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ABSTRACT

THE EFFECTS OF AN ARTS-BASED AND INTEGRATED CURRICULAR 
APPROACH ON THE COGNITIVE PROCESSES AND PERSONAL LEARNING 
CHARACTERISTICS OF STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES  

 
Jennifer L. Durham, Ph.D.  

George Mason University, 2010 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Margo Mastropieri 

 

This qualitative study examined the role of arts instruction and arts integrated teaching in 

the development of cognitive process and personal dispositions of children with moderate 

to severe learning disabilities.  Interviews, observations, and artifact data were gathered 

to gain a deeper understanding of what and how children learn in and through the arts.  

The study was conducted at a private school for children with learning disabilities on the 

eastern coast of the United States.  Approximately 140 children who ranged  in grades 1– 

to 6  were observed during arts instruction and arts integrated classes over 32 hours.  

Observations also included viewing student permanent art products and performances 

such as dances and plays. Observations led to an in depth analysis and interaction with 

students and teachers within a variety of academic clubs and arts courses including 

drama, studio and visual arts, music, dance, and workshop.  Twenty-one expert teachers, 

some of whom were observed during the student observations, in the fields of learning 



   

 

disabilities and the arts were interviewed.  Two focus groups were conducted: one 

consisting of high school teaching artists and one consisting of elementary classroom 

teachers. Over 300 photographs of artifacts, lessons, and first-hand experiences were 

compiled and reviewed.  All data sources were coded, and themes were developed after 

using a constant comparative method and triangulation of data sources that included 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions. Findings from the data indicated that when children 

with learning disabilities engaged in intensive arts and arts integrated instruction they 

appeared to develop specific knowledge, skills, and dispositions, as evidenced by 

interviews, observations, and analysis of student permanent products and performances.  

These factors resulted in the development of a conceptual model of arts-based and arts-

integrated instruction for children with learning disabilities.  Components of this 

conceptual model included metacognition, cognitive processing skills, content 

knowledge, perseverance, and self-efficacy.  Implications for future research and practice 

are included.  
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1. Introduction 

 

In the early 1960’s, a revolution quietly began in educational theory.  It was 

known as the “cognitive revolution” and it is still being fought to this very day.  Before 

this time, behaviorism dominated educational paradigms and learning was viewed as a 

stimulus-response connection (Efland, 2004).  This cognitive revolution began to give 

status to the arts as integral parts of education, removing them from the sidelines of 

extracurricular activity.  Yet, with the advent of high-stakes, standardized testing, the arts 

have been demoted to the non-academic realm once again.  There seems to be a perpetual 

separation between cognitive and affective thinking.  Eisner (1999) states that the 

definition of thinking in our schools amounts to a cognitive activity defined by linguistic 

discourse or mathematical sense, with very little regard to other symbol systems.  In light 

of the current educational standards, teachers are returning more and more to direct 

instructional methods, utilizing discussion and text as the main methods of information 

dissemination.  High-stakes testing has led to a “what gets tested, gets taught” mentality, 

a narrowing of curriculum and a limiting of quality learning opportunities for children 

(Horowitz & Webb-Dempsey, 2002).  Although Eisner (1998) argued that the arts should 

be allowed to stand alone in their aesthetic contribution to traditional education, the 

integration of the arts into the general curriculum is a powerful learning tool that allows 

students to experience activities that enrich their lives, increases their capacity for 
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reasoning and their expands their ability to think creatively (Hamblen, 1997; Hanna, 

1992; Huckabee, 2004; York, 1998).   

 The stir in the arts-integration movement was promulgated in the 1980’s by the 

introduction of Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences (MI), Elliot Eisner’s 

push for aesthetic education and neuro-scientific research linking music training to 

cognitive development (Catterall, 1998).  Gardner’s MI theory was developed, in part, 

based on symbol-systems theory.  Symbol systems, or sign systems, originated from the 

discipline of semiotics; the science of human meaning making, and asserts that there are 

many sign systems in which humans communicate.  Art, music, drama, dance, 

mathematics, and language systems are all used to construct meaning and each is 

effective in communicating different messages (Berghoff, 1998, 2000).  The integration 

of symbol systems into the theory of MI opened the way to think about cognition with 

multiple end-points (Efland, 2004).  Eisner and Gardner called for cognitive balance in 

schools; with a move away from the heavily weighted verbal and mathematical 

representations; warning that by using only these systems, students are utilizing a fraction 

of their capacity (Berghoff, 1998; Efland, 2004).  The more representational forms or 

symbol systems that we can teach in schools, the more a learner’s intellectual horizon is 

widened.  

 The arts are considered great potential partners in cognitive learning when we 

think about the role of representation in how we learn and express our understanding 

(Arts Education Partnership, 2004; Berghoff, 1998; Burton, Horowitz, & Abeles, 2000; 

Catterall, 1998; Hamblen, 1997; Hanna, 1992).  After all, teaching is the art of teaching 
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representations.  Think of what the letter “a” represents and what specific words 

represent.  Learners construct their own meaning by creating and generating their own 

representations using a rich dialogue of multiple sign systems that augment their ability 

to remember and construct meaning (Berghoff, 1998: Catterall, 1998).  From an early 

age, children make sense of multiple sign systems such as drawing, drama, dance, play, 

singing and become adept at what Newkirk (1989) calls “symbol weaving,” (p.4) the 

ability to flexibly intertwine ways to explore their work and make meaning.  Placing the 

arts at the center of a curriculum can be seen as a way to raise student interest, improve 

cognition, foster a disciplined environment, improve academic achievement and increase 

academic risk-taking (Berghoff, 1998; Burnaford, Aprill, & Weiss, 2001; Deasy, 2002; 

Hamblen, 1997; Hanna, 1992; Jensen, 2001; Rabkin & Redmond, 2004; Smith, 2001; 

York, 1998).  As York (1998) so eloquently states, “Only art educates the whole person 

as an integrated individual; it educates the senses, it educates the mind, and it educates 

the emotions.  It educates the soul” (p.275). 

 For children with learning disabilities, arts education can be a powerful tool in 

developing minds.  Smith (2001) sums it up as, “For exceptional students, the arts are 

often a savior, a respite, and a solace that give these children a chance to express 

themselves and feel good about themselves” (p.4).  The identification of a specific 

learning disability can present itself in a myriad of forms; from academic difficulties in 

reading, written language, or mathematics to cognitive difficulties in auditory, visual, and 

kinesthetic processing.  Children with learning disabilities do not represent a homogenous 

group; they are all unique in their abilities as well as the difficulties they face due to their 
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disabilities.  While learning disabilities manifest themselves differently in each child, 

there are general areas of cognitive weakness typically found within these students.  

