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In January of 2002 the authors of Critical Links:  Student Learning in the 
Arts and Student Academic and Social Development stood before a packed 
audience at the National Press Club to introduce their work Ð a 
compendium of summary analyses of 61 high quality research studies 
about learning through the arts.  From piano to painting, class play to 
dance concert, the arts were exposed as engineers of language skill, 
mathematical prowess, self-worth, and other fine points of cognitive 
development.  When the revelry calmed and the crowd had shrunk to one, 
there arose a final question from the audience,  ÒSo what!Ó 

  

So what, indeed!  In the light of such information, should we expect our schools to 

invigorate curricula in the visual and performing arts?  Would new private philanthropy 

find its way to high school theatre clubs and art rooms?  Would the National Endowment 

for the Arts recast its mission?  These questions highlight several important issues in 

public policy-making.  First is the relationship between research findings and the 

allocation of limited resources in the public domain.  Second is how research might benefit 

marginalized activities in large systems, such as the arts in American schools. A third and 

more general issue is, when and how does social research matter? 
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Education is a good laboratory for estimating the political fortunes of underdog 

programs since schools serve many purposes and many masters.  Over the last century, 

American schools not only maintained common academic and social missions, but also 

broadened their purposes at many turns by adopting responsibilities beyond teaching the 

three RÕs (reading, writing, and arithmetic).i  Schools have become dispensers of 

breakfasts, flu shots, driverÕs training, sex education, after-school recreation, health 

clinics, values clarification, psychological counseling, and career advice. They have added 

courses in psychology, sociology, economics, and technology to their core mission.  And 

at the same time, schools send sports teams and bands to events across the nation. 

This essay explores the ways in which credible research might affect the decisions 

of schools, school boards, and state legislatures concerning arts education, an enterprise 

garnering only about 2 percent of the systemÕs annual resources.   

This is not the story of a research-impelled tidal wave that washed over American 

schools.  The four years since the publication of Critical Links in 2002 have found mixed 

results concerning the fortunes of arts education programs in the U.S., many of which 

have found themselves at the mercy of state budgets.  Nevertheless, some systems grew 

relentlessly, trumpeting their new-found zeal for the arts by protecting their arts budgets 

in years of fiscal retrenchment.  After a $10 billion state budget deficit burst a lot of 

bubbles, California grew arts programs at a record setting pace between 2000 and 2004.  

The Los Angeles city schools, a comparatively impoverished urban giant, took remarkable 

strides in its arts programs in the first five years of the millennium.  Despite two 

successive district-wide budget shortfalls, Los Angeles added 27 elementary school bands 
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and orchestras, increased music positions from about 70 to 160 certified teachers, and 

regularly increased the budget to sustain the DistrictÕs 10-year strategic plan for the arts. 

(Los Angeles Unified School District, 2002)   

What exactly accounts for such differences is surely a collection of complex 

political stories played out in diverse contexts that we do not attempt to sort out here.  

What we offer is a prospective analysis aimed at understanding how the positive research 

findings brought by Critical Links could have interacted with policy systems to protect 

and possibly advance the interests of arts education, to show how the accumulated 

research may have served to cushion the fall where arts budgets declined.  One goal is a 

projection of events interpreted through the lenses of social epistemology and political 

theory.  Another more practical goal is to hold up a mirror for individuals, associations, 

and agencies who attempt to benefit from research-based information in their own 

systems.   

 

Research-based information and policy-making. 

 We commence construction of this mirror from a general knowledge base about 

how research influences public policy.  Past experiences have led political scientists down 

two paths in explaining the importance of social research in social policy. Two traditions 

that inform this discussion of arts education are described in Lindblom and CohenÕs 

(1979) notion of  Òusable knowledgeÓ and the classical framework of coalition politics, 

described by Coplin (1976), Hula (1999), and Kay & Wolff (1997). 

