Eisner, 12).  He argues that this rationale will ultimately undermine the case 

for the arts as soon as a better method for teaching “transfer skills” becomes en vogue 

(Eisner, 12).  By this, Eisner simply means “arts education should help students to use an 

aesthetic frame of reference to see and hear” and that this justification should suffice in 

keeping arts in our nation’s schools (Eisner, 14). 

Eisner points out that prior research on the topic has failed to demonstrate 

convincing results that the arts improve student performance, partly due to flawed 

research design, and possibly due to a Hawthorne effect.  Moreover, he notes another 

important shortcoming in arts education research: 

appraising the educational effects of an experiment is not merely a 
matter of finding statistically significant differences between groups or 
correlations that are statistically significant.  The differences, if 
differences are found, must also be educationally significant (Eisner, 
11).    
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Consequently, Eisner would likely believe that researchers interested in proving the 

benefits of arts education must look beyond methods of statistical analysis, since positive 

effects will likely be found in non-measurable aspects of student performance. 

Verified Transfer Skills Defense 

In an article he wrote titled “Does Experience in the Arts Boost Academic 

Achievement?  A Response to Eisner,” James Catterall directly opposes Eisner’s 

argument and represents a second alternative case for arts education.  Catterall takes issue 

with Eisner’s thesis that arts education should not be justified by its contribution to other 

academic subjects.  Catterall proceeds to cite a plethora of research studies that he 

believes demonstrate improved academic outcomes as a result of arts education, 

including a number from England (Catterall, 8).  In addition to criticizing Eisner for 

downplaying existing research, Catterall also contends that Eisner fails to provide 

research on arts-specific skills – the ones Eisner claims should justify arts education in 

the first place (Catterall, 6).  Catterall finally suggests that the arts, in fact, are a “great 

potential partner in academic learning, especially when we consider the general role of 

representation in how we learn and how we express our understandings” (Catterall, 9).  

One important study that falls into this category, and that Catterall is familiar 

with, is the SPECTRA+ initiative as described by Richard Luftig.  SPECTRA+ is a 

program implemented in two medium-sized cities in Ohio.  These two cities integrated 

arts-rich curriculum into every elementary school grade level and also provided students 

with a weekly arts class in visual arts, music, dance or drama.  Student academic 

achievement was evaluated on standardized tests (Iowa Test of Basic Skills or Stanford 
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Achievement Test).  The scores of the control group (students who did not participate in 

SPECTRA+ exercises) were compared with the test group (students who did participate 

in SPECTRA+ exercises) using the Multiple Analysis of Variance procedure.   

Luftig describes results which demonstrate improved academic achievement for 

some groups of students in certain areas of learning.  Specifically, test groups 

demonstrated statistically significant positive gains in reading comprehension and math 

comprehension (Luftig, 25).  Notably, the test groups fell behind the control groups in 

some academic areas the first year of the study, and then made up the losses and 

surpassed the control group the following year (Luftig, 17).  This finding reveals the need 

for evaluations that measure long-term effects of arts education.  However, Luftig also 

points out a number of limitations to the research design including the fact that different 

standardized tests were used for student groups.  Despite these drawbacks, Luftig 

concludes that the “SPECTRA+ Year 1 and Year 2 empirical evaluation tells us that the 

arts do make a difference” (Luftig, 25). 

Unverified Transfer Skills Defense 

 Ellen Winner and Monica Cooper are the leaders of yet a third position on 

justifying the value of arts education.  These researchers begin by framing two important 

aspects of the arts education debate.  First, they note that in the American educational 

climate today, “basic academic skills are valued while the arts are considered a frill” 

(Winner and Cooper, 11). Second, that when “budgets are tight, the arts are almost 

always the first programs to be cut” (Winner and Cooper, 11).  They contend that 
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policymakers and advocates of arts education rely upon studies that show correlation, not 

causation, and this is a major weakness in their platform (Winner and Cooper, 14). 