Memory abilities, including short-term memory, working memory, and executive 

functioning in students with learning disabilities, have been shown to be significantly 

weaker than their non-disabled peers (Hulme & Snowling, 1992; Levine, 2002; Swanson 

& Sachse-Lee, 2001).  Additionally, students with learning disabilities are often 

disorganized in their learning skills, exhibiting weaknesses in meta-cognitive areas such 

as knowing what strategies are needed to accomplish a task, approaching a task in a linear 

way, and regulating their performance to fit the demands and changes of task completion 

(Smith, 1979; Smith, 1991; Swanson, 1990; Wong, 1987).  Many children with learning 

disabilities also present with poor self-concept and personal dispositions because of 

negative experiences in school.  They lack confidence and self-esteem, which have both 

been linked to academic achievement (Caslyn & Kenny, 1977, Elbaum & Vaughn, 2003).  

Believing that any efforts expended on learning tasks will result in failure, children with 

learning disabilities often become inactive, passive, un-engaged learners who lack 

motivation, risk-taking abilities, and a penchant for persistence (Hallahan, Kneedler & 

Lloyd, 1983; Levine, 2002; Smith, 1979; Smith, 1991; Smith 2001).  

The arts have the ability to open doors for children with learning disabilities.  Art, 

in all forms, can serve as cognitive organizers, helping children “make sense of the world 

and of the messages coming in through the senses” (Smith, 2001, p.12).  All art making, 

just as reading and mathematics, involves a linear process and completion of an artwork; 

dance, pottery, painting, piece of woodworking; requires cognitive organization.  
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Learning by doing gives children with learning disabilities the chance to work concretely 

to create a meaningful product and to strengthen cognitive skills during the process.  The 

pure nature of artistic creation demands student engagement with materials and content.  

Children with learning disabilities can find success in at least one art form, which helps to 

bolster their self-confidence (Smith, 2001).  As belief in their abilities grows, so follows 

engagement, risk-taking, and persistence.  It is on this foundation that the Arts for 

Learning School was established in 1967.  

Background for the Study 

The Arts for Learning School was founded in September of 1967 as a mother’s 

response to the needs of her son, and others like him; children who were bright but 

seemingly could not learn to read, calculate or who were disorganized in their thinking.  

At the time, “learning disabilities” was not a familiar term and these children were simply 

retained or placed in school programs for children with mental retardation.  The school 

was designed using the arts as the heart of the program, believing that the arts “enlist all 

of the senses and elicit strong feelings but also engender rigorous activity of the mind” 

(Smith, 2001, p.xi).  Smith (2001) gives the following reasons for her choices: 

I chose the arts because every art demands active participation, concentration, and 

discipline.  I also chose the arts to capture the ingenuity and imagination of 

children who tend to be written off.  The arts capture the boundless energy many 

of these children demonstrate.  For others who show little energy, the arts marshal 

it.  The arts ignite ideas that these students do not express well in words.  

Inspiration through the arts leads to intellectual promise and productivity. (p.xi) 



 

   6 

Each child in the Arts for Learning School participates in one visual and one 

performing art class each day.  Elementary aged students (6-13) are offered such classes 

as woodworking, visual arts, studio arts, dance, drama, and music.  As children move into 

the higher grades, art classes become more complex, building upon the skills from 

previous classes and making curricular ties to content areas studied within the classroom.  

Junior high students (grades 7-8) and high school students (grades 9-12) may participate 

in filmmaking and animation, studio arts, three-dimensional art, drama, stage design, art 

history, architectural design, drawing, and music perspectives.  Classroom time is spent 

on individual remediation of mathematics, reading, spelling, writing and the completion 

of group projects.  Children also attend a writers’ lab in a technology-rich room where 

they have access to a multitude of multimedia activities.  A team of science teachers, in 

rooms suited for experimentation, teaches science instruction and much of the content is 

infused with art.  

A hallmark to Smith’s program is her design and implementation of “Academic 

Clubs” which are built upon the “integrated arts and academic club method” (Smith, 

2001, p.69).  The methodology is designed to specifically meet the needs of children with 

learning disabilities and attentional issues by producing immediate results, requiring total 

involvement of a student, and playing to each student’s strengths without relying on a 

student’s ability to read, write or sit still.  Smith states:  

The Academic Clubs are a unique, multi-sensory approach that I designed in 

1966; they use all the arts to systematically teach history, geography, civics, and 

reading readiness.  The Integrated Arts and Academic Club Method is used in the 
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Elementary School Program and is designed to lure the child, to capture his 

imagination and enthusiasm, to build on his love of pretend play, and to offer fun 

and success in learning by immersing the child in an atmosphere of a different 

historical period each year.  Abstract ideas are presented as tangible experiences 

that relate directly to the children’s lives.  (Smith, 2001, p.70) 

All clubs are designed around a specific period in history.  Clubs progress 

logically through time periods as well as children’s developmental stages, and carry a 

dramatic framework.  This framework includes: total room decorations related to the club 

theme, a “secret” password whispered upon entrance, an opening and closing ritual, 

costumes, a code of behavior, specific roles for each child and a dramatic cover that 

signifies the teacher as a person of authority (Smith, 2005).  There are currently six clubs 

in operation that are offered for students from ages six to thirteen.  

Cave Club 

 Children ages 6-8 study the early era of human evolution and civilization 

throughout the Old and New Stone Ages. Smith (2005) states: 

The study of the development of humans from Australopithecus to Homo Sapiens, 

establishes the starting point for the development of many academic skills, such 

as knowledge of history, archaeology, geology, geography, science, the 

enhancement of vocabulary (through a daily password), the ability to see cause 

and effect (the adaptations of humans and animals), the ability to compare and 

contrast (lifestyles of the past and present), and an increased social awareness 

(cooperation as a means of survival).  (p.44) 
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Gods Club 

Children ages 7-9 learn about ancient Egyptian civilization, Greek and Roman 

mythology and the culture surrounding all three.  “The main events include mythology, 

the development of written language, inventions, and the influence of these civilizations 

on our present one” (Smith, 2005, p.51).  

Knights and Ladies Club 

 Children ages 8-10,  “Learn about the history and culture of Europe during the 

Middle Ages through drama, stories and art” (Smith, 2001, p.71).  This includes study of 

ancient Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians.  

Renaissance Club 

 Situated in Florence, Italy during the birth of the Renaissance, children ages 9-11, 

assume the roles of an important artist or intellectual.  They learn about the geography, 

main events, development of ideas and products, and cultural aspects that took place after 

the Middle Ages.   

Museum Club 

 Through the creation of several museums that include children’s replicas of 

specific period artifacts, 11-12 year old students review, “Major periods of history, 

beginning with the Stone Age and continuing on to the earliest exploration for trade 

routes to the New World and the beginning of American history and culture” (Smith, 

2001, p.72).  

American Industrialists Club 
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Covering the time period from 1776-1900, students age 11-13 learn about the 

Revolutionary War, westward expansion of the United States, the Civil War, World War 

II, and the importance of industrialists.  Taking on the roles of famous industrialists, 

students, “Hold ‘board meetings’, manage ‘trust funds,’ which are recorded in ledgers, 

and keep records concerning business and personal transactions” (Smith, 2001, p.72).  

