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Abstract
Teachers are seeking effective teaching strategies to support an array of student learning
needs. The arts hold the potential to transform the learning experience for students;
however, the use of art integration is limited and unknown to many educators. The
purpose of this qualitative case study was to interview and observe 8 elementary school
teachers who were identified by the school administration as successfully having
integrated art into the curricula, defined by teaching with and through the arts across all
content areas. The intent of this study was to explore the participants’ perceptions about
the use of art integration in the classroom, effective practices for integrating art into the
curricula, and the way art integration supports student learning and provides focus for
student learning. Constructivist theory and the theory of multiple intelligence served as
conceptual frameworks for this study by relating to the need for students to build learning
from social engagement and experience, and to learn from different perspectives which
can be facilitated through arts integration. Data collected from the 8 teacher participant
pool through 8 interviews and 4 classroom observations were analyzed with open coding
followed by axial coding to determine emergent themes. Results suggest that art
integration enriches the entire learning experience. Teachers used art to make the
curriculum visible to students. Students interacted with the curriculum through art
making, and finally demonstrated understanding in an art form. Teachers credited the use
of art integration for higher levels of learning due to increased student engagement
through hands on activities, real life connections, document-based inquiry, and
collaborative learning. The findings of this study suggest the expanded use of art

integration may lead to social change in the classroom that will improve student learning.
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Section 1: Introduction to the Study
Introduction

The problem that prompted this qualitative case study is the need for teachers to
effectively teach each student in a method that not only meets the individual needs but
pushes students to perform at higher levels of academic achievement. Teachers are held
accountable for closing the achievement gap exposed by standardized testing. With the
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) established in 2001 by the United States Department
of Education, the focus of education turned to improving student achievement based on
standardized test scores. NCLB established the requirement and expectation that every
child will meet or exceed on assessments measuring his or her knowledge and
understanding of curricula content developed for his or her grade level. Student learning
and achievement levels are measured by standardized, high stakes tests that not only
drive classroom instruction but determine if a student will advance to the next grade level
or graduate.

Heeding the warnings and concerns over the effects of NCLB, the Center on
Education Policy (CEP)—a national, independent advocate for public education—
conducted comprehensive studies on the impact NCLB has had on curriculum and
instruction (CEP, 2007). The CEP findings suggested NCLB has increased the time spent
on testing Language Arts and Math by 62%, significantly reduced time for other subjects,
and has a higher level of impact on school districts with identified areas of improvement.
Resulted changes in the curricula reflect a greater emphasis placed on tested content and

skills, leaving the remaining curriculum areas battling for instructional time and resources



(Armstrong, 2009). This imbalance between tested and nontested curricula creates
significant gaps in student learning (Goldberg, 2008; Holzer, 2009).
Problem Statement

The challenges teachers face in a time when school improvement is primarily
being defined by standardized testing is finding alternatives to instruction that foster
engaging and effective learning experiences for all students. Armstrong (2009) suggested
that the legacy of the NCLB (United States Department of Education, 2001) is a shift
from the education of individual students to a focus on tests, standards, and
accountability. Therefore, educators and administrators need to look for creative
alternatives to constructively deal with this trend. The real challenge is to create
meaningful learning experiences for students (Costa & Kallick, 2000; Gullatt, 2007,
Stronge, 2007). This study was conducted in an elementary school experiencing these
same challenges. The research site has in place a local school plan for improvement to
increase academic performance of students in Grades 3 to 5 to a level of meets or exceeds
on state standardized assessments in the areas of literacy, mathematics, and science
(GCPS, 2014). This qualitative case study addresses the use of art integration to create
engaging and creative instruction as a viable solution to address this problem.

The President’s Committee on the Arts and the Humanities (2011) prepared an
executive summary acknowledging that art integration models have yielded promising
results in closing the achievement gap. In their report, the Committee found that
significant “instrumental outcomes [can be] derived from high quality arts education in”

for example, “student achievement, typically as represented by...performance on
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standardized tests” (PCAH, 2011, p. 18). The visual arts provide rich material and hands-

on engaging activities that foster learning and can mitigate the over emphasis on
standardized testing (Gullatt, 2008; Holzer, 2009). Art integration allows teachers to
engage the students in work that expands learning beyond the mere memorization of
knowledge to levels that apply knowledge through effective learning practices (Baker,
2013; Rabkin & Redmond, 2006; Raudonis, 2011). Using the arts as an alternative
pathway to understand content enables students to connect and apply otherwise
disconnected concepts, content, and vocabulary (Burnstein & Knotts, 2010; Nelson,
2008). Art integration can lead to holistic and authentic learning experiences that foster
opportunities for in-depth understanding and meaningful learning (Russell-Bowie, 2009).
The Nature of the Study

The nature of the study is to examine the basic instructional principles and
processes involved with art integration in the elementary school curriculum from the
perspective of teachers. The study is framed by four research questions: (a) What are the
teachers’ general perceptions concerning using art integration in the elementary
classroom? (b) What practices have the teachers found to be effective in integrating art
into their elementary classroom? (c) How does art integration support student learning?
and (d) How does art integration provide a focus on student learning instead of
standardized test scores?

