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Executive Summary 

 
Introduction 
 
In recent years, there has been great interest among educators in the links between arts-based learning and 
human development. Research initiatives of the past decade have linked arts participation to cognitive growth 
and academic skills, including the strengthening of long-term memory and reading ability (Gazzaniga et al., 
2008), creative thinking skills, and writing fluency (Deasy et al., 2002). Arts participation has additionally been 
linked to positive social outcomes, including overall engagement in school (Deasy et al., 2002), increased 
graduation rates (Israel, 2009), and increased community engagement and pro-social activities (Catterall, 2009).  
In an effort to strengthen research efforts linking arts to overall health and well-being across the lifespan, the 
National Endowment for the Arts established an interagency task force on the arts and human development in 
the fall of 2011 (Hanna et al., 2011), ensuring that such research continues to inform and strengthen arts 
educational practice nationwide.  
 
Although the body of research is growing that links arts participation to ever-widening developmental gains, 
there appear to be fewer resources available that explain the ways in which the latest research in cognitive, 
social, and emotional development in children and young adults may inform the instructional practices of arts 
educators.  The following series of literature reviews aims to address the need for this particular type of 
information, linking current developmental research with recommended best practices for educators of dance, 
music, theatre, and visual arts students from grades PreK-14.   
 
More specifically, this report is additionally intended as a resource document in the revision of the National 
Standards for Arts Education, ensuring that these forthcoming goals and benchmarks for learning in the arts will 
be developmentally appropriate and aligned with current knowledge in the field.   
 
 
Structure 
This report is divided into a series of four literature reviews, addressing the disciplines of dance, music, theatre, 
and visual art. The reviews are further divided by grade band. Within each grade band, information on both 
general and discipline-specific developmental characteristics of students are offered, as well as a series of 
recommendations of specific pedagogical practices that address social, emotional, and/or cognitive needs and 
abilities of students of that particular discipline and grade band.  
 
 
Summary of Research and Recommendations 
Naturally, researchers in each discipline did not have an equal pool of resources to draw upon; the amounts of 
information available on child development and the arts varies  greatly by discipline, as well as by grade band. 
Nevertheless, the following reviews aim to present the most complete picture possible as to the currently 
accepted best practices in arts education as they relate to research on child development.  
 
The following summary highlights the key findings associated with the research in each grade band; more 
comprehensive information can be found in the individual reviews.  
 
 
Early Childhood 
There is a wealth of information available on all aspects of development related to this age level. It is widely 
accepted that arts experiences bolster development in multiple areas, and arts-based explorations are often 
seamlessly integrated into educational experiences for preschool and early elementary learners. In early 
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childhood, arts experiences present students with a primary means of communicating their understandings of 
themselves and their world.  

 
Physical 
Early childhood learners are mastering gross motor skills, but fine motor coordination (including skills 
like writing) are still a bit beyond their grasp. Students of this age level are whole-body learners who 
need to learn through active exploration, involving lots of physical activity. The recommendations for 
instruction at this level focused on this fact of limited motor ability as a primary concern. Dance 
instruction at this level typically involves high energy movement, an introduction to basic dance skills, 
focuses on gross motor skills including balance and coordination. At later stages, students can begin to 
invent their own movements. Drawing, painting, and other art-making at this age should be viewed as a 
record of what is primarily a kinesthetic experience, as students explore the marks they can make with 
art materials. Arts educators are advised to focus on using tools that students can easily operate with 
limited motor ability, including large paintbrushes and crayons that are easy to grip, and basic musical 
instruments that students can manipulate themselves.  

 
Cognitive  
The research in all disciplines indicates that early childhood learners have very short attention spans and 
need routines involving a variety of activities to sustain their interest. They are striving to understand 
the world around them and need experiences that allow for learning through exploration and discovery.  
This balance of a structured classroom environment that also allows for open-ended, exploratory work 
was emphasized in the literature related to instruction in all four arts disciplines. Dance instruction for 
this age should include repetition of basic concepts, but still allow freedom for students to invent their 
own movements; similarly, music instruction may allow for guided as well as unguided “improvisational” 
work, as spontaneous music making (inventing songs, etc.) is typical of students at this age. Theatre 
instruction may involve structured call-and-response activities as well as time for less-structured fantasy 
play, and art experiences should emphasize exploration and creative manipulation of materials, as 
opposed to more structured assignments with a goal or subject dictated to students by the teacher.  
 