Rationale for the Study 

The field of learning disabilities research has done much to advance the 

understanding of particular difficulties that children with this disorder face as well as 

effective interventions.  Children with learning disabilities often do not know how to 

approach academic tasks as they lack the ability to use learning or cognitive strategies 

(Margolis & McCabe, 2003; Vaughn, Gersten, & Chard, 2000).  They have inadequate 

prior knowledge, poor study skills, attentional problems, are overwhelmed, disorganized, 

frustrated, exhibit memory problems, have difficulty following directions, have difficulty 

with auditory and visual perception, an inability to do paper/pencil tasks, problems 

linking previous knowledge with new knowledge, and difficulty learning to generalize 

learning strategies (Borkowski, Estrada, Milstead, & Hale, 1989; Gair, 1975; Scruggs & 

Mastropieri, 2000; Sturomski, 1997; Swanson & Hoskyn; 1998).  Research-based 

interventions targeted to develop and strengthen these areas include metacognitive and 

cognitive strategy instruction such as advanced organizers, mnemonic strategy assistance, 

explicitly connecting new material with existing knowledge through elaboration, and 

discussion, reflection, and evaluation of strategy use (Gersten, Fuchs, Williams, & Baker, 

2001; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2007; Swanson, 2001).  Additionally, constructivist 
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teaching approaches help students achieve goals within meaningful, active learning 

situations that maximize student strengths and lead to greater retention and application of 

skills and content knowledge (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Boaler, 1998; Scruggs & 

Mastropieri, 2007; Steele, 2005; Thomas, 2000).  

Much of what is known about the benefits of arts education is based upon the 

theoretical assumptions of what the arts teach.  Research in this field has done little to 

examine those assumptions, rather focusing upon the ways in which arts instruction can 

be effective in teaching other content areas, an on-going tension that exists within this 

field (Aprill, 2001; Burton et al., 2000; Catterall, 2002; Eisner, 2002a, 2002b, 2005; 

Hamblen, 1997, Rabkin, 2002).  Integrated arts programs, those that place other content 

into arts frameworks, have documented improved learning in reading and mathematics 

(Catterall & Waldorf, 1999; DuPont, 1992; Hamblen, 1997; Ingram & Seashore, 2003; 

McMahon, Rose, & Parks, 2003).  A small pocket of current research has attempted to 

identify other skills and aptitudes learned through the arts, focusing upon the ability for 

the arts to positively influence self-efficacy, esteem, perseverance, expression, 

cooperative learning skills, and cognitive skills (Baum & Owen, 1997; Burton et al., 

2000; Hetland, Winner, Veenema, & Sheridan, 2007; Stevenson & Deasy, 2005).  

While there has been a smattering of studies that specifically examines the role of 

the arts in the instruction of children with learning disabilities, the majority use extremely 

small sample sizes and are not conducted within arts classes.  As Keirstead and Graham 

(2004) point out, “No research was found, beyond the basic descriptive cases, that makes 

any explicit link between specific arts education practices and the effects on students with 
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special needs” (p.8), creating a “Compelling need for research that explicates how the 

arts enable educators to access and develop the potential of special needs learners” (p.4).  

Current research needs to forge ahead, connecting the strands of learning disabilities, 

intervention research, and arts education to understand the ways in which art, in all it’s 

differing forms, contributes to the cognitive and personal development of children with 

learning disabilities.   

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to investigate the ways in which the arts contribute to 

the cognitive and personal development of students with learning disabilities through 

research at the Arts for Learning School, a model program that fully integrates the arts 

into the education of students with learning disabilities.  In this study, arts refers to both 

pure arts instruction in visual arts, studio arts, drama, dance, and music, as well as arts 

integrated instruction that occurs via project based instructional methods in academic 

clubs.  Adopting a qualitative research design will allow for the collection and analysis of 

both teacher and student data concerning the role of the arts in special education.  The 

goal of this study is learn from the participant’s experiences in an arts-based and arts 

integrated teaching program in order to gain an understanding of the unique contributions 

that the arts can make in educating students with learning disabilities.  

Research Questions 

1.  What are the perceptions of teaching artists at the Arts for Learning School as they 

relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction for students with learning 

disabilities?  
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2.  What are the perceptions of academic club leaders at the Arts for Learning School as 

they relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction for students with learning 

disabilities?  

3.  What are the perceptions of classroom teachers at the Arts for Learning School as they 

relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction for students with learning 

disabilities?  

4.  What do selected cases of students perceive as the benefits of the Arts for Learning 

School’s arts-based approach 

Definition of Terms 

The purpose of this section is to define commonly used terms in this study. 

 Learning disabilities:  The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act defines 

learning disabilities as “A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes 

involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may manifest 

itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical 

calculations, including conditions such as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal 

brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia” (34 Code of Federal Regulations 

§300.7(c)(10) 

Project based learning: According to Bransford and Stein (1993), “Project based 

learning is a comprehensive instructional approach to engage students in a cooperative 

investigation.” 

 Teaching artist: Teachers at the Arts for Learning School who teach a specific 

art form such as woodworking, visual arts, music, or dance. 
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 Academic club methodology: A technique designed by Sally L. Smith in 1967 

and implemented in the Arts for Learning School’s elementary and intermediate school 

programs, which includes the total immersion of a child into a historical time period 

using a panoply of art forms, specific dramatic frameworks, and integrated thematic 

teaching units.  

 Academic club leader: A teacher at the Arts for Learning School who designs 

and implements the club curriculum as the teacher of the club.  Academic club leaders 

assume their roles in appropriate costume and take on the leadership role under the guise 

of a historically relevant persona. For example, during the study of Egypt in Gods Club, 

the leader may be Queen Cleopatra or the sun god, Re. 

 Classroom teacher: A teacher in the elementary school program at the Arts for 

Learning School who teaches reading, written language, and mathematics to a class of 

students.   

 Artifact: Any work of art or project that is created by children. 

Personal learning characteristics: Defined by Burton et al. (2000) as factors that 

are intrinsic and mediated by personal experiences, which contribute to learning and 

achievement.  They include the concepts of risk-taking, engagement, perseverance, 

problem solving, self-efficacy, and ownership. 

 Self-efficacy: According to Bandura (1994), self-efficacy is “Beliefs about 

capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over 

events that affect our lives” (p. 71).  Both confidence and self-concept are aspects of self-

efficacy.  
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 Ownership: Learner ownership is structured within three interacting components 

of the learning process: finding personal value, feeling in control, and taking 

responsibility (Milner-Bolotin, 2001)  

Cognitive processes: Metacognition, expression, construction and connection of 

content knowledge and meaning, memory, and learning and intellectual processing. 