The qualitative case study approach, which strives to describe meaning of a lived
experience for participants, was best suited for the goals of this study (Creswell, 2007;

Glesne, 2011; Hatch, 2001; Merriam, 2002). This approach allowed me to develop a



deeper understanding of the arts integrated learning experience. Complete details
outlining the research design are discussed in Section 3, Methodology.
Purpose of the Study

The arts serve to enrich our lives in many ways, such as aesthetic beauty,
functional design and creativity, personal expression, and cultural representation.
However, the arts are often questioned by the public, politicians, and educational policy
makers as to what value and role the arts play in education, and if the arts can enrich
student learning (McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, & Brooks, 2005). The purpose of this
qualitative case study was to examine the instructional practices of art integration in an
elementary school setting using interviews and observations that allowed me to explore
the process of art integration in depth within the instructional setting where they are
practiced (Briggs & Coleman, 2007; Glesne, 2011; Hatch, 2002). Art integration is a shift
from conventional instruction that has focused on standardized testing and a lack of
creativity. The strategy of art integration addresses the diversity of learning styles and
student needs in order to improve student learning (Albers & Harste, 2007; Deasy, 2008;
Oreck, 2006; Rabkin & Redmond, 2006; Raudonis, 2011). Findings from this case study
may provide insight into the practices of art integration that may benefit other teachers
and lead to opportunities for more enriched student learning through art integration.

Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study has its basis in two theoretical sources:

social constructivism and multiple intelligence theory. Each in its respective way is



described in turn and provides a conceptual lens to examine art integration in the
curriculum and the teacher’s role in facilitating this instructional process.
Constructivist Theories

Constructivist theories of education suggest that learners are participatory
members of the classroom and are actively building their own knowledge and
understanding of the content taught, and that learning is not isolated or separated from
previous experiences, nor prior knowledge. Au (1998) credited Vygotsky (1987) in
impacting the constructivist approach of learning to include the influences of social,
cultural, and historical factors as well as encouraging the development of higher
cognitive levels of learning (pp. 299-300). Bruner’s (1961) constructivist approach to
learning saw learning as an active process where the student constructs knowledge
through three stages: first enactive or action based information; second, iconic or images,
and third, through symbolic or language form (McLeod, 2008). Bruner (1996) suggested
teachers should facilitate student learning through the encouragement of thinking,
problem solving, and discovering principles by themselves. Additionally, Efland (2002)
applied constructivist theories to art education and asserted that integrating knowledge
from many subjects through art creates a learning experience that cultivates a deeper
understanding while activating the cognitive potential of the learner. Believing art
integration makes cognitive demands on thinking, Efland further suggested that art
integration awakens intellectual inquiry and can widen the powers of understanding in
growing minds. Marshall (2007) characterized constructivist theory as an interactive

process of learning and further suggested that image making and visual imagery play a



vital role in constructing new insights and learning. Moreover, the constructivist theory
provided the foundation for the successful Reggio Emilia approach that placed emphasis
on children building knowledge through the arts (Gandini, 1993; Schroeder, 2008).
Hence, the purpose of this study is to provide an understanding of the potential of arts
integration. Arts integration has the potential of enriching student learning experience and
increasing student levels of engagement and achievement. The research site in this study
follows the ArtsNOW model for art integration in all content areas as a means to reach
the school vision of providing quality, engaging instruction that allows the students to be
actively involved in their learning through a variety of hands on opportunities to help all
students succeed (Gwinnett County Public Schools, 2014).
Theory of Multiple Intelligences

Sharing the constructivist mindset that students learn in a complex integration of
methods, Gardner (1983, 1999) developed a theory of multiple intelligences (M) in
which he identified the seven original forms of intelligences. Verbal-linguistic
intelligence requires the sensitivity to spoken and written word. Logical-mathematical
intelligence involves the capacity to analyze problems logically. Spatial intelligence is the
potential to recognize and manipulate patterns. Bodily-kinesthetic intelligence is the
potential to use one’s body to solve problems or fashion products. Musical intelligence
encompasses talents and aptitudes in music composition and performance. Interpersonal
intelligence is a person’s capacity to understand the intentions and motivations of other
people, and intrapersonal intelligence involves the potential to understand oneself.

