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In Januay of 202 the authors of Critical Links: Student Learning in the

Arts and Student Academic and Sacial Developrrent stood before a packed

audence at the Nationd Press Club to introdue thar work B a

compendium of summary andyses of 61 high qudity research studies

about learning through the arts. From piano to panting, class play to

dance concert, the arts were exposed as enginexrs of language skill,

mathematical prowess, self-worth, and other fine points of cognitive

development. When the revelry camed and the crowd had shrunk to one

therearose afina question from theaudence, (50 what!O

So wha, indeed! In thelight of such information, should we expect our schools to
invigorate curriculain thevisud and performing arts? Woud new private philanthropy
findits way to high schod thestre clubsand art rooms? Woud the National Endowment
for the Arts recast its mission? These questions highlight severd important issuesin
public policy-making. First istherdationship between research findngsand the
alocation of limited resources in the public domain. Secondis how research might benefit

margindized activities in large systems, such as theartsin American schods. A third and

more generd issueis, when and how does soda research matter?



Educationis agood laboratory for estimating the political fortunes of undeday
programs since schools serve many purposes and many masters. Over thelast century,
American schods not only maintained common academic and soda missions but also
broadened thar purposes at many turns by adopting responsibilities beyond teaching the
three R@ (reading, writing, and arithmetic).! Schods have become dispensers of
breskfasts, flu shots, driver@ training, sex education, after-schod recreation, hedlth
clinics, vaues clarification, psychological counsling, and career advice. They have added
courses in psychology, sodology, econamics, andtechnology to ther core mission. And
at the same time, schods send sports teams and bands to events across the nation.

This essay explores theways in which credible research might affect the decisions
of schods, schod boards, and state legidatures concerning arts education, an enterprise
garnering only about 2 percent of the system@ annua resources.

Thisisnot thestory of aresearch-impdled tidd wave tha washed over American
schools. Thefour years since the publication of Critical Linksin 2002 have foundmixed
results concerning thefortunes of arts education programsin the U.S., many of which
have foundthemselves at themercy of state budyets. Neverthdess, some systems grew
reentlessly, trumpeting thar new-foundzed for thearts by protecting ther arts budyets
in years of fiscal retrenchment. After a$10billion state budhet deficit burst alot of
bubles, Californiagrew arts programs at arecord setting pace between 2000and 2004
TheLosAngdescity schools, acomparatively impoverished urban giant, took remarkable
stridesinits arts programsin thefirst five years of themillennium. Despite two

successive district-wide budget shortfals, Los Angeles added 27 elementary school bands



and orchestras, increased mudgc positions from about 70 to 160 certified teachers, and
regularly increased the budet to sustain the District® 10-year strategic plan for the arts.
(Los Angeles Unified Schod District, 2002)

What exactly accounts for such differencesis 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 anaysis amed at undestanding how the positive research
findngsbrought by Critical Links coud have interacted with policy systems to protect
and possibly advance theinterests of arts education, to show how the accumulated
research may have served to cushion thefdl wherearts budyets declined. Onegod isa
projection of eventsinterpreted through thelenses of soad epistemology and politica
theory. Another more practical god is to hold up amirror for indviduas, assodations
and agencies who attempt to benefit from research-based informationin their own

systems.

Research-based information and policy-making.

We commence congruction of this mirror from agenera knowledge base about
how research influences public policy. Past experiences have led political scientists down
two paths in explaining theimportance of soad research in sodd policy. Two traditions
that inform this discussion of arts education are described in Linddom and Cohen@
(1979)notion of CQusable knowledgeOand the dlassical framework of codition politics,
described by Coplin (1976) Hula (1999) and Kay & Wolff (1997)

Arts education research and usable knowledge



Linddom and Cohen (1979 address thegenerd question of what information or
knowledgeisinfluential in political processes. They set out two principles that seem
applicableto thecase of Critical Links. Thefirst prindpleistha no single study decides
anissue Ingead, they state that a tradition of findings pointing in similar or compatible
directionsis needed. The secondprincipleis that research knowledge interacts with
professiond knowledgein order to form QusableOknowl edge Dunderstandings that may
shapethe beliefs of policymakers and practitioners andin turn influence policy.

Bodies of knowledge as evidence. Accumulationsof studies over time lead to
generdized bdiefs about the effectiveness of specific professiond education practicesin
produang such thingsas reading or mathematics skills. With 19 studiesin drama, 15in
musgc, 11in dance, and but 4 in thevisud arts, the Critica Linkseffort paesin
compaison to, say, mathematics education where 8,727 studies were located through a
smilar search two years earlier (Dixon et d., 1999) Critical Links cannot beinterpreted
as presenting an overwhdming body of information. But its produd is light years ahead
of wha coud have been presented afew years earlier. We now turn to research onmusc
education to show examples of research-based knowledge at work.