Dispositions: According to Lilian Katz (1993) dispositions are defined as,  

“Pattern[s] of behavior exhibited frequently and in the absence of coercion, and 

constituting a habit of mind under some conscious and voluntary control, and that is 

intentional and oriented to broad goals” (p. 2).   
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2. Conceptual Framework 

 

 Within this chapter, several bodies of research will be reviewed that inform this 

study: characteristics of learning disabled students, effective instruction for learning 

disabled students, project based learning, historical and contemporary theoretical base for 

arts education, arts instruction, and learning disabilities and the arts.  Before reviewing 

this literature, it is important to understand my experiential knowledge, because as 

Maxwell (2005) states, “Any view is a view from some perspective, and therefore is 

shaped by the location (social and theoretical) and ‘lens’ of the observer” (p.39).  

Additionally, these experiences have shaped my research in such a way, that by not 

acknowledging them I am cut “off from a major source of insights, hypothesis, and 

validity checks” (Maxwell, 2005, p.39).  

Researcher Identity 

  Having begun my studies in special education under the direction of Sally Smith, 

I had no other educational lens with which to look through, other than the one that she 

provided me with.  One that not only recognized the inherent difficulties that children 

with learning disabilities face, but also closely sees the unique strengths that each 

possess.  I spent an entire year at the Arts for Learning School (AFLS) learning from a 

master teacher, watching academic clubs and arts classes, and learning just how powerful 

this type of instructional model could be for children who struggled in traditional 
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educational environments.  I designed and taught summer school language arts courses 

for AFLS students integrating music, visual art, poetry, and movement with specific 

expressive language objectives, then watched in amazement as my students not only 

engaged with the materials, but surpassed all of my expectations.  

During the four years that I taught children with learning disabilities in Fairfax 

County, I continued to deepen my knowledge of arts integration through professional 

development courses at the Kennedy Center, using what I had learned to meet the needs 

of my students.  Opening up my classroom to include other forms of representation, not 

merely mathematical and linguistic (the things in which they all struggled) helped me to 

recognize my students strengths and helped them to find success, make connections, and 

grow in their learning.  I led arts-integrated workshops at the school, taught arts-

integrated lessons throughout grade level classrooms, and secured a grant to take my 

colleagues to several Kennedy Center courses.  After leaving the classroom to begin a 

family, I continued to teach students with learning disabilities within my private practice.  

I found that I could help them understand things that they did not, by using the arts.  I 

struggled with my students’ teachers, begging them to allow these bright children to show 

their learning in different ways, explaining that “Joe” or “Kate” could create moving 

poetry, or detailed comics, or compose music much better than they could write a five-

paragraph essay.  Most educators do not see the natural connections that the arts create in 

learning.  They do not understand how to bring multiple forms of representation into their 

classrooms, believing that the arts are “specials” and relegated to bi-weekly meeting 
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times.  Unfortunately, this is still what I struggle with today, 14 years later, only now it is 

not only for my students, but for my son as well.  

 Throughout my doctoral course work, I have had the opportunity to engage in 

several projects related to arts education, which has only served to strengthen my belief 

in their powers.  I have evaluated a national arts integration education program, written 

sections within a creative arts text on accommodating diverse learners, and worked with 

AFLS on designing an evaluation of critical thinking skills.  I have also had the privilege 

to teach educators how to design integrated curriculum within their own classrooms.  It is 

these experiences and the knowledge that I have gained within them, that propels me 

forward in my studies and into my career.  

 The next section presents research related to learning disabilities.  This includes 

the areas of cognitive processes and personal learning characteristics and interventions 

related to each.   

Learning Disabilities 

According to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004, specific 

learning disabilities are defined as:  

…a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in 

understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which disorder may 

manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or 

do mathematical calculations. 

A learning disability may manifest itself in a myriad of forms, meaning that no 

two children will have exactly the same learning profile regardless of the similarity in 
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diagnosis.  While children with learning disabilities represent a heterogeneous group, 

research has been able to identify general characteristics that the majority of children 

with learning disabilities struggle with.  While this is not a complete review of research 

related to the field of learning disabilities, I have chosen to focus on the characteristics 

most closely related to the areas covered within my planned research.  These  are divided 

into (a) personal learning characteristics, (b) cognitive processes, and (c) interventions for 

each.  

Personal Learning Characteristics 

 Personal learning characteristics are defined by Burton et al. (2000) as factors that 

are intrinsic and mediated by personal experiences, which contribute to learning and 

achievement.  They include risk-taking, attention, confidence, engagement, self-efficacy, 

self-esteem, self-concept, ownership, and perceived competence.  These skills are 

important to learning as they have been linked to academic achievement (Chapman, 

1988, Haager & Vaughn, 1997; Kloomock & Cosden, 1994; Marsh & Yeung, 1997; 

Meltzer et al., 2004; Tabassam & Grainger, 2002).  

 Inactivity and inattention.  Children with learning disabilities are often 

considered inactive and inattentive learners in comparison to their non-disabled peers.  

(Licht, 1984; Torgesen, 1977, 1982).  In this sense, inactive is not considered “lethargic,” 

rather it is situated in the realm of an approach to learning.  Inactive learners are those 

who exhibit a lack of independence, do not take personal responsibility for actions, and 

make unrealistic assessments of strengths and weaknesses (Torgesen, 1977).  Inattention 

in learning is the byproduct of inactive learners, or the visible signs that children are not 
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actively engaged in instructional tasks.  Inattentive learners show poor task-orientation, 

meaning they are more distractible, less persistent, and exert less concentration and effort 

than their non-disabled peers (Licht, 1984; McKinney, McClure, & Feagans, 1982).  

 Engagement. Within the literature, academic engagement can be viewed from 

two perspectives.  The first defines engagement by the outward behaviors that children 

exhibit.  Skinner and Belmont (1993) state that children who are engaged show, 

“…sustained behavioral involvement in learning activities accompanied by a positive 

emotional tone, select tasks at the border of their competencies, initiate action when 

given the opportunity, and exert intense effort and concentration in the implementation of 

learning tasks; they show generally positive emotions during ongoing action, including 

enthusiasm, optimism, curiosity, and interest (p. 572).”  The second, purported by 

Pintrich and De Groot (1990) associates engagement levels with students’ use of 

cognitive, metacognitive, and self-regulatory strategies used to guide their own learning 

process as well as students’ willingness to persist with difficult tasks through behavior 

regulation.   

There is evidence to suggest that children with learning disabilities have lower 

engagement rates than their non-disabled peers (Frederick, 1977).  For example, 

McKinney et al. (1982), in an observational study of second and fourth grade learning 

disabled and non-disabled students, found that children with learning disabilities were 

engaged with task-oriented behaviors only 57 percent of the time, versus 70 percent for 

non-disabled peers.  These students were less engaged in independent class work, teacher 

directed activities, and task-related peer conversation.  The relationship between 
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academic engagement time and academic performance is strong and supported by the 

literature (Cancelli, Harris, Friedman, & Yoshida, 1993; Curry, 1984; Nystrand & 

Gamoran, 1989).   