Gardner (1999) extended his list with two additional intelligences by adding naturalist,



one which has an acute awareness and understanding of nature, and existential, which is
one who can embrace the vastness of the universe Adopting the theory of MI has a direct
impact on practices within the classroom by changing instructional practices and
expanding learning opportunities for students to address the different intelligences
(Armstrong, 2009; Gardner, 2011; Lemov, 2010). Christodoulou (2009) called educators
to stop asking how smart a student is, and to ask instead, what innate talents, strengths
and abilities the students’ have. To address the MI of students, teachers must incorporate
a variety of stimulating learning experiences that cultivate each student’s unique blend of
intelligences and encourage the intermixing of intelligences to yield meaningful learning
(Armstrong, 2009; Moran, Kornhaber, & Gardner, 2006). Using art integration to provide
the needed variety in classroom instructional practices was explored in this study. As
Gardner (1999) suggested, the arts should be an important part of learning and as a
valuable tool to effectively reach the range of intelligences presented by students and
teachers. Rich experiences allow students to learn along several dimensions at once. For
example, strong spatial intelligence may improve the ability to conceptualize
mathematical concepts, and strong musical intelligence may spark an interest in writing
(Moran et al., 2006).

Gardner’s theory M1 is not without critics. Helding (2009) criticized Gardner’s
use of the word intelligence to identify what he believed to be an individual’s ability or
talent. Furthermore, Waterhouse (2006) argued Gardner’s theory of MI “lacked empirical
evidence and has no validating data published in the fields of cognitive psychologists,

cognitive neuroscientists, or evolutionary psychologists in support of M1” (2006, p. 208).
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Waterhouse further suggested that the theory of Ml “should not be applied in education”

(2006, p. 247). Similarly, Sternberg (1999) criticized Gardner’s theory of Ml, referring to
it as an “extreme” theory of intelligence, one that ignored the theory of general
intelligence, and has not been subjected to rigorous empirical tests (1999, p. 436). Even
supporters of using the theory of Ml in the classroom, Silver, Strong, and Perini (1997),
acknowledged gaps and limitations in Gardner’s theory due to the narrowed focus on
content and disciplines and the neglect in addressing the process of how an individual
learns.

In an argument for the integration of art into the curriculum, Efland (2002)
recommended Gardner’s view of a comprehensive education that would enable students
to become proficient through a vast array of educational experiences. Efland warned that
failure to accommodate the different domains of learning would result in over simplified
learning experiences that would not prepare the students for higher levels of learning.
Efland further stated that Eisner’s and Gardner’s pleas on behalf of the arts in education
are quite similar. Eisner (2002) argued that the arts evoke both complex and subtle forms
of thinking through the meaningful creation of images to the emotional experiences of
perception. Eisner (2002, 2004, 2008) suggested that the arts foster critically important
cognitive skills, such as sensibility, imagination, representation, problem solving, and a
way of knowing. Additionally, Burnaford, Aprill, and Weiss (2013) stated that the arts
deepen the level of instruction and student learning through authentic interaction with the

content.



In summary, the conceptual framework for this study is based upon the
educational theories of constructivist and MI. Art integration involves engaging students
in learning and takes into consideration a variety of learning styles and needs. The
instructional approach of art integration may offer teachers new avenues in designing
learning environments for students.

Operational Definitions

The following definitions frame the study:

Achievement gap: The imbalance of success exposed by test scores for students of
minority and poverty (Walker, 2002).

Adequate yearly progress (AYP): The measure of a school’s ability to meet
federally mandated benchmarks set through curriculum specific performance standards
involving identified student subgroups (Creswell, 2007).

Art educator: A trained art teacher who processes characteristics of being a highly
skilled, dedicated, proficient, reflective practitioner of best practices (National Art
Educators Association, 1999).

Art integration: Using the arts as curriculum partners in the regular education
classroom to teach other content areas and make meaningful connections that engage the
students in critical thinking (Burnaford et al., 2013; Smilian & Miraglia, 2007).