 Winner and Cooper proceed by conducting a meta-analysis of existing research to 

show that a relationship of causality between arts education and academic outcomes has 

not yet been demonstrated.  They examined 31 relevant studies, only one of which was 

published in a peer reviewed journal (Winner and Cooper, 15).  Each study examined 

math, verbal or composite standardized test scores and sought a statistically significant 

coefficient on the arts education variable.  Cooper and Winner conclude that a positive 

relationship between studying arts education and academic achievement does exist, 

however no evidence to suggest causality has been credibly established (Winner and 

Cooper, 63).  Further, “the weighted mean effect size for the verbal outcome 

experimental studies was only r=.01; the weighted mean effect size for the math outcome 

experimental studies was only r=.02” (Winner and Cooper, 58).  They conclude that the 

failure to find causality should not be used as a justification for cutting arts education 

programs in our schools (Winner and Cooper, 66).  Here, they converge with Eisner’s 

inherent value argument and note that the arts deserve validation on their own grounds.  

 Cooper and Winner point to flaws in previous research design, including a 

possible Hawthorne effect, the short term duration of past experiments, the multiple-

choice testing methodology and the plausibility of an epiphenomenon or reverse causality 

(Winner and Cooper, 64).  They suggest further research into the relationship between 

arts education and academic outcomes, keeping these past problems in mind, to uncover a 

potential causal relationship between the two. 
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 Like Cooper and Winner, Karen Hamblen acknowledges that “research findings 

to support the transfer of learning and the development of motivational behaviors are 

sorely lacking from policy statements” that attempt to justify arts education (Hamblen, 

192).  But Hamblen similarly agrees that an instrumentalist approach (meaning one that 

demonstrates cognitive transfer to other subjects) will not necessarily undermine the arts 

education for its own sake, as Eliot Eisner suggests (Hamblen, 192).  She proceeds by 

citing a number of studies that are supportive of cognitive transfer from the study of art 

such as Learning to Read Through the Arts (LTRTA) and Reading Improvement Through 

Art (RITA).  Hamblen concludes by proposing that “unless instrumental claims are 

firmly grounded in theory and research, they will continue to appear ultimately 

apocryphal and inflated, and ultimately will weaken the case for any type of art 

instruction” (Hamblen, 192). 

 Erik Moga et al. also examined whether studying the arts engenders creative 

thinking.  The research team conducted three meta-analyses, one correlational and two 

experimental.  Each assessed various creative thinking outcomes measured by tests such 

as the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking, Thinking Creatively with Pictures, and the 

Minnesota Tests of Creative Thinking.  The researchers concluded that there was modest 

evidence for skill transfer from arts education to creative thinking in the correlation meta-

analysis, but that the effect may be confounded by self-selection (Moga et al., 100).  

Furthermore, in the two experimental meta-analyses there was modest evidence for 

narrow transfer (i.e. tests that require visual art execution) but no evidence for wide 

transfer (i.e. test that require generation of ideas, concepts or words) (Moga et al., 102). 
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 Ellen Winner and Lois Hetland further contribute to the third strain of debate – 

that research has not yet established a causal link between arts education and academic 

outcomes – by recommending parameters for future investigation into the subject.  

Specifically, they call for “more rigorously designed, theory-driven quasi-experimental 

research with better-conceived comparison groups so that we may draw finer conclusions 

about how and when the arts transfer to other subjects” (Winner and Hetland, 7).  They 

also suggest assessing the effects of arts education by a measure other than standardized 

multiple choice tests (Winner and Hetland, 7).  Winner and Hetland believe that until a 

causal link has been established, advocates and policymakers should rely upon a defense 

similar to Eisner’s, that “the arts are important in their own right and should be justified 

in terms of the important and unique kinds of learning that arise” from their study 

(Winner and Hetland, 7). 

Conclusion 

Despite differing perspectives on what arts education research proves or does not 

prove, all of the authors discussed in the preceding paragraphs would agree that there is a 

dearth of research on the relationship between arts education and academic outcomes.  In 

addition to more evaluations, the field also needs better quality evaluations.  These 

should be experimental in design, measure the impact of studying the arts over a 

nontrivial amount of time, compare before and after results of treatment and control 

groups, and assess achievement and attainment with appropriate measurement tools.  