Task persistence.  Task persistence, or perseverance, is limited and students with 

learning disabilities tend to select environments in which their engagement with difficult 

material is minimized (McKinney et al., 1993; Stanovich, 1986).  This lack of task 

persistence sets children with learning disabilities up for continuous academic decline, as 

task persistence is considered even more important to success than instructional, 

cognitive, or metacognitive strategies (DeWitz, 1997; McKinney, Osborne, & Schulte, 

1993; Stanovich, 1986).  Even when taught specific strategies to facilitate learning, 

children with learning disabilities display inconsistent improvement and effort, quite 

possibly because of decreased self-concept and self-efficacy beliefs (Lackaye & Margalit, 

2006; Torgesen, 1977; 1982).  

Self-concept. Academic self-concept is considered a generalized, domain-specific 

feeling of competence that is determined by a student’s experiences with success in the 

school environment and within specific content areas (Hänze & Berger, 2007).  Children 

with low self-concept beliefs perceive themselves as struggling in academics, question 

their intellectual abilities, feel less popular, and have difficulty behaving (Kloomok & 

Cosden, 1994).  Lackaye & Margalit (2006) found that students with learning disabilities 

had lower grades, put forth less effort, had decreased self-efficacy, saw their world as less 

manageable and meaningful, exhibited less positive mood, and had a lack of hope as 

compared to their non-disabled peers.  Even when these students showed comparable 
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academic skills to non-learning disabled peers, they continued to hold lower self-efficacy 

beliefs (Kloomok & Cosden, 1994; Lackaye & Margalit, 2006).  In fact, the average 

academic self-concept and general self-concept scores of children with learning 

disabilities is significantly lower than non-disabled peers.  After analyzing three measures 

of self-concept and academic efficacy, Tabassam and Grainger (2002) found that students 

with learning disabilities average self-concept score fell in the 27th percentile in 

opposition to scores of non-disabled peers that averaged in the 50th percentile.  Similar 

patterns were evident on measures of self-concept.  

Attributional beliefs. Even when children with learning disabilities have success, 

these negative self-perceptions are difficult to change (Swann, Chang-Schneider, & 

Larsen-McClarty, 2007).  This is in part due to the attributional beliefs that students with 

disabilities hold regarding their successes and failures.  Attributional beliefs are the 

explanations that one gives for personal successes and failures (Licht, 1984).  Studying 

children with learning disabilities over two years, Chapman (1988) discovered that these 

children believe that success happens rarely in their lives and when it did occur, the 

students quickly attributed it to outside factors, such as a teacher’s help, or ease of work.  

Others have confirmed this finding, also concluding that negative attribution for failures 

is usually internalized and attributed to personal factors such as lack of intellectual ability 

(Tabassam & Grainger, 1994; Vaughn & Elbaum, 1999).  

 Relationship to academic success. A lack of positive academic and general self-

concept and negative self-efficacy beliefs can have far-reaching effects as positive self-

concept has been identified as a variable in academic achievement (Chapman, 1988, 



 

   22 

Haager & Vaughn, 1997; Kloomock & Cosden, 1994; Marsh & Yeung; Meltzer et al., 

2004; Tabassam & Grainger, 2002).  Additionally, poor prior self-concept has significant 

effects as a mediating variable on school achievement (Marsh & Yeung, 1997).  This lack 

of confidence, as demonstrated in Chapman’s (1988) longitudinal study, inhibits 

student’s ability to adopt appropriate metacognitive abilities and to develop task 

persistence.  Within his analysis, it was found that self-concept scores are the best 

predictor of academic success and achievement levels (Chapman, 1988).  Drawing upon 

the work of Chapman (1988), Meltzer et al. (2004) found that students with learning 

disabilities with positive academic self-perceptions worked harder, used instructional 

strategies appropriately, and were viewed by teachers as working as hard as their non-

disabled peers.  In contrast, those with negative self-perceptions were deemed by teachers 

to make little effort and achieved below the level of peers.  This sets up a cyclical 

relationship in which student’s self-perceptions influence teacher attitudes and negative 

teacher attitudes become self-fulfilling prophecies.  

These negative beliefs can have significant academic consequences that lead to 

disengagement with academics and account for the increasing number of students with 

learning disabilities who do not complete high school.  The National Longitudinal Study-

2 (Newman, 2006) reveals that secondary students with learning disabilities are 

considerably less engaged than their non-disabled peers.  Teachers report that children 

with learning disabilities participate less actively during class time; only 37% (compared 

to 66% of peers) of students with learning disabilities often respond orally to questions, 

21% rarely or never orally respond (compared to 1% of peers), and 50% of students with 
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learning disabilities never present to class (compared to 38% of peers).  These findings 

are troubling, considering the research surrounding efficacy, self-concept, and academics.  

It is not at all surprising that these children participate less in class as they have set lower 

achievement expectations for themselves and believe that no amount of effort expended 

will result in success (Chapman, 1988; Marsh & Yeung, 1997).  

Summary.  Children with learning disabilities are less attentive, less engaged, 

and give up more easily than their non-disabled peers.  They also tend to have a low self-

concept and lack positive self-efficacy; an important predictor of academic success. The 

following section outlines general interventions within these areas.  

Interventions 

 In this section, I will discuss research-based strategies and instructional design 

that addresses the needs and characteristics of the child with learning disabilities.  While 

there is much research that identifies effective interventions, the heterogeneity and 

complex nature of learning disabilities insures that no one intervention can address all 

learning needs or all children.  There are, however, general interventions that target 

personal learning characteristics.  

Dispositional strategies.  Of importance in the instruction of children with 

learning disabilities are strategies that help to improve task persistence and self-efficacy 

skills.  “Cognitive research increasingly stresses that above and beyond knowledge of 

learning strategies, task persistence is a major element in comprehension for all students” 

(Gersten et al., 2001, p.287).  When students are taught to monitor their own 

understanding through cognitive strategy assistance and learn to access the steps needed 
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to persevere past difficult situations, self-sufficiency, and academic risk-taking 

dispositions are encouraged and strengthened (Robertson, Priest, & Fullwood., 2001).  

Linking new knowledge and work to recent success not only gives children a basis for 

understanding, but also allows them to enter a task with a sense of competence (Margolis 

& McCabe, 2003).  Sequencing tasks from easy to difficult allows opportunities for 

guided practice, specific feedback, and repeated success before adding new tasks 

(Margolis & McCabe, 2003).  Cooperative activities carried out within friendly, non-

competitive groups and the use of peer models helps to strengthen self-efficacy as 

children with learning disabilities build up their confidence through academic successes 

(Margolis & McCabe, 2003).  Allowing autonomy through guided goal setting 

contributes to student motivation; however it is imperative that goals are personally 

important and foster the “belief that with reasonable effort, they are achievable” 

(Margolis & McCabe, 2003, p.166). 

Summary. The research on dispositional interventions for children with learning 

disabilities is limited and typically targeted to the remediation of specific academic skills.  

Research shows that positive learning dispositions are integral to achievement; however, 

there exists a lack of understanding of a general model that would guide the development 

of these dispositions.  