Social/Emotional 
In the earliest stages of this age range, parents and teachers are often the most important individuals in 
a student’s life, but by ages 5-7, friendships within students’ own peer group gain increasing social 
importance as well. Learners at this stage are very social and talkative, and arts experiences are often 
primarily social experiences. In the visual arts, students are often very interested in “re-telling” pictorial 
accounts to peers and adults, especially as their images become more representational. Students are 
beginning to explore the relationship between themselves and the world around them, and may begin 
working in small groups or participating in full-class activities in theatre or dance instruction, fostering 
their cooperative skills and communication abilities.  
 

 
Elementary 
In the elementary grades, students will begin to rely more on verbal means of communication. Arts-based 
experiences are becoming somewhat decentralized as primary means of understanding and relating to the 
world around them, and communicating their ideas.  
 

Physical 
The literature reviews indicate that as fine motor coordination increases, elementary-aged students may be 
increasingly interested in precision and technique in their artistic endeavors. Dance instruction may 
introduce more sophisticated techniques, involving diagonals, curves, twists, and asymmetry, while music 
instruction can take advantage of students’ improving vocal accuracy. Elementary students may use a 
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broader range of visual art tools, including finer pencils and paintbrushes, which make use of their fully 
developing fine motor coordination.  
 
 
Cognitive 
As students’ understandings of the world around them become increasingly more complex and their 
intellectual curiosity widens, the research indicates that arts assignments can become increasingly 
sophisticated, perhaps overlapping into other subject areas. Students are eager and able to refine skills: 
recommended music practices include introducing practice strategies involving repetition and mastery of 
skills, and possibly the inclusion of computer software that allows students to further hone their skills. 
Theatre-based instruction can enhance students’ understanding of story structure, cause and effect, and 
ability to write creatively and with detail. Recommendations for several disciplines involved the use of 
reflection and critical thinking activities into arts instruction; for example, visual art teachers are encouraged 
to conduct guided conversations about selected works of art with students, using strategies meant to 
increase their observation and critical thinking skills. Interestingly, the research also reinforces the value of 
open-ended exploration and improvisational play; although student assignments may be increasingly 
structured, classroom instruction should allow for student improvisation, or exploration with materials and 
processes.  
 
 
Social/Emotional 
The research indicates that elementary students have a deepening interest in their own role in relation to 
the world, and have an increasing sense of independence. At this age level, friendships take on an 
increasingly important role in their lives. The reviews of recommended best practices in arts instruction 
reflect an understanding of the importance of social bonds to elementary students: it is recommended that 
dance practices include collaborative activities in duets, trios, and small groups, and group theatre activities 
can enhance social and emotional skills including conflict resolution and empathy.  
 
At the same time, levels of students’ confidence in their creative abilities often begin to decrease at this age 
level. The literature related to music instruction recommends the introduction of a variety of practice 
strategies for instrumental music, to strengthen students’ technical skills and confidence; and the dance and 
theatre reviews stress the importance of educators creating a space where students can feel free to express 
themselves and experiment with new ideas.  
 

 
 
Middle School 
The research available that relates arts instruction to development of middle school learners places a much 
greater emphasis on social/emotional development than any other aspect of growth. It is important to note that 
this is a stage where required arts instruction in K-12 schools often comes to an end, and students will be 
making decisions as to whether they wish to continue with arts-based learning in the future.  
  
If students have been studying the arts consistently throughout elementary school, they may now be at a point 
of refining and perfecting basic concepts and being introduced to more specialized techniques. For example, the 
recommendations in the literature review for dance advise educators to introduce lengthier and more complex 
movement phrases, as well as practice and master basic techniques in specific modes of dance, including ballet 
and jazz.  
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Cognitive 
Middle school students are still primarily concrete thinkers. Research in all four arts disciplines indicates that 
they are capable of learning increasingly more sophisticated artistic techniques, and can also return to more 
basic concepts in the context of an expanded understanding of a discipline. Students of this age are more 
interested than ever in precision and accuracy in their work – in realism when drawing, or in precision while 
singing or playing instruments.  
 
Students of this age are intellectually curious as well, and can be interested in a wide range of topics. In 
addition to recommending classroom practices that may refine technical skills, the research presented in the 
literature reviews emphasized the importance of using the arts as a way of investigating ideas of interest to 
students. Educators may teach theatre concepts that stimulate intellectual curiosity, for example, or 
organize thematically linked visual art projects that encourage students to explore ideas of personal 
significance.  