Taking these steps would greatly increase the validity of the results that demonstrate 

broad benefits of student exposure to the arts.  Confirming a causal link between arts 
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education and improved academic outcomes will transform the debate by providing solid 

ground for all advocates in the field. 
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DESCRIPTION OF DATA 

The Department of Education sponsored The National Education Longitudinal 

Study of 1988 (NELS:88) which is a nationally representative sample of 8th grade 

students who were surveyed first in 1988, and then resurveyed in 1990, 1992, 1994 and 

2000.  According to the NELS:88 website, the survey was “designed to provide trend 

data about critical transitions experienced by students as they leave middle or junior high 

school, and progress through high school and into postsecondary institutions or the work 

force” (http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/nels88/). 

The students reported on a broad range of topics from school, work and home 

experiences, educational aspirations and student perceptions about education.  Important 

to my study are variables which provide data on number of arts classes taken at school, 

standardized math and verbal test scores, and the enrollment status for each student in the 

survey.  In addition to student-level data, NELS:88 also includes school-level data that 

provide information on the type of school each respondent attended, including whether a 

school has an art department or offers art courses in their curriculum.  For further 

explanation please see the Descriptive Statistics table on page 20. 
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CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

Student Achievement 

I use an Ordinary Least Squares model to determine the effect of arts education on 

student achievement.  The dependent variable is the change in test scores from 1988 to 

1992 in both reading and math for each student in the sample.  The independent variables 

include an indicator variable of whether a student attends art classes, as well as other 

student and socioeconomic characteristic variables that one would expect to contribute to 

test performance.  These include gender, race, family income, father’s highest level of 

education, and mother’s highest level of education.  The magnitude and significance of 

the “attends art” coefficients indicates whether arts education has a significant effect on 

student achievement (see specifications 1 and 2). 

(1) math score1992 – math score1988    = )()()(0 KSA studentsocioattendart ββββ +++  

(2) reading score1992 – reading score1988  = )()()(0 KSA studentsocioattendart αααα +++  

Student Attainment 

 I use a Logistic model to determine whether arts education has a significant effect 

on student attainment.  The dependent variable is whether a school records indicate that a 

student’s enrollment status is marked as a dropout at any time from 1988 to 1992.  As 

above, the independent variables include an indicator variable of whether a student 

attends art classes, as well as other student and socioeconomic characteristic variables 

that one would expect to contribute to attainment, including gender, race, family income 

father’s highest level of education, and mother’s highest level of education.  The 



 14

magnitude and significance on the “attends art” coefficient indicates in this regression 

whether arts education has a significant effect on student attainment (see specification 3). 

 

(3) dropoutstatus   = )()()(0 KSA studentsocioattendart δδδ +++  

 
 Next, I use an Ordinary Least Squares model to determine whether the percent of 

students who dropout is associated with arts education.  In this regression, I use the 

dropout percentage as the dependent variable.  The independent variables, again, are 

whether a student attends art and other socioeconomic and student characteristic 

variables.  The magnitude and significance on the attending art coefficient should 

indicate whether arts education has a meaningful effect on the percentage of students who 

drop out (see specification 4). 

 

(4) pctdrop   = )()()(0 KSA studentsocioattendart σσσ +++  
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TABLE 1: VARIABLE DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

 Variable Description N Min Max Mean St Dev
BYREAD 1998 Reading Standardized Test Score 10964 31.920 70.550 51.418 10.066

BYMATH 1988 Math Standardized Test Score 10965 34.090 77.200 51.616 10.232

F2READ 1992 Reading Standardized Test Score 9142 29.010 68.350 51.193 9.785

F2MATH 1992 Math Standardized Test Score 9145 29.630 71.370 51.416 9.987

READ_CHANGE Reading Test Score Change (1998 to 1992) 8450 -36.630 29.810 -0.546 6.957