Cognitive Processes 

This term, cognitive processes, is being defined through an analysis of research in 

both the fields of learning disabilities and arts education to include: metacognition, 

expression, construction and connection of content knowledge and meaning, memory, 
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and learning and intellectual processing (Deasy, 2002; Wong, 1987).  The following 

section discusses how these areas are affected by learning disabilities. 

Metacognitition.  Metacognition, as defined by Wong (1987), is the “self-

awareness of one’s cognitive processes, cognitive strengths and weaknesses, and the 

match between one’s cognitive resources and the task encountered” (p. 190).  

Metacognition involves the overall planning of a cognitive task, using self-instructions to 

complete the task, and monitoring and self-checking at each phase of the task to make 

sure it is completed appropriately and is in the correct order (Bender, 2004; Swanson, 

1990; Wong, 1987).  Many students with learning disabilities do not plan tasks in a linear 

fashion and are unable to organize and coordinate incoming information needed to carry 

out tasks (Swanson, 1990; Wong, 1987).  Metacognitive strategies, unlike cognitive 

strategies, are not task specific, rather executive strategies that children use when 

planning, monitoring, and evaluating their own learning.  These strategies develop 

naturally in non-disabled learners (Chan & Cole, 1986; Robertson et al., 2001).  

Children with learning disabilities often do not know how to approach academic 

tasks as they lack the ability to use learning or cognitive strategies (Margolis & McCabe, 

2003).  They have inadequate prior knowledge, poor study skills, attentional problems, 

are overwhelmed, disorganized, frustrated, exhibit memory problems, have difficulty 

following directions, have difficulty with auditory and visual perception, an inability to 

do paper/pencil tasks, problems linking previous knowledge with new knowledge, and 

difficulty learning to generalize learning strategies (Borkowski et al., 1989; Gair, 1975; 

Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2000; Snow, 1992; Sturomski, 1997).   “Relevant to normally 
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achieving students, students with mild disabilities were less able to transfer knowledge to 

related domains” (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2007, p. 65).  Much of these difficulties have 

been tied to deficits in metacognition (Chan & Cole, 1986; Siegel & Ryan, 1989; 

Swanson, 1992; Swanson & Alexander, 1997; Swanson & Sachse-Lee, 2001).  Teachers 

must train students in metacognitive strategies to complete educational tasks and to learn 

self-direction and self-regulation in order to become successful learners (Wong, 1987).  

They also need to know how, when, and where to use these skills and to monitor how 

well they are performing (Wong, 1987).   

Unlike their non-disabled peers, children with learning disabilities need 

instruction in learning how to learn.  Teachers must teach those metacognitive strategies 

that others inherently bring to academic situations in order to break down inhibitive 

barriers.  Becoming a self-regulated learner requires “…mindful engagement in a 

recursive cycle of analyzing tasks, defining presenting problems, planning and 

implementing strategies, monitoring outcomes, and making necessary logical 

adjustments” (Butler, 2003, p.282).  As Augustyniak, Murphy, and Phillips (2005) 

remind us, the relationship between achievement and cognition assumes reciprocity 

between the learner (e.g., IQ) and the environment (e.g., rich in experience, good 

instruction).  When the environment in structured to give children with learning 

disabilities opportunities to actively engage and learn metacognitive strategies through 

meaningful experiences, they will find success.  

Expression. Many children with learning disabilities have language related 

disabilities and also lack the social skills necessary needed for appropriate peer-age 
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interactions (de la Cruz, Lian, & Morreau, 1998).  Many also struggle with written 

expression, which is the primary mode of assessing learning in traditional academic 

environments.  Difficulties in verbal and written expression can negatively impact the 

ways in which children are able to show their knowledge.  

Memory.  Verbal working memory difficulties affect both verbal processing 

skills as well as the processing of students own memories and memories for everyday 

objects (McNamara & Wong, 2003).  This difficulty in processing verbal information is 

due to difficulties in accessing the “verbal codes associated with the relevant 

information” and affects the areas of phonological processing, memory processing, and 

social information processing (McNamara & Wong, 2003, p.394).  Children with 

learning disabilities may also have trouble with visual memory skills, which leads to 

vulnerability in processing load, the point at which a child becomes overwhelmed with 

information and learning is unable to take place (Waber & Berstein, 1995; Weiler et al., 

2000).  Children with learning disabilities also exhibit difficulty in working memory and 

phonological memory  (Gang & Siegel, 2002; Schuchardt, Maehler, & Hasselhorn, 2008; 

Swanson, 2000). 

Summary. Research on cognitive processes within the field of learning 

disabilities often focuses upon specific difficulties situated within specific content related 

areas, which is problematic when attempting to define general issues that children 

struggle with (Weiler et al., 2000).  It is known, however, that a learning disability may 

compromise metacognitive, memory, and expressive skills.  The following section 

presents interventions as they are related to cognitive processes.  
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Interventions 

Cognitive strategies. Knowing how to approach a task is often difficult for 

children with learning disabilities, as they often lack the appropriate cognitive strategies 

to organize knowledge into linear planning, link new knowledge with existing 

knowledge, and generalize approaches to learning (Purdie & Ellis, 2005; Margolis & 

McCabe, 2003; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2000).  Students with learning disabilities need to 

be explicitly taught how to become strategic learners through the creation and 

development of an understanding and awareness of when and how to use effective 

strategies in learning situations (Sturomski, 1997).  According to Sturomski (1997), 

“Strategies are efficient, effective, and organized steps or procedures used when learning, 

remembering, or performing” (p.3).  Strategy interventions make learners highly aware of 

what they are doing throughout a task, making the approach to completion purposeful and 

systematic (Sturomski, 1997).   

Effective strategy instruction for students with learning disabilities includes 

advanced organizers, mnemonic strategy assistance, explicitly connecting new material 

with existing knowledge through elaboration, and discussion, reflection, and evaluation 

of strategy use (Gersten et al., 2001; Swanson, 2001).  Of all instructional interventions, 

those most successful and linked with the highest effect sizes are controlling for task 

difficulty through differentiation, instructing children in small, interactive groups to 

increase motivation, engagement, and social interactions, and the use of directed response 

questioning; a process by which teachers scaffold students in asking and answering 

questions throughout a task (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2007; Swanson & Hoskyn, 1998).  
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During this explicit and targeted questioning process, higher order thinking skills are 

activated by teachers as students “derive the explanation from the questioning” rather 

than it being told to them, resulting in increased retention of the information (Scruggs & 

Mastropieri, 2007, p. 64).  

Metacognitive strategies.  Metacognitive strategies, which usually take place 

before or after a cognitive strategy is activated, can also be explicitly taught in order to 

help students remember and learn more (Flavell, 1979; Sencibaugh, 2007; Swanson, 

2001).  It is necessary that this type of instruction be explicit and taught across different 

content areas as children with learning disabilities often have trouble transferring skills 

learned in isolation to other areas in which the skill may be useful (Margolis & McCabe, 

2003; Swanson, 2001).  Students can be taught to verbalize steps in a task, think aloud 

when working to self-guide task completion, and evaluate the usefulness of their 

strategies (Purdie & Ellis, 2005; Swanson, 2001).  In order for the effective use and 

transfer of memory strategies, strategy cues, which are reminders to use strategies must 

be employed (Swanson, 2001).  Visual and verbal cueing of students to use strategies and 

directing them to think of ways in which they can remember, apply, and evaluate these 

strategies are effective interventions (Purdue & Ellis, 2005; Swanson, 2001). 

