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Following a steady increase throughout most of the
20" century, arts education opportunities in the
United States have been in steady decline since the 1980s
(Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011). Since the passing of the No
Child Left Behind Act (2001), the emphasis on standard-
ized testing in “core subjects” has coincided with notable
declines in school-facilitated arts exposure (Gadsden,
2008). The arts have intrinsic benefits for students, but
advocates also contend that the arts play a vital role in
public education because they positively affect social and
emotional learning, enhance skills and knowledge that
transfer to student performance in other academic subject
areas, and enhance artistic ability and creativity, which
are valuable skills in today’s economy (Winner, Goldstein,
& Vincent-Lancrin, 2013). However, the arts remain a
prime target for cuts when education administrators and
policymakers face accountability-driven tradeoffs (Yee,
2014). Moreover, evaluations of education programs and
policies increasingly rely on empirical evidence, yet the
causal benefits of the arts have rarely been rigorously
investigated with experimental methods (Winner et

al., 2013). As a result, policymakers and administrators
struggle to make the case for the arts in K-12 education,
and advocates lack evidence to demonstrate the costs that
come with decreases in access.

An increasingly common strategy for addressing K-12
arts educational inequities is the formation, support,
and expansion of school-community arts partnerships.
Typically, these partnerships consist of school- and
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district-level administrators, cultural institutions, philan-
thropists, government officials, researchers, and a “back-
bone” organization that facilitates these collaborations
(Bowen & Kisida, 2017). Houston’s Arts Access Initiative
(AAI) has epitomized this strategy as a multi-sector,
collaborative effort aimed at advancing student access to
the arts through “strategy, partnerships, data collection,
and advocacy.” The AAI vision statement was “that every
student in Houston will have the opportunity to benefit
cognitively, creatively, emotionally, and academically
through the arts,” with an emphasis on foundational
goals of equity, impact, and sustainability.

After conducting a district-wide campus inventory with
schools throughout the Houston Independent School
District (HISD), AAI stakeholders developed strategies

to primarily serve schools with the lowest levels of arts
resources, through forging and enhancing school-com-
munity partnerships with local cultural institutions and
teaching-artists. School participation in the Initiative was
optional, and applicants were required to commit to the
mission of the Initiative, engage in strategic arts planning
with the AAI director and staff, designate a campus-level
arts liaison to coordinate and facilitate A Al-related efforts,
participate in teacher and principal arts integration pro-
fessional development, attend A AI peer-network mento-
ring sessions, and provide a monetary match, earmarked
for arts experiences through teaching-artist residencies,
in-school professional artist performances, field trips, and
programs that take place before/after regular school hours.
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Demand for AAI participation ex-
ceeded supply in the first two years
of implementation (2015-16 and
2016-17). Forty-six campuses applied
to participate in the first year of the
AALI, and 35 additional campuses
applied to participate in the second
year. After consulting with our
research team, the A AI stakeholders
agreed to randomly allocate partici-
pation among 42 schools in these first
two years of implementation and de-
ferring AAI participation for the oth-
er applicants. In addition to being an
impartial method for selecting AAI
schools, this process was conducive
to conducting a cluster randomized
controlled trial, making it the first
ever large-scale randomized control
trial of an arts education program implemented in an
authentic educational setting. School principals random-
ly assigned to the AAI treatment worked with the AAI
director and staff to select arts programs that aligned with
their schools’ goals. AAI schools had an average budget of
$14.67 per student, which was used to provide an average
of 9.86 arts partner-provided educational experiences (39
percent of programs were provided in-kind). Fifty-four
percent of AAI student experiences were primarily the-
atre-based, 12 percent dance, 18 percent music, 16 percent
visual arts, and one school selected a creative writing
program; 31 percent of these student experiences were
provided through on-campus professional artist perfor-
mances, 27 percent were field trip experiences, 33 percent
were teaching-artist residencies, and 9 percent were pro-
grams provided outside of regular school hours.

Outcome Measures

The HISD administrative data outcomes of interest for
this study include whether a student received a disci-
plinary infraction, number of absences, and State of
Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR)
standardized achievement gains in reading, math, sci-
ence, and writing. We also developed survey constructs
using preexisting, established instruments to assess other
outcomes. These survey outcomes were student-school
engagement (i.e., whether students enjoy and find school
interesting), college aspiration (i.e., stated intention to go
to college), arts-facilitated empathy (i.e., whether students
use works of art to try and better understand what life

is like for other people), compassion for others (i.e., the

desire and concern for the wellbeing of other people),
tolerance (i.e., whether students are more likely to ac-
cept and appreciate differences in opinions and personal
views), desire to participate in cultural consumption (i.e.,
the stated intention to go to art museums, theater, music
concerts, and dance performances as an adult), disposi-
tion for arts transfer (i.e., whether students see the value
of the arts with enhancing their learning in other subject
areas, and vice versa), and perceived value of the arts (i.e.,
an appreciation for the arts and the work that artists do).
The full list of survey items, by outcome, along with item
sources and a measure of construct internal consistency
is provided in the full report. Original survey data were
collected at the end of the second year of AATI implemen-
tation (2016-17), and student responses were then linked
to their administrative records.