MATH_CHANGE Math Test Score Change (1998 to 1992) 8449 -31.870 25.760 -0.487 5.717

WHENDROP Period Student Flagged as Dropout 1508 1 3 2.098 0.808

  1: 1990 425   

  2: 1992 510   

  3: 1994 573   

PCTDROP  Percentage of Students Who Dropout 1508 0.035 0.056 0.048 0.007

PCTOFDROP Percentage of Dropouts Who Take Art 1508 0.396 0.604 0.513 0.080

ATTENDART Student Attends Art Class Once Per Week 10630 0 1 0.457 0.498

  0: Does Not Attend 5773       

  1: Does Attend 4857       

FAMINC Annual Family Income 10348 0 7 3.260 1.687

  1: $1-$14,999 1936       

  2: $15,000-$24,999 1866       

  3: $25,000-$34,999 1967       

  4: $35,000-$49,999 2182       

  5: $50,000-$74,999 1450       

  6: $75,000-$99,999 397       

  7: $100000 and above 550       

MINORITY  Race 11274 0 1 0.298 0.457

  0: White, Not Hispanic 7908       

  1: Hispanic, Black, Amcn. Indian, Other 3366       

FEMALE Sex of Respondent 11384 0 1 0.530 0.499

  0: Male 5349       

  1: Female 6035       
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Variable Description N Min Max Mean St Dev
FATHED  Father’s Highest Level of Education 9687 0 4 1.357 1.067

  0: Did Not Finish High School 1680       

  1: Graduated High School 4983       

  2: Graduated College 1533       

  3: Master’s Degree 872       

  4: Ph.D., M.D., Etc. 619       

MOTHED  Mother’s Highest Level of Education 10067 0 4 1.211 0.894

  0: Did Not Finish High School 1686       

  1: Graduated High School 5834       

  2: Graduated College 1520       

  3: Master’s Degree 788       

  4: Ph.D., M.D., Etc. 239       
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RESULTS 

Student Achievement 

 In assessing the relationship between student achievement and arts education, I 

compare reading and math test score changes for students in the NELS:88 dataset.  Every 

student in the sample was administered a cognitive test in 1988 (8th grade), 1990 (spring 

of sophomore year), and 1992 (spring of senior year).  The tests were developed by 

Educational Testing Services and consisted of 118 questions to be completed in 85 

minutes (National Center for Education Statistics 2002, 21).  Two test forms were 

administered in 1990 and 1992 in order to prevent potential “ceiling” effects, where many 

students get all items correct because the test was too easy for them, and “floor” effects, 

where many students guess at most of the questions because they lack sufficient 

background knowledge (National Center for Education Statistics 1994, 31).  The raw 

scores were recalibrated using Item Response Theory (IRT) which “makes possible 

measurement of gains in achievement over the four year time span of the survey even 

though the tests used were not identical at the three points in time” (National Center for 

Education Statistics 1994, 32).”  Thus, test score changes can be measured by subtracting 

1992 scores from 1988 scores, as was done in this analysis. 

A comparison of means suggests that average test score changes are indeed 

dissimilar among students who do and do not take art (Table 2).  The difference in means 

for both math and reading test score changes are statistically significant with p-values     

< 0.001.  Test scores for both groups decline on average from 1988 to 1992, a finding 

consistent with the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) trends.  



 18

However, students who take art decline even more than those who do not.  Furthermore, 

the test scores of students who take art decline more in reading (0.317 points) compared 

with math (0.071 points).  This statistic is notable because most proponents of arts 

education believe that the practice of art enhances cognitive skills that transfer more 

readily to reading than to math, contrary to what these results suggest. 