Construction and connection of knowledge and meaning strategies.  

Instruction of children with learning disabilities is best carried out in environments, 

which help students achieve goals within meaningful learning situations that maximize 

student strengths (Steele, 2005).  One such instructional approach is the use of 

constructivist teaching practices where there is an emphasis on concrete, meaningful 
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hands-on experiences, deep learning, and performance assessment (Scruggs & 

Mastropieri, 2007).  This is in contrast to content driven models, which “…place 

substantial demands on semantic memory, vocabulary learning, and independent learning 

of often abstract content from textbooks, areas that are known to be problematic for 

students with disabilities” (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2007, p.59).  Placing students in 

active learning contexts in which instruction parallels real-life situations, seatwork is 

limited, social interaction is encouraged, and instruction is clarified and reinforced, 

produces higher levels of learning and engagement, greater retention of information, and 

increased interest and participation (Harris & Graham, 1996; Purdie & Ellis, 2005; 

Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2000; Sindelar, Espin, Smith & Harriman, 1990).  

In a review of activity based approaches to science instruction for children with 

learning disabilities, Mastropieri, Scruggs, and Magnusen (1999) found that this type of 

instruction, “produced higher levels of learning and better attitudes, than traditional 

textbook approaches” (p.248) due to the “higher interest level of concrete activities, and 

the learning gains from directly manipulating materials…”(p. 248).  And these learning 

gains are significant; third and fourth graders involved in a hands-on study of ecosystems 

outperformed their peers who were instructed from the text (Scruggs & Mastroprieri, 

2007).   

Memory strategies. Retention of information is of particular difficulty for 

students with learning disabilities.  Often this is due to deficits in verbal or visual 

working memory as well as weaknesses in accessing information because of inadequate 

search and retrieval strategies that are necessary for the recall of information (Ellis, 1997; 
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Geary, 2004; McNamara & Wong, 2003; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2000).  However, when 

given cues, or strategies to aid in storage and recall, children with learning disabilities can 

increase and strengthen memory skills (McNamara & Wong, 2003).  Because children 

with learning disabilities often feel overwhelmed when bombarded by instruction, it is 

important to break tasks down into explicit, attainable steps, which can then be modeled 

using examples and demonstrations and continually assessed for student understanding 

(Ellis, 1997; Lerner, 2003; Purdie & Ellis, 2005; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2007; Swanson, 

2001).  This type of instruction not only contributes to increased student engagement but 

academic achievement as well (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2007).  Additionally, prioritizing 

and teaching key ideas within active, organized lessons while establishing relationships 

across subject areas and with existing knowledge helps students to learn and remember 

factual information (Ellis, 1997; Swanson, 2001).  

Summary. Research on cognitive interventions has provided general strategies 

for remediation but are often content specific.  While these interventions may be used 

across content areas, there was little to support a holistic model that addresses all areas of 

cognitive difficulty.  

Summary 

 This section has reviewed the research as it relates to the characteristics of 

children with learning disabilities, focusing on personal learning characteristics, cognitive 

processes, and interventions of each.  One of the problems identified in the literature is 

that interventions in these areas are typically content specific and not integrated into a 

model that addresses issues across the curriculum.  The next section offers an exemplary 
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model of a school that is working to successfully educate children with learning 

disabilities.  

An Exemplary Model 

The Arts for Learning School 

 Founded in 1967 by Sally L. Smith, the Arts for Learning School (AFLS) (a 

pseudonym) has been educating students with learning disabilities using an arts-based 

and arts-integrated curriculum for over fifty years.  Smith originally started the school out 

of frustration with the inability of traditional educational environments to reach her 

intelligent, but learning disabled, young son  “I tried to find schools, private or public, 

that would open a special program for children who were intelligent but had severe 

learning disabilities.  Some of the schools were willing to talk about it and plan it over a 

period of years.  My child needed a school in September” (Smith, 2001, p. xv).  And she 

provided one; with the help of several local educational organizations, Smith opened the 

doors to the AFLS with four students and a handful of teachers.  Today, the AFLS is an 

internationally recognized model for teaching students with moderate to severe learning 

disabilities and has three campuses across the east coast, teaching approximately 600 

children per year ranging from kindergarten to twelfth grade in Smith’s “live it learn it” 

(Smith, 2005) philosophy.  

Arts for Learning School philosophy. This philosophy is built upon the idea 

that, “given a highly structured environment and concrete materials to prompt the 

discovery of relationships, nuances, and concepts, exceptional learners will bridge the 

gulf between the world of literal meanings and the world of the abstract” (Smith, 2001, 
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p.7).  In order to accomplish this, the AFLS infuses the arts into all aspects of the 

curriculum.  The theoretical framework of the school is built on the belief that when 

taught in specific ways, the arts can assist students in developing “the neural 

organizations they lack and need” (Smith, 2001, p.64) to succeed within an educational 

setting.  According to Smith (1979, 1991, 2001, 2005), symbolic representations in 

differing art forms can be understood without the use of language, something that is often 

delayed in children with learning disabilities.  The arts can also be used to ignite, 

motivate, and excite students.  Self-worth, confidence, and self-esteem, often negatively 

affected by prior school experiences are increased when students find success in an art 

form and develop a sense of accomplishment (Casyln & Kenny, 1977; DeFrancisco & 

Taylor, 1985; Fiske, 1999; Kloomok & Cosden, 1994; Lackaye & Margalit, 2006; 

Stevenson & Deasy, 2005).  Arts are able to “articulate the human experience” (Smith, 

2001, p.5) and help to increase cognitive development by keeping both children’s bodies 

and minds active in the learning process.  Additionally, the arts can serve as organizers, 

teaching children perceptual skills that form foundations for learning as well as the 

sequential organization skills required in all academic domains (Smith, 2001).   

Students at the AFLS participate in a minimum of two art classes per day, one in 

visual arts, such as graphic arts or woodworking, and one in performing arts, such as 

dance, drama, or music.  As students progress through school levels 

(elementary/intermediate, junior high, and high school), more complex art classes are 

offered that build upon the established foundation.  Each art class is designed to promote 

the development of visual perception and motor skills, spatial relations, self-confidence, 
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and planning/organizational skills (Smith, 2001).  Instruction in art classes focuses on 

mastering both the specific art form objectives as well as other academic objectives 

integrated within the curriculum.  

Academic club methodology.  The trademark of the AFLS it the utilization of a 

unique, arts-integrated approach known as the “Academic Club Method” (Smith, 2005).  