Accumulating music education studies. The past decade has producd alarge
set of studies pointing to academic and cognitive outcomes related to musc learning and
listening. Across these studies, the sorts of musc education and experiences taking place
arefairly diverse as compared to the studies of dance or drama (Scripp, 2002) The
mugcal ingruction and experiences examined includeingruction in variousmusca

ingtruments, commonly the piano and theviolin, instruction sometimes invadving reading



musc, vocd and chord performance, and listening to variousstyles of musc and to
specific musca works. Research on musc education shows that some programs result in
the development of enhanced spatia reasoning skills (e.g. Rauscher, Shaw, Levine,
Wright, Dennis, & Newcomb, 1997)and others have impacted a broader view of
intelligence (Schellenberger, 2005) Theresearch proceedsin only afew ingances to
show that thegenerd spatid skills gained through learning in musc manifest themselves
in better performance on nonrmusca tasks, such as solving mathematics problems.”
Nonehdess, this area of research has remarkable potential. Spatia reasoningis
fundamental to agreat variety of cognitive capabilities includng knowledge representation
of al sorts, language development, writing, organizationd skills, mechanical design, and
navigation! And Schellenberger@ well publicized findingsthat music affects intelligence
turned many heads

Professional knowledge asa critical player. Positive research studies showing
both reasonable concurrence and significance may beafirst condition for influence on
policy."" Just how such informationinteracts with policy systems, including state
legidatures, schod boards or even schod site coundls, invaves addtional
congderations. Theeffect tha research-based knowledge has on policy may berdative
to its depth and scope as well as theextent to which key participants attend to the
research in thefirst place and agree onits condusons over time. But beyondthesmple
weight of evidence, professional knowedge may be more important than research-based
knowledge. All key players- schod board members, legidators, teachers, schod

administrators, and musc-affiliated lobbying groups such as the Nationd A ssodation of



M usic Education and Nationd Assodation of Music Merchants (NAM M)"" Btend to
have well-developed sets of bdiefs abou what mattersin schooland what specific
experiences contribute to the development of thar students and children. Assessing the
impact of thearts on children is not exclusvely within thedomain of researchers.
Education professionds develop views abou thearts over time that inevitably serveto
guide their behavior and professiond practices. Thus, the professiond knowledge of
most everyoneformaly invadved in educationd policy-making will influence each
indvidua @ appraisds and approbaionsof newly presented research, including the small
torrent of recent studies in musc learning.

Research-based knowledge islikely to carry greater weight in policy discussions
when it aigns with, reinforces, or augments the professiond knowledge of key
individuals, or if theagreed upon ideas are shared by key networks.™ For example, when
school board members or prindpds, based on thar career experiences, are sympathetic to
the cognitive benefits of instrumental musc in dementary schools, research-based
knowledgeislikely to complement professiond knowledge and deepen thar conwvictions,
at least at themargin. This suggests that professiond knowiedge canincrease the
likelihoodthat any research invaved 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 atered opinionsand conuvictionsof political actorsin favor of the
expandon of musc in education as a benefit to children. Political support in theform of
stronger policy bdiefs on the part of influentia actors increases thelikeihoodof winning

votes and having favorable effects on public opinion. Inits most basic form, usable



know edge bom of research studies can contribute to theability of both individua and
group actorsin the politics of policy-making to influence decisions But the politics of
policy making invaves political processes through which information acquires traction.
Before turning to these processes, it is worth commenting on some of theways
that research-based professiond knowledge has interacted with theworld of musc
educationin recent years. Recent research, showingtha the skillsgained from musc
education tranger to other sorts of learning was naurally good news to most music
advocates because it could help build acase for music education (Scripp, 2002) The
rationale was ssmple Bchildren get more out of music education than just musical skills
and appreciation. Thus the benefits side of theledger grows and the public dong with
policy-makers have more reason to support music education. Perhaps surprisingly, not
al mugcinterests were digned in this thinking. Some musc educators vehemently
disliked theidea that musc should be about mathematics or language development. The
visible attention lavished on the research diverted attention from thevalue of muscfor its
own sake, and thelong-held view of mudc as art seemed threatened. Thus, theusable
knowiedge resulting from the Critical Links research, despiteitsinternally aligned
conclusons was enlisted by groups with opposingagendas.” We coud hazard a
generdization here: Preconceived notionsresulting from experience rather than research
can be difficult to trangorm, perhaps more difficult than atering aresearch-based body of
knowledge. Professionds probéably tend to rely on experience-related knowledge and not

research based findngswhen thetwo arein opposition.