TABLE 2: AVERAGE STUDENT TEST SCORE CHANGES, 1988 - 1992 
 N Mean Std. Dev. 
Math    

Did Not Take Art 4263 -0.406 5.675 
Did Take Art 3695 -0.477 5.719 

Reading    
Did Not Take Art 4268 -0.367 6.925 
Did Take Art 3693 -0.684 6.982 

 
 While a means test suggests that attending art may have an impact (albeit 

negative) on test score changes, a concern that persistently plagues arts education 

research is whether socioeconomic status is the most important factor driving differences 

between student achievement.  It is possible that students who do not take art come from 

more affluent families that emphasize a rigorous, all-academic course load in high school.  

Because we know that students with more affluent backgrounds score higher on cognitive 

tests and also tend to have smaller gains from one year to the next, this theory might 

support the results seen in Table 2.   

 A bivariate ordinary least squares regression of test score changes on an indicator 

variable of whether a student takes art shows that attending art does not have statistically 

significant effect on math test score changes, but does have a significant effect on reading 

test score changes (p-value = 0.042).  However, a t-test indicates that in relation to test 
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score changes, family income has a statistically significant effect, while attending art 

does not for both reading and math.  This shows that socioeconomic status overwhelms 

any effect that attending art may contribute to student achievement on standardized tests.  

This finding is meaningful because the sample was sufficiently large (N=7958 for math, 

N=7561 for reading) that it dispels concerns about sampling error.  In addition, the 

administration of two tests forms for high and low achievers, as well as the treatment of 

raw test scores by the IRT method increases the reliability of comparing test scores across 

time.  Finally, this finding is not particularly surprising as it is consistent with the 

majority of past research on arts education and student achievement.   

Student Attainment 

 Attainment, or how long a student stays in school, is another important student 

outcome that may be related to arts education.  The NELS:88 survey tracked the 

enrollment status of each student in every year of the survey.  If a student was not 

attending school “for four consecutive weeks or more and was not absent due to accident 

or illness,” then the student was flagged as a dropout that year (National Center for 

Education Statistics 2002, 120).  In addition, the student’s household was contacted to 

confirm the status of the sample member, making the variable highly reliable (National 

Center for Education Statistics 1994, 121). 

TABLE 3: AVERAGE DROPOUT RATES, 1990 – 1994 
 N Mean Std. Dev. 
Did Not Take Art 5742 0.150 0.357 
Did Take Art 4857 0.132 0.338 
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 A means test comparing the dropout rates of students suggests that among all 

students in the NELS:88 sample, those who do not take art classes dropout at a rate of 

15.00 percent, while those who do take art classes drop out at a rate of 13.20 percent 

(Table 3).   These results are statistically significant with a p-value = 0.021.  One 

hypothesis is that students find art classes to be more interesting or inspiring, or that they 

excel in a creative discipline more than an academic one, which may encourage them to 

stay in school longer than if they did not take art.  Another hypothesis is that, once again, 

children of more affluent backgrounds who are less likely to drop out tend to take 

extracurriculars, posturing themselves for college admissions.  

 A narrower appraisal of the data suggests another trend occurring within a sub-

sample of the general student population – specifically, those students who dropout.  It 

appears as though dropouts who take art classes quit school less often and later than those 

dropouts who do not take art classes.  For example, Figure 1 illustrates the percentage of 

students who dropout from the two separate groups of students.  In 1990, 4.40 percent of 

students who did not take art dropped out, while 3.52 percent of students who did take art 

dropped out.  Similarly, in 1992, 5.34 percent of students who did not take art dropped 

out, while 4.16 percent of students who did take art dropped out.  Only in 1994 does the 

percentage of students who drop out and take art overcome the percentage of students 

who drop out and do not take art.  This may imply that students who take art classes 

consider quitting school less often and later than those who do not take art classes. 
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 Another way to illustrate this point is displayed in Figure 2 which compares only 

those students who dropped out.  Of the students who dropped out in 1990, 59.76 percent 

of dropouts did not take art, while 40.24 percent did take art.  Similarly, in 1992, 60.39 

percent of dropouts did not take art, while 39.61 percent did.  And in 1994, 52.88 percent 

of dropouts did not take art, while 47.12 percent did.  In all survey years, there is 

approximately a 10 percentage point spread between dropouts who did not take art and 

those who did.  All of this suggests that art classes may contribute to a student’s decision 

to stay in school, and may have a more decisive effect in the early high school years as 

opposed to the later ones. 