ArtsNOW professional development model: The training for school teams in how
to implement arts integration in the regular education classroom. This training model was
developed in 1994 by Creating Pride, a nonprofit organization with a mission and vision

to equip teachers with the skills needed to present the curriculum in creative and
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engaging ways through the use of true arts integration as a means to foster student growth
academically, socially, and artistically (ArtsNOWLearning, 2013; Creating Pride, 2007).

Collaboration: The partnership between the art teacher and teachers from other
curriculum areas (Burnaford et al., 2013). This partnership shares the responsibility to
provide students with engaging content enriched through the introduction of the arts.
“Integration of knowledge is maximized when works of art are used as the keys to
understanding” (Efland, 2002, p. 164).

Curriculum: This encompasses English and language arts, mathematics, social
studies, science, and physical education as outlined by the Georgia performance
Standards adopted by the Georgia Department of Education (Georgia Department of
Education, 2011). The curriculum content and instructional calendar will follow the
school district studied established curricula known as Academic Knowledge and Skills
(AKS), identifying what teachers are to teach and students are to learn (GCPS, 2011).

High stakes testing: Standardized tests that determine if a student will move up in
grade level or graduate from high school (Munoz, 2013).

Multiple intelligences: Intelligence model generated and expanded by Gardner
(1983, 1999). Gardner (1983) developed a theory of Ml in which he identified the seven
original forms of intelligences (see Conceptual Framework). Gardner (1999) expanded
his list of intelligences adding naturalist, which enables a person to recognize features of
nature, and existential, which entails the ability to consider questions about life and
ultimate realities. Silver et al. (2000) characterized the theory of Ml as the relationship

between learning content and the eight domains of knowledge the students represent.
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Learning styles: Silver et al. (2000) called for a combination approach to
classroom instruction identifying four learning styles: the sensing-thinking style of the
mastery learner, the sensing-feeling style of the interpersonal learner, the intuitive-
thinking style of the understanding learner, and the intuitive-feeling style of the self-
expressive learner. Silver et al. stated that the learning style model focuses on the process
of learning for the individual students and differs from Gardner’s theory of Ml that
focuses on the content of learning. Silver et al. further suggested the two theories
complement each other and should be integrated into the learning experience for students.

Student engagement: A student’s attitude toward school, his or her participation in
school activities, the extent to which a student identifies with and values learning
outcomes, and the student’s sense of belonging (Willms, 2003).

Visual arts: Instruction designed toward fostering creative expression and
developing skills in drawing, painting, design, pottery, sculpture, and computer graphics
through art history, art production, art criticism, and aesthetics (Fowler, 1996).

Assumptions, Limitations, Scope and Delimitations
Assumptions

Underlying assumptions are present in this study. It is assumed that elementary
teachers must create an engaging classroom environment to enable all students to learn
and meet achievement expectations on both standardized tests and curriculum content. It
is further anticipated that art integration could serve as an instructional strategy needed in
the elementary classroom to ignite creativity, engagement, and learning for all students. It

is also assumed that the ArtsNOW (Artsnowlearning, 2013; Creating Pride, 2007) model
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educates teachers on how to develop and implement art integrated instruction in their
elementary classrooms. Moreover, the assumptions exist that the participants would
respond openly and honestly during the interviews as well as freely provide access to the
classrooms and curricula documents during observations. As the researcher, | anticipate
that the findings of this study may provide valuable insight towards explaining how the
visual arts are effectively integrated into the curricula as well as possible evidence
supporting the potential value the visual arts bring to the students’ learning experience.
Limitations

This study was limited in that all participants attended professional development
on integrating the arts offered exclusively by ArtsNOW. The training and participation of
participants in only one educational model for arts integration may suggest limitations
towards fully understanding both the benefits of art integration and the strategies for
implementing art integration in the elementary classroom.

The research site was selected because of its commitment to integrating the arts
into every classroom and across all content areas (Magill Elementary, 2014). The school
chosen was partnered in collaboration with the ArtsNOW integration model of teacher
development and resources, which are dedicated to providing tools teachers need to
create engaging classroom instruction through the integration of art across all disciplines
on a daily basis (Artsnowlearning, 2013; Creating Pride, 2007). Since the participants
received professional development prior to the study, a limitation of the study is that |

was unable to observe instructional strategies used prior to implementing art integration.
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Another limiting factor was in the study’s design. Data were collected from eight
teacher interviews and four classroom observations. Data gathered from a small number
of teachers may not present the perceptions of all teachers. Limited observations prevent
me from viewing all art integration lessons and activities conducted across all content
areas and each and every grade level.

Scope and Delimitations

The scope of