Coalition-building: the essence of politics. Up to this point, theunderlying
story of this essay describes the formulation of usable knowledge from research-based
knowledge and professiond knowledge Busable knowledge tha was shown inasmple
scenario to hd p shapethebeliefs of policymakers and practitiones. But usable
knowledge must further be consdered by how it permeates policy processes. Research on
the academic and soda benefits of thearts, even when its usefulnessgrows in synthesis
with professiond knowledge, cannotaone be expected to impact education dramaticaly;
nor coud the research described in the case of musc education above be expected to run
roughshod over the practices of teachers or the programmatic decisonsof school boerds
Cultura policies concerning theartsin generd or specifically addressing theartsin
education are not pivotal issuesin American education policy. Thereasons are familiar
thevisud and performing arts are widely considered less important than academic
subjects. And by any accouning, thearts are conddered by orders of magnitudeless
important than national defense or hedlth care or highways in the corridors of the
Corgress. What® more, there appears to begrowing sentiment in the United States that
cultural development and thework of the nation@ artists should be l&ft to the
marketplace. Thus, we condder thearts the pdicy weakling of this essayG title. What
we are getting at is how actors in complex pubic systems compete for scarce resources
when the naure of the struggle is defined by politica interactions How can art education
compete agang other interests?

The prevailing answer to this questionis that representatives of issue positions

(e.g. booging musc) engagein codition-bulding and bargaining to win policy decisions



In our case of musc education, themos visible eements of this process lay in the
development of multiple-actor coditionswho organize and nurture themselves behind a
clear message and proceed to secure and augment power surrounding thar issues. In any
issue of competition for public resources, the power of acoditionto act, thegravitas of
its voice, andits ability to command and withhold resourcesisimportant. Theearly
joinersin what could be seen as a pointed national movement in musc education to
expand programsin the schods in theearly 2000s included mugc teachers, many musc
assodation offidas, aswell as educators and policy-andysts in state arts agencies across
thecounty. Theresearchers produang theoriginad studies and newcomers continued
their work, and subsequent studies contributed further to the usable knowledge fueling
this codition.

In many locales, coditions went far beyondthe music professionds and
assodation officers. Music publishing and instrument manufacturers suchas NAMM
publicized studiesin thdar newdetters. Commercia musc entertainment companies such
asVH1 and MTV began supporting mudc programsin el ementary schools. IBM and
violinist Itzhak Perelman began collaborating on (and publicizing) atwo-way video
teaching platform. And nationd charitable founditionssuch as the Mac Arthur
Founddion, the GE Fund, the Grammy Foundaion, and the Guitar Center Founddion
began seeking proposals to develop and evauate arts education programs tha had
cognitive development goas beyondmudc learning. The United States Department of
Education followed suit Bin 2004then Secretary of Education Rod Paige sent letters to all

16,000schod district superintendents advising them to not cut arts programs. Even the



American Educationd Research Assodation, which typicdly allowed adozen arts-
research sessions out of thousands at each annual meeting, alocated one of ten featured
Presidentid Sessions to Arts Education Research in 2004.

Throughoutthis time, many of the organizations involved developed and
disseminated publications with reprints or abstracts of research articles, interviews with
key players, updates on ther programmatic and political activities, and Internet linksto
related works. For example, SupportMusic.com, the dissemination arm of the Nationd
Assodationfor Music Education, provideslinksto abou 100 nationd and state
organizations tha lobby for musc education policies.

To dl of these dements of a @oditionOwe add finaly the parents of schod
children, who turn out to be essentid in the process. Because musc and other arts
education had suffered ageneration of cutbacks in amgjority of the nation® schools,
parents were keen to hear of developing reasons and prospects that thingscoud change.
Numbeing on the order of 50 millionin the United States, parents of schod age children
are adeep potentia welspring 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 cameto the table because the research referenced in Critical Links
along with subsequent studies received agreat ded of attentionin the naiond news
media Theideas tha Mozart makes you smarter and tha musc lessons augment
intelligence may have drawn thecuriosty of theresearch community as well as some fire
from the nation® music educators. But to parents these were interesting and provocative

ideas, and ones tha could easily lodge in themind or suboconsciouswithout critica
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examination. The QprovenQor potentia impacts of music on cognition became very
popular beliefs; andif thingsdid notwork out tha way, at least children might gain
access to musc.

To beclear, therewas no singleformaly organized coditioninvaved in this build-
up. Yestherewereandstill are nationa write-your-Congressperson initiatives and
Congressiond decisonsabou funding for the Nationd Endowment for the Arts that bring
elements of the nationdl (oditionOtogether, especialy when an issuefaces avote.