Arts education research and usable knowledge 
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Lindblom and Cohen (1979) address the general question of what information or 

knowledge is influential in political processes.  They set out two principles that seem 

applicable to the case of Critical Links.  The first principle is that no single study decides 

an issue.  Instead, they state that a tradition of findings pointing in similar or compatible 

directions is needed.  The second principle is that research knowledge interacts with 

professional knowledge in order to form ÒusableÓ knowledge Ð understandings that may 

shape the beliefs of policymakers and practitioners and in turn influence policy.   

Bodies of knowledge as evidence.  Accumulations of studies over time lead to 

generalized beliefs about the effectiveness of specific professional education practices in 

producing such things as reading or mathematics skills. With 19 studies in drama, 15 in 

music, 11 in dance, and but 4 in the visual arts, the Critical Links effort pales in 

comparison to, say, mathematics education where 8,727 studies  were located through a 

similar search two years earlier (Dixon et al., 1999). Critical Links cannot be interpreted 

as presenting an overwhelming body of information.  But its product is light years ahead 

of what could have been presented a few years earlier. We now turn to research on music 

education to show examples of research-based knowledge at work.  

 Accumulating music education studies.  The past decade has produced a large 

set of studies pointing to academic and cognitive outcomes related to music learning and 

listening.  Across these studies, the sorts of music education and experiences taking place 

are fairly diverse as compared to the studies of dance or drama (Scripp, 2002).  The 

musical instruction and experiences examined include instruction in various musical 

instruments, commonly the piano and the violin, instruction sometimes involving reading 
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music, vocal and choral performance, and listening to various styles of music and to 

specific musical works.  Research on music education shows that some programs result in 

the development of enhanced spatial reasoning skills (e.g. Rauscher, Shaw, Levine, 

Wright, Dennis, & Newcomb, 1997) and others have impacted a broader view of 

intelligence (Schellenberger, 2005).  The research proceeds in only a few instances to 

show that the general spatial skills gained through learning in music manifest themselves 

in better performance on non-musical tasks, such as solving mathematics problems.v  

Nonetheless, this area of research has remarkable potential.  Spatial reasoning is 

fundamental to a great variety of cognitive capabilities including knowledge representation 

of all sorts, language development, writing, organizational skills, mechanical design, and 

navigation.vi  And SchellenbergerÕs well publicized findings that music affects intelligence 

turned many heads.  

Professional knowledge as a cr it ical player .   Positive research studies showing 

both reasonable concurrence and significance may be a first condition for influence on 

policy.vii  Just how such information interacts with policy systems, including state 

legislatures, school boards, or even school site councils, involves additional 

considerations..  The effect that research-based knowledge has on policy may be relative 

to its depth and scope as well as the extent to which key participants attend to the 

research in the first place and agree on its conclusions over time.  But beyond the simple 

weight of evidence, professional knowledge may be more important than research-based 

knowledge.  All key players - school board members, legislators, teachers, school 

administrators, and music-affiliated lobbying groups such as the National Association of 
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Music Education and National Association of Music Merchants (NAM M)viii Ð tend to 

have well-developed sets of beliefs about what matters in school and what specific 

experiences contribute to the development of their students and children.  Assessing the 

impact of the arts on children is not exclusively within the domain of researchers.  

Education professionals develop views about the arts over time that inevitably serve to 

guide their behavior and professional practices.  Thus, the professional knowledge of 

most everyone formally involved in educational policy-making will influence each 

individualÕs appraisals and approbations of newly presented research, including the small 

torrent of recent studies in music learning.  