Sample

The analytical sample for this study is restricted to 4-8th
grade HISD students with baseline standardized math
and reading test scores that serve as controls throughout
our analyses. This sample consists 0f 10,548 students
when examining administrative data outcomes and 8,614
students when analyzing original survey data outcomes.
Thirty-six of the 42 schools served students at the ele-
mentary level, with students in grades PK-5, and six were
middle schools with students in grades 6-8. Eighty-six
percent of the students in this sample were eligible for
free or reduced-price lunch; 71 percent identified as
Hispanic/Latinx, 24 percent as African-American; and
29 percent were receiving “limited English proficiency”
(LEP) education services.
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Results

Results by outcome, for the overall as well as subgroup
samples, are provided in tables 1 and 2. We find three
statistically significant, positive results, for the full sam-
ple. Increasing students’ arts educational experiences
reduces the proportion of students receiving disciplinary
infractions by 3.6 percentage points; increases writing
achievement by 0.13 of a standard deviation; and bolsters
students’ compassion for others by 0.08 of a standard
deviation. Estimates are typically in the positive direction
for all other outcomes, but they fail to achieve traditional
levels of statistical significance.

We also examine potential sources of variation in AAI im-
pacts by investigating student subgroup effects. We find
numerous positive impacts, particularly on survey mea-
sures, with elementary, LEP, and gifted and talented (GT)
student subgroups. In addition to these subgroups exhibit-
ing more-pronounced effects on writing achievement and
compassion for others, these students also demonstrate
positive treatment effects on school engagement, college
aspirations, arts-facilitated empathy, disposition for arts
transfer, and perceived value of the arts. There is also some
evidence to suggest negative impacts with middle school
students; specifically, these students exhibit negative ef-
fects in terms of school engagement and college aspiration.

Limitations

While random assignment to the AAI treatment allows
us to confidently infer a causal relationship between the
treatment and assessed outcomes, we remain less certain
about the extent to which these results would be achieved
in other contexts. In order to participate in the AAI,
principals had to commit and have the desire to improve
their schools’ arts educational offerings. Such results may
not be achievable with schools that lack leaders who are
as dedicated to providing and supporting the arts on their
campuses. Another limitation is that, when defining the
treatment for this study, we are restricted to the provision
of matching funds and other AAI supports that foster, fa-
cilitate, and deliver school-community arts partnerships.
However, we do not know which particular aspects or
types of offerings were more likely to bring about desired
effects. Finally, these analyses are (currently) restricted to
shorter-term outcomes, and it remains to be seen if these
effects will ultimately compound, serve as a one-time
boost, or diminish over time. Critical next steps in this
field of study will be to examine whether particular for-
mats and varieties of arts educational programs are more
successful in generating desired effects, and examining
longer-term impacts.
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Implications

We find that increases in students’ arts learning expe-
riences significantly improve educational outcomes.
Fostering and supporting these educational experienc-

es lead to improvements in student discipline, writing
achievement, and compassion for others. These results
are robust and support hypotheses and prior findings
that the arts can play a critical role in positively affecting
student educational outcomes. We also find that outcomes
are more likely to be statistically significant and positive,
as well as larger in magnitude with elementary, LEP, and
GT students. The AAI disproportionately served elemen-
tary schools in its pilot phase, making program delivery
at this school level the primary focus in the initial years.
Therefore, the attention given to serving schools at the ele-
mentary level may have better ensured that desired effects
were achieved. Perhaps further consideration should be
given to whether strategies should be substantially altered
when providing such experiences with secondary schools.
A possible explanation for these strong, positive effects
with LEP and GT students is that test-based account-
ability pressures have yielded circumstances that have
narrowed the scope of K-12 educational opportunities.
Therefore, the reinjection of the arts in these schools likely
expanded and enriched offerings and opportunities, thus
improving student engagement, particularly with stu-
dents who were more likely to have been adversely affect-
ed by school responses to these accountability pressures.

The results of this large-scale randomized control trial
provide critical evidence that increasing students’ arts
educational experiences has positive impacts on mean-
ingful outcomes in addition to their intrinsic benefits.
The narrowing of educational offerings and objectives

to those that more-directly tie to accountability assess-
ments has had adverse effects on the arts in K-12 educa-
tion. Moreover, despite the logic behind narrowing these
educational offerings and objectives, the findings from
this evaluation suggest that substantial influxes of arts
educational experiences do not appear to be detrimen-
tal to student growth in outcomes that are closely tied

to accountability assessments (e.g., math and reading
test score achievement). Therefore, we find evidence to
support the contention that these reductions pose signif-
icant costs. Arts learning experiences benefit students in
terms of reductions in disciplinary infractions, increases
in compassion for others, and improvements in writing
achievement. Education policymakers should be mindful
and considerate of these multifaceted educational benefits
when assessing the opportunity costs that come with de-
cisions pertaining to the provision of the arts in schools.
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Table 1. Administrative Data Outcomes by Subgroup

TABLES
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Note: ** statistically significant (two-tailed) at p < 0.01; * significant at p < 0.05; standard errors in parentheses adjusted for school-grade clustering. Substantial variations in sample sizes are due to the fact that the science and writing tests are
only administered to two grade levels, per year: 5th and 8th for science and 4th and 7th for writing. Discipline is an indication for whether or not a student received a disciplinary infraction over the course of the school year; therefore, a negative
coefficient for this outcome reflects a decrease in the proportion of students receiving at least one disciplinary infraction. Test scores are standardized with a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one.

Table 2. Survey Data Outcomes by Subgroup
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Note: ** statistically significant (two-tailed) at p < 0.01; * significant at p < 0.05; standard errors in parentheses adjusted for school-grade clustering
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