FIGURE 2: PERCENTAGE O F DROPO UTS WHO  
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A t-test of the relationship between when a student drops out and whether the 

student attends art confirms this hypothesis.  Students who dropped out by the 1990 

survey were assigned a value of 1; students who dropped out between 1990 and the 1992 

survey were assigned a value of 2; and students who dropped out between 1992 and the 

1994 survey were assigned a value of 3.  The mean score of dropouts who did not take art 

is 2.06, and the mean score of dropouts who did take art is 2.15, reconfirming that 

dropouts who take art stay in school longer.  The difference of means indicates that 

dropouts who take art stay in school approximately 0.1 periods longer than those who do 

not take art.  This finding is statistically significant at all conventional levels (p-value = 

0.021). 

An ordinary least squares regression of the percent of students who drop out on an 

indicator variable of whether a student attends art indicates again that art classes do have 

a statistically significant effect on dropout status with a p-value < 0.001 (Table 3, Column 

1).  In this model, the coefficient on attending art is -0.005, which means that students 

who take art are 0.50 percent less likely to dropout.  The adjusted R-square is 0.107 

suggesting that the model accounts for an adequate amount of variation in the data, or 

that its power to predict is moderate to good. 

Furthermore, an ordinary least squares regression of the percent of dropouts on 

whether a student attends art renders similar results as above (Table 3, Column 2).  Here, 

the coefficient on attend art is -0.146 and statistically significant at all conventional levels 

(p-value < 0.001).  The interpretation of this coefficient is slightly different.  It indicates 

that 14.6 percent of eventual dropouts are less likely to dropout if they take art classes.  
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This model has an adjusted R-squared of 0.810, and therefore predicts the variation in the 

model quite well. 

TABLE 4: OLS STATISTICS FOR DROPOUTS WHO ATTEND ART 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Attends Art -0.005* -0.146* -0.145* -0.145* 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) 
Family Income - - 0.001 0.001 
 - - (0.001) (0.001) 
Minority - - - 0.003 
 - - - (0.002) 
Female - - - 0.001 
 - - - (0.002) 
Father’s Education - - - -0.002 
 - - - (0.002) 
Mother’s Education - - - 0.002 
 - - - (0.002) 
N 1508 1508 1355 1007 
Adjusted R-Squared 0.107 0.810 0.806 0.807 
Note: ***p<.10, **p<.05, *p<.01 

 
While these results begin to build a case for art education when it comes to 

deterring dropouts, the question remains whether socioeconomic status overwhelms the 

effect of art classes.  When family income is introduced into the Ordinary Least Squares 

regression of dropout rate and attending art, it becomes more convincing that art classes 

do have an impact on the dropout decision (Table 3, Column 3).  In this model, the 

coefficient on attending art remains -0.146 and statistically significant (p-value = 

<0.001).  However, the coefficient on family income is practically zero, and statistically 

insignificant (p-value = 0.339).  Moreover, the adjusted R-squared value is virtually 

unchanged at 0.806.  Finally, it is also notable that as more explanatory variables are 

added along the socioeconomic dimension, the above results hold.  Attending art remains 

statistically significant, and the coefficient hovers around -0.145.   
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This finding provides persuasive evidence that arts education does have an 

important effect on a specific population of students.  It is a reasonable assumption to 

believe that the type of student who drops out would respond to school curriculum such 

as arts education differently than the type of student who does not dropout.  Therefore, 

reducing the sample to include only dropouts is appropriate in this case.  Furthermore, the 

dropout variable is sufficiently reliable considering the rigor in the survey methodology 

to believe that these results are meaningful.   
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Student Achievement 

 Although no conclusive results were found for the effect of arts education on 

changes in reading and math test scores, this should not be the basis for reevaluating its 

importance on student performance.  Until a causal link has been established, advocates 

and policymakers should defend arts education through the important and unique types of 

learning that derive from the study of art.  At the same time, it is also critical for 

researchers to improve methods for measuring achievement.  Clearly, standardized math 

and reading tests fail to capture many vital dimensions of student performance.  This is a 

problem that plagues many topics of education research and inhibits important work from 

proceeding.   