Research-based knowledge is likely to carry greater weight in policy discussions 

when it aligns with, reinforces, or augments the professional knowledge of key 

individuals, or if the agreed upon ideas are shared by key networks.ix  For example, when 

school board members or principals, based on their career experiences, are sympathetic to 

the cognitive benefits of instrumental music in elementary schools, research-based 

knowledge is likely to complement professional knowledge and deepen their convictions, 

at least at the margin.  This suggests that professional knowledge can increase the 

likelihood that any research involved has an effect on policy decisions.   Specific to our 

case, one mechanism by which positive research evidence can enter the policy equation 

would be through altered opinions and convictions of political actors in favor of the 

expansion of music in education as a benefit to children.  Political support in the form of 

stronger policy beliefs on the part of influential actors increases the likelihood of winning 

votes and having favorable effects on public opinion.  In its most basic form, usable 
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knowledge born of research studies can contribute to the ability of both individual and 

group actors in the politics of policy-making to influence decisions. But the politics of 

policy making involves political processes through which information acquires traction. 

Before turning to these processes, it is worth commenting on some of the ways 

that research-based professional knowledge has interacted with the world of music 

education in recent years.  Recent research, showing that the skills gained from music 

education transfer to other sorts of learning was naturally good news to most music 

advocates because it could help build a case for music education (Scripp, 2002).  The 

rationale was simple Ð children get more out of music education than just musical skills 

and appreciation.  Thus the benefits side of the ledger grows and the public along with 

policy-makers have more reason to support music education.  Perhaps surprisingly, not 

all music interests were aligned in this thinking.  Some music educators vehemently 

disliked the idea that music should be about mathematics or language development.  The 

visible attention lavished on the research diverted attention from the value of music for its 

own sake, and the long-held view of music as art seemed threatened.  Thus, the usable 

knowledge resulting from the Critical Links research, despite its internally aligned 

conclusions, was enlisted by groups with opposing agendas.x  We could hazard a 

generalization here:  Preconceived notions resulting from experience rather than research 

can be difficult to transform, perhaps more difficult than altering a research-based body of 

knowledge.  Professionals probably tend to rely on experience-related knowledge and not 

research based findings when the two are in opposition.   
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Coal it ion-bui lding:  the essence of polit ics.  Up to this point, the underlying 

story of this essay describes the formulation of usable knowledge from research-based 

knowledge and professional knowledge Ð usable knowledge that was shown in a simple 

scenario to help shape the beliefs of policymakers and practitioners. But usable 

knowledge must further be considered by how it permeates policy processes. Research on 

the academic and social benefits of the arts, even when its usefulness grows in synthesis 

with professional knowledge, cannot alone be expected to impact education dramatically;  

nor could the research described in the case of music education above be expected to run 

roughshod over the practices of teachers or the programmatic decisions of school boards.  

Cultural policies concerning the arts in general or specifically addressing the arts in 

education are not pivotal issues in American education policy.  The reasons are familiar Ð 

the visual and performing arts are widely considered less important than academic 

subjects.  And by any accounting, the arts are considered by orders of magnitude less 

important than national defense or health care or highways in the corridors of the 

Congress.  WhatÕs more, there appears to be growing sentiment in the United States that 

cultural development and the work of the nationÕs artists should be left to the 

marketplace.  Thus, we consider the arts the policy weakling of this essayÕs title.  What 

we are getting at is how actors in complex public systems compete for scarce resources 

when the nature of the struggle is defined by political interactions.  How can art education 

compete against other interests?   

The prevailing answer to this question is that representatives of issue positions 

(e.g. boosting music) engage in coalition-building and bargaining to win policy decisions.  
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In our case of music education, the most visible elements of this process lay in the 

development of multiple-actor coalitions who organize and nurture themselves behind a 

clear message and proceed to secure and augment power surrounding their issues.  In any 

issue of competition for public resources, the power of a coalition to act, the gravitas of 

its voice, and its ability to command and withhold resources is important.  The early 

joiners in what could be seen as a pointed national movement in music education to 

expand programs in the schools in the early 2000s included music teachers, many music 

association officials, as well as educators and policy-analysts in state arts agencies across 

the country.  The researchers producing the original studies and newcomers continued 

their work, and subsequent studies contributed further to the usable knowledge fueling 

this coalition. 