A more redlistic characterization of what had developed over a 3-4 year time span
was that coditionsof differing breadth, depth, and longevity acted at varioustimesin
countessinstances across the country resulting in things such asinitiating orchestrasin
city school systems, preventing the demise of the school band, protecting arts budgets as
genera budets declined, and of course in many cases no positive policy results at al.
Usable informationin this era had offered a broader and developmentally more significant
view of what mudgc education had to offer. In unknown but no doult substantial
numbers of cases, exaggerated versionsof what researchers had reported in thefirst place
fuelled zed for musc education policies. Research-ignited usable information changed the
landscape of mudc education policy in amatter of afew years. Thekeystone of the
process seems to have been thegrowth in coditions active in education at multiple levels
and paticularly theaddtion of parents, in many cases adding winning strength to such
coditions

1t& worth pausing on some critical condtions enabling coditionsto succeed and

on some of theleversfoundin ther operating toolkits. The description above describes a
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situation where coalitionsgrew in number by any and dl of these events. organizing,
affirming, managing and activating professionds directly attached to an issue, energizing
clients or users (the parents and some children), drawing in related commercia 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 consderable increase in salience of musc
education and arts educationissues. Sdience attracts allies and hel ps build codlitions in
addition, augmenting saience for your issue can serve to decrease the salience of
competing issues Bfocusng more public attention on yourgoas. A public schod board
meeting teeming with hundeeds of Qparents for the school bandOmight fed windsof the
next éection.

Finally, to complete a cursory tour of thecodlitions we describein action, in
contrast to undeveloped interest group, theexpanded, more diverse, more multi-level, and
(al thingsbeing equal) better funded coditionisin a position to leverage more when it
time to vote. The codition has more resources for lobbying key officids, the coalition has
more diverse ties to the essentiad individuasinvadved, the codition has more that it can
offer in theway of resources to bargain for votes (e.g. guarantees of member support of
varying types for ancther@ issue) and promises, specific or generd, on future issues or
votes.

In reviewing this narrative, we see tha thestory isover- smplified at many

turns. The policy decisionsof schoolboardsandloca and state legidatures are made
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amidg ahog of issuesin the current mix, al of which are pursued within complex
contexts. Thehistoricd actions tacit undestandings, theinfluentia players, and who the
real decisonmakers are help shapethe process at hand, as do themyriad agendas related
to each policy issueat hand and onthehorizon. But we can perceive the threads of our
story in the case we described, andin the way research evidence can interact with policy-
making in generdl.
Conclusion

This essay describes circumstances unde which socid research can influence
sodd policy decison-making. We pay particular attention to interestsin weak
organizationd positions possessing little direct power to promote thar welfare. Thearts
and musc education in the public schods providecasesin point. Following thelead of
Linddom & Cohen (1979) thecritica condtionsfor research to bereevant to policy-
making are that an ample accumulation of studies with aigned findngsis needed and (2)
research-based information becomes QusableQonly when it is sufficiently integrated and
aligned with professiond knowledge. Thelatter refers to the knowledge base of
professionds (teachers, administrators, and board members, and parentsin our story)

whose lives and work may beinfluenced if accumulated soad research were acted upon.

Theessay goes on to consder what happens as usable knowledge enters the
policy arena. A crucid phase of this process, in the case of ourexample, isthe
importance of usable knowledge in the formation and nurturing of coditionsable to

influence political outcomes. Codition-bulding standsas universally important in policy
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decisonsbut isindspensableif you are adownsized player Bthe policy weakling -- the
interest that seldom a one commandssufficient votes ona policy boad to prevail. Inour
case, usable knowledge contributed power, urgency, and salience for political actors
supporting mudgc education. And then by drawing in parents seems to have led more

than afew musc education groups past thetipping-point of successin recent years.
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' SeeTyack, 1974.

¥ Seefor example the keyboad learning studies by Cogta-Giomi (1997)and Graziano, et
al (1999)described in Vaughn(2000) p.165.

I Extendve bibliographies of research on spatial reasoning are archived on the Internet,
for example asite maintained by SUNY Albany:
http://lwww.cs.albany.edu/~amit/spatsites.html.

i An exampleis thegroupof musc and spatial reasoning studies discussed by Scrippin
Critical Links Another isa cluger of more than 100 studies (many non-experimental)
showing ties between dramatic enactment and strengthening verbd skills tha was
reported by Ann Podlozny (2000)

Vil A trade assodiation formerly known as the National Assodation of Music
Manufacturers.

" An exampleisthegroup of naiondly visible ingditutionstha suppoted Critical Links
and other reports of research on arts eduction between 1999and 2003who became
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politically active in subsequent years. the Arts Education Partnership, the GE Fund the
President® Committee on the Arts and Humanities, the United States Department of
Education, and the American Educationd Research Assodation.

* In the experiences of the author following the publication of Critical Links visud arts
educators were mog likely to take strongpostionstha thevisud arts were notfor
teaching mathematics or language the point of their work was teaching art and in many
cases doing art.
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