Thus, a concrete next step would be for policymakers to fund the development of 

other ways to quantify student performance.  Some pilot programs incorporate teacher 

and peer reviews as well as portfolio assessments into a performance measure.  In 

addition, more large-scale, longitudinal surveys of students around the nation would 

greatly augment the data landscape for researchers of arts education to work within. 

Student Attainment 

 The results of the attainment portion of this study may have extremely important 

policy implications.  We know that the longer students stay in school, the better their life 

chances.  Therefore, if arts education induces at-risk students to delay their dropout 

decision and stay enrolled in school longer than whey otherwise would, then 
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policymakers should seriously consider a widespread intervention that provides these 

individuals with arts education. 

 The potential benefits of increased exposure to the school system are numerous. 

First, an individual who completes eleventh grade is likely to enter the labor market at a 

higher level than an individual who only possesses a ninth grade education.  Also, an 

individual will probably attain more life skills and emotional maturity in the additional 

months or years that a dropout stays in school.  Furthermore, the longer a student stays in 

the education system, the more opportunity there is to reach that student with other types 

of interventions aimed at preventing attrition or promoting productive behavior in 

general.   

There are broader social implications to staying in school as well.  Students who 

drop out later may become more productive and responsible citizens.  This could 

positively affect a number of public services including Medicaid and Welfare.  

Additionally, it is generally accepted that students who are enrolled in school are less 

likely to commit crimes and less likely to become pregnant.   

The results from this analysis suggest that policymakers should develop arts 

education programs that specifically target students likely to dropout.  These populations 

are found predominantly in low-income schools, precisely where art programs are the 

first to be cut when school budgets are under review.  A first practical step would be a 

suspension on canceling art classes until further research can substantiate the positive 

effects the classes have on student attainment.
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                                                            CONCLUSION 

It is well known that our national school system is failing to serve and educate our 

students as well as it should.  Tight budgets and a nationwide emphasis on math and 

reading performance from No Child Left Behind have resulted in an unfortunate erosion 

of extracurricular course offerings.  Consequently, the merits of arts education have been 

called into question as schools have been forced to cut these important programs.  

Advocates of arts education have struggled to find a credible defense for preserving a 

place for art in our schools’ curriculum. 

This study offers a promising new justification for reinstituting arts education in 

the public school curriculum nationwide.  It suggests that the students who are struggling 

the most, namely those who dropout during their high school years, are more likely to 

stay in school if they take arts courses.  Knowing the benefits of additional exposure to 

school, this provides a compelling basis for advocating at the very least, arts programs for 

at-risk students.  Clearly, further research should be conducted so as to augment the 

credibility of this finding.  Nonetheless, it is a novel way to assess the benefits of arts 

education and could significantly contribute to the debate. 

Fundamentally, our society strives to educate its youth so as to cultivate 

productive and responsible citizens.  One part of that challenge is determining the types 

of knowledge that contribute to that goal.  If we believe that studying the arts encourages 

critical thinking and the opening of perspectives, then arts education may deserve a 

prominent place in our schools’ curriculum, despite conclusive evidence demonstrating 

improved student test scores.  A second part of that challenge is fully educating as many 
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youth as possible by preventing students from prematurely leaving school.  If we believe 

that the arts encourages some students to stay in school longer as this study suggests, then 

there may be an additional justification for supporting arts education.  The importance of 

these two goals should not be underestimated.  Many believe that at the heart of the social 

ills our country faces, including poverty, crime and unemployment lies a failing 

education system.  The government should therefore seriously consider any and all 

solutions, including a place for arts education in school curriculum, that show promise in 

improving the fate of our nation’s youth. 
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