In many locales, coalitions went far beyond the music professionals and 

association officers.  Music publishing and instrument manufacturers such as NAM M 

publicized studies in their newsletters.  Commercial music entertainment companies such 

as VH1 and MTV began supporting music programs in elementary schools.  IBM and 

violinist Itzhak Perelman began collaborating on (and publicizing) a two-way video 

teaching platform.  And national charitable foundations such as the Mac Arthur 

Foundation, the GE Fund, the Grammy Foundation, and the Guitar Center Foundation 

began seeking proposals to develop and evaluate arts education programs that had 

cognitive development goals beyond music learning.  The United States Department of 

Education followed suit Ð in 2004 then Secretary of Education Rod Paige sent letters to all 

16,000 school district superintendents advising them to not cut arts programs.  Even the 
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American Educational Research Association, which typically allowed a dozen arts-

research sessions out of thousands at each annual meeting, allocated one of ten featured 

Presidential Sessions to Arts Education Research in 2004. 

Throughout this time, many of the organizations involved developed and 

disseminated publications with reprints or abstracts of research articles, interviews with 

key players, updates on their programmatic and political activities, and Internet links to 

related works.  For example, SupportMusic.com, the dissemination arm of the National 

Association for Music Education, provides links to about 100 national and state 

organizations that lobby for music education policies. 

To all of these elements of a ÒcoalitionÓ we add finally the parents of school 

children, who turn out to be essential in the process.  Because music and other arts 

education had suffered a generation of cutbacks in a majority of the nationÕs schools, 

parents were keen to hear of developing reasons and prospects that things could change.  

Numbering on the order of 50 million in the United States, parents of school age children 

are a deep potential wellspring of support for anything that manages to get organized.  

Most important, parents are voters and they offer ties to other voters and groups. 

Many parents came to the table because the research referenced in Critical Links 

along with subsequent studies received a great deal of attention in the national news 

media.  The ideas that Mozart makes you smarter and that music lessons augment 

intelligence may have drawn the curiosity of the research community as well as some fire 

from the nationÕs music educators.  But to parents these were interesting and provocative 

ideas, and ones that could easily lodge in the mind or subconscious without critical 
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examination.  The ÒprovenÓ or potential impacts of music on cognition became very 

popular beliefs;  and if things did not work out that way, at least children might gain 

access to music. 

To be clear, there was no single formally organized coalition involved in this build-

up.  Yes there were and still are national write-your-Congressperson initiatives and 

Congressional decisions about funding for the National Endowment for the Arts that bring 

elements of the national ÒcoalitionÓ together, especially when an issue faces a vote.   

A more realistic characterization of what had developed over a 3-4 year time span 

was that coalitions of differing breadth, depth, and longevity acted at various times in 

countless instances across the country resulting in things such as initiating orchestras in 

city school systems, preventing the demise of the school band, protecting arts budgets as 

general budgets declined, and of course in many cases no positive policy results at all.  

Usable information in this era had offered a broader and developmentally more significant 

view of what music education had to offer.  In unknown but no doubt substantial 

numbers of cases, exaggerated versions of what researchers had reported in the first place 

fuelled zeal for music education policies.  Research-ignited usable information changed the 

landscape of music education policy in a matter of a few years.  The keystone of the 

process seems to have been the growth in coalitions active in education at multiple levels 

and particularly the addition of parents, in many cases adding winning strength to such 

coalitions. 

ItÕs worth pausing on some critical conditions enabling coalitions to succeed and 

on some of the levers found in their operating toolkits.  The description above describes a 
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situation where coalitions grew in number by any and all of these events:  organizing, 

affirming, managing and activating professionals directly attached to an issue, energizing 

clients or users (the parents and some children), drawing in related commercial interests, 

attracting attention and support from private philanthropy, and influencing policy 

agencies.  Usable knowledge acted in two ways -- first to increase the valence of support 

for policies (urgency, or the degree to which one wants a specific policy decision).  An 

equally important development was the considerable increase in salience of music 

education and arts education issues.  Salience attracts allies and helps build coalitions;  in 

addition, augmenting salience for your issue can serve to decrease the salience of 

competing issues Ð focusing more public attention on your goals.  A public school board 

meeting teeming with hundreds of Òparents for the school bandÓ might feel winds of the 

next election. 