 
 
Social/Emotional 
Middle school students are increasingly self-focused, and the arts can provide an outlet for them to explore 
ideas and themes of personal significance. The recommendations of arts-based best practices addressing 
this need are especially rich, and emphasize the range of ways that arts experiences can speak directly to 
students’ social and emotional needs during these years. For example, dance educators are encouraged to 
have students create their own dances with peers, while the music literature review recommends that 
middle school students may be ready to compose their own original music. Theatre-centered activities can 
allow students to evaluate their own ideas, needs, and beliefs in relation to others. In visual arts courses, the 
opportunity for individual choice-making is emphasized in the recommendations; students must feel that 
their work represents their own original point of view.  
 
The importance of a students’ personal investment in arts experiences is examined from another angle as 
well: the music research indicates that by middle school, many students’ preferences in music narrow, and 
they increasingly see a disconnect between the “real music” that they are interested in and “school music” 
that they perform in their music classes. This disconnect may point to a need for a widening of options for 
types of music that students may study in school. 
 

 
High School and College 
Research on child development at the high school and college level is less abundant than it is for the earlier 
grades; additionally, the recommendations of arts-based practices assume a certain level of experience on the 
part of students.  
 

Cognitive 
The research on cognitive development at this level focuses to a large extent on students’ abilities to think 
critically about their own work and the work of others, make informed and deliberate decisions in their 
work, and to draw connections between disparate ideas or areas of study.  
 
From an artistic standpoint, cognitive development plays a significant role in students’ ability to articulate 
their own unique point of view in their creative pursuits. The recommendations for dance educators point to 
the importance of viewing and analyzing dance performances regularly, and making connections between 
dance and other disciplines. The music literature review recommends encouraging students to compare 
their work to an ideal, or professional model, and to compose their own original works whenever possible.  
Theatre students should be given understanding of, and the opportunity to participate in, decision-making 
processes at every level of theatre production.  Visual arts researchers identified eight “studio habits of 
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mind” that high school art students engage in while creating and responding to artwork. These skills include 
envisioning, engaging and persisting, and developing craft, among others, and similar language was echoed 
in the literature reviews of other disciplines.  
 
On the whole, the cognitive skills addressed at the high school and college levels are connected to students’ 
abilities to “put it all together” – to refine their technical skill, create work with an original point of view, and 
understand their work and the work of others within broader contexts.  

 
Social/Emotional 
The research on social and emotional development related to secondary and postsecondary arts learning is 
unified in expressing the importance of creating authentic arts learning experiences for students. Learners of 
this level need to be able to choose areas of specialization, develop their own point of view, and feel that 
they are a part of a community of artists. Specifically, dance recommendations included the need for 
students to initiate, plan, and produce works independently, while developing their own aesthetic. The 
music research emphasized the social importance of choirs and other music ensembles, and the importance 
of this group identity in contributing to one’s own self-identity as an artist. Theatre recommendations 
included the importance of moving productions beyond the classroom when possible, to larger public 
venues, and the recommendations for both theatre and visual art stress the need for arts experiences to 
address issues that are personally relevant to students.  

 
A chart detailing the recommendations specific to each arts discipline can be found on the following pages.  
 
 
Conclusions/Discussion 
 
Throughout all disciplines and grade bands, the research found a continued, pronounced emphasis on the value 
of the arts in helping students to make sense of their world, make connections between disparate ideas, and 
make connections between the self and others. This social and emotional value of arts experiences is 
emphasized in every discipline at every level, whereas concrete links to specific aspects of cognitive 
development appear to vary somewhat between disciplines and grade bands.  
 
The research also presents an interesting overall balance between the importance of structure and 
experimentation, and recommendations throughout this report emphasize the importance of learning tools and 
techniques and aspiring toward ever more sophisticated practice, while simultaneously encouraging 
experimentation and risk-taking in developing one’s own personal voice.  
 
Although certain disciplines had more research to draw on in the creation of these literature reviews, it is 
interesting to note that this doesn’t necessarily correlate with a richer store of recommendations for arts 
educators. The music literature review, for example, places a much greater emphasis on the acquisition of 
technical skill, whereas the recommendations for dance, theatre, and visual art offer a wider range of expected 
outcomes of arts practice and related instructional strategies.  
 
Given the levels of similarity between recommendations associated with different arts disciplines, it would make 
sense for practitioners in any area to look at the examples of the recommendations in other disciplines for cues 
that might inform their own practice.  
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