Finally, to complete a cursory tour of the coalitions we describe in action, in 

contrast to undeveloped interest group, the expanded, more diverse, more multi-level, and 

(all things being equal) better funded coalition is in a position to leverage more when itÕs 

time to vote.  The coalition has more resources for lobbying key officials, the coalition has 

more diverse ties to the essential individuals involved, the coalition has more that it can 

offer in the way of resources to bargain for votes (e.g. guarantees of member support of 

varying types for anotherÕs issue) and promises, specific or general, on future issues or 

votes. 

    In reviewing this narrative, we see that the story is over- simplified at many 

turns. The policy decisions of school boards and local and state legislatures are made 
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amidst a host of issues in the current mix, all of which are pursued within complex 

contexts.  The historical actions, tacit understandings, the influential players, and who the 

real decision makers are help shape the process at hand, as do the myriad agendas related 

to each policy issue at hand and on the horizon.  But we can perceive the threads of our 

story in the case we described, and in the way research evidence can interact with policy-

making in general.  

Conclusion 

This essay describes circumstances under which social research can influence 

social policy decision-making.  We pay particular attention to interests in weak 

organizational positions possessing little direct power to promote their welfare.  The arts 

and music education in the public schools provide cases in point.   Following the lead of 

Lindblom & Cohen (1979), the critical conditions for research to be relevant to policy-

making are that an ample accumulation of studies with aligned findings is needed and (2) 

research-based information becomes ÒusableÓ only when it is sufficiently integrated and 

aligned with professional knowledge.  The latter refers to the knowledge base of 

professionals (teachers, administrators, and board members, and parents in our story) 

whose lives and work may be influenced if accumulated social research were acted upon.   

The essay goes on to consider what happens as usable knowledge enters the 

policy arena.  A crucial phase of this process, in the case of our example, is the 

importance of usable knowledge in the formation and nurturing of coalitions able to 

influence political outcomes.  Coalition-building stands as universally important in policy 
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decisions but is indispensable if you are a downsized player Ð the policy weakling -- the 

interest that seldom alone commands sufficient votes on a policy board to prevail.  In our 

case, usable knowledge contributed power, urgency, and salience for political actors 

supporting music education.  And then by drawing in parents seems to have led more 

than a few music education groups past the tipping-point of success in recent years. 
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i   See Tyack, 1974. 
v   See for example the keyboard learning studies by Costa-Giomi (1997) and Graziano, et 
al (1999) described in Vaughn (2000), p.165. 
vi   Extensive bibliographies of research on spatial reasoning are archived on the Internet, 
for example a site maintained by SUNY Albany: 
http://www.cs.albany.edu/~amit/spatsites.html. 
vii   An example is the group of music and spatial reasoning studies discussed by Scripp in 
Critical Links.  Another is a cluster of more than 100 studies (many non-experimental) 
showing ties between dramatic enactment and strengthening verbal skills that was 
reported by Ann Podlozny (2000). 
viii  A trade association formerly known as the National Association of Music 
Manufacturers. 
ix  An example is the group of nationally visible institutions that supported Critical Links 
and other reports of research on arts education between 1999 and 2003 who became 
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politically active in subsequent years:  the Arts Education Partnership, the GE Fund, the 
PresidentÕs Committee on the Arts and Humanities, the United States Department of 
Education, and the American Educational Research Association. 
x  In the experiences of the author following the publication of Critical Links, visual arts 
educators were most likely to take strong positions that the visual arts were not for 
teaching mathematics or language;  the point of their work was teaching art and in many 
cases doing art. 