Students are fully immersed in a specific historical period that incorporates multi-sensory 

and authentic learning experiences to allow both core content and basic skills to be 

taught.  Each academic club design is built upon the developmental skills a student needs 

to acquire in order to make appropriate progress.  The club structure progresses from the 

beginning of time, with Cave Club for early elementary students, to the American 

Industrialists Club for students in sixth grade.  While it is impossible to neatly and 

concisely sum up this intricate methodology, Smith (2005) explains it this way, “Through 

a total environmental approach, the Academic Club allows a person to learn a number of 

topics and amass a storehouse of information.  A Club Member engages in at least four 

kinds of activities within a 40-minute session and uses several different intelligences” 

(p.4).  A full description of each club can be found in chapter one.  

Historical Theoretical Base 

While Smith’s approach to educating children with learning disabilities is unique, 

the philosophical underpinnings of the AFLS are grounded in prominent educational 

theory.   

John Dewey.  In 1896, John Dewey, American philosopher, psychologist, and 

educator, founded the University of Chicago Laboratory School built upon his belief that, 
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“The knowledge which comes first to persons, and that remains most deeply ingrained, is 

knowledge of how to do…” (Dewey, as cited in Archambault (Ed), 1964, p. 363).   In 

Dewey’s Laboratory School, children were actively educated in cooking, woodworking, 

music, dance, visual art, textiles, physical education, science, literature, and history in 

authentic learning situations.  Dewey believed that children need to be actively and 

naturally engaged with subject matter through the physical exploration of materials and 

genuine learning situations that fall into the scope of the child’s ordinary, familiar life 

experiences (Berube, 2000; Dewey, 1931).  He claims that knowledge comes from 

situations in which children have meaningful experiences within a community of learners 

where concrete, material-driven activities are combined with theory so that instruction 

mimics real-life problems (Archambault, 1964; Berube, 2000; Dewey, 1931).   

Because the natural course of learner development sets out with learning by 

doing, instruction that does not actively involve children becomes separate from a learner 

and is an act of memorization and reproduction with no meaningful connection to the 

child’s life (Archambault, 1964).  Dewey also reconceptualized the role of the teacher, 

believing that adults should not impose education upon children.  Rather, children should 

be allowed to learn by doing through carefully crafted objectives developed by a teacher 

that can lead the child into inquiry because, as Dewey states, “Ideas result from action…” 

(Dewey as cited in Archambualt (Ed), 1964, p. 435).   

Constructivist theory.  It is this active based learning model, grounded in 

authentic learning situations, which the AFLS emulates over 100 years after Dewey’s 

Laboratory School opened its doors.  The use of Academic Clubs as a means to educate 
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children about history clearly answer Dewey’s question, “How shall the young become 

acquainted with the past in such a way that the acquaintance is a potent agent in 

appreciation of the living present?” (Dewey, 1938, p.23).   

Academic clubs provide hands-on, authentic, meaningful learning experiences 

that allow children to be active agents in the construction of knowledge.  Additionally, 

academic club leaders act as facilitators of knowledge allowing children to take control of 

their learning experiences through appropriately designed curricula.  Dewey also believed 

that arts education was integral to the curriculum, as artistic experiences provide 

opportunities for children to develop both personally and as a part of the community 

(Berube, 2000).  As one of the first proponents of arts instruction in American education, 

Dewey (1938) realized that art is a mode of human experience that allows students to 

express themselves in a variety of ways not generally recognized by traditional schooling 

methodologies (Berube, 2000).  Smith (2001) echoes this belief, providing AFLS 

students with up to two hours of arts instruction daily.  

Cognitive theory. Although not formally acknowledged as the founder of 

constructivism, Dewey laid the groundwork for Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive 

development which views physical action as a necessity in the development of cognitive 

structures (Efland, 2002).  According to Piaget, the construction of knowledge is not a 

passive process, but rather based on active discovery that is developed through dynamic 

participation and involvement in educational settings (Efland, 2002).  For understanding 

to occur, learning must be placed within a context where connections can be made to pre-

existing knowledge.  In order for children to “grasp the meaning of a thing, an event, or a 
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situation…” they must, “ see it in relationship to other things” (Bransford, 1979 as cited 

in McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras & Brooks, 2004, p.77).  This process of assimilation, 

using knowledge to interpret new information, leads to accommodation, a cognitive 

change in the mental structures that represent understanding.  These understandings, 

which Piaget deemed “schemes,” are what children use to make sense of the world 

around them.  Accommodation of schemes is facilitated through the provision of 

developmentally appropriate learning situations and teaching methods that actively 

engage and involve learners.  Appropriate learning situations are dictated by a child’s 

developmental level and broken down into four linear, hierarchical stages: sensorimotor, 

ages 0 to 2, pre-operational, ages 2-7, concrete operations, ages 7-11, and formal 

operations, ages 11-15.  (Efland, 2002).  During these stages, Piaget believes that children 

focus upon specific, universally defined areas of development and cannot move forward 

in cognition until mastery of the previous stage.   

Many children with specific learning disabilities remain in the concrete 

operational stage longer than their age appropriate peers due to delays in development of 

the central nervous system (Smith, 2001).  “Perhaps this is why they [children with 

learning disabilities] clamor to see something, to touch it, to experiment with it, and to do 

it” (Smith, 2001, p.35).  Piaget’s influences on the structure of the AFLS’s methodology 

are apparent in the active construction of knowledge that takes place within academic 

clubs, arts classes, and the constant use of manipulatives and materials used to guide 

children in understanding concepts being taught.  The use of the arts and arts-integration 

within the academic clubs in instruction begins by making assimilations into a child’s 
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knowledge base.  Yet, the underlying goals of arts courses and academic clubs, which are 

tied closely to cognitive and academic skills, become accommodated in children’s 

schemes when the child realizes the carryover and the connections between the content 

areas being taught.  

Sociocultural theory. Unlike Piaget, who believed that a teacher’s role was to act 

as a guide in children’s self-directed learning, Lev Vygotsky considered teachers integral 

in the learning process.  Learners acquire complex cognitive structures, “through 

interaction with knowledgeable adults and peers, enabling him or her to understand or do 

things that he or she could not understand or do without this assistance,” (Efland, 2002, 

p.40).  This process, known as scaffolding is used to assist learning in a child’s zone of 

proximal development, the area between a child’s independent level of development and 

the level of development that could be achieved through adult guidance (Woolfolk, 

2008).  When scaffolding, teachers build interest and engage the learner, break down 

completion.   

A second important component of Vygotsky’s theory in play at AFLS is the 

situation of learning within a social context.  Vygotsky (1978) asserts that an essential 

feature in learning is the construction of knowledge within the zone of proximal 

development, which can only “…operate when the child is interacting with people in his 

environment and in cooperation with his peers” (p.90).  

AFLS academic club leaders and teaching artists approach teaching in this way.  

Interest and engagement are natural to the arts and children come to these classes excited 

and ready to learn.  In order to instruct all students, lessons are broken down through task 
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analyses and presented to children in a logical order so as to not overwhelm and frustrate 

learners who may be unable to separate process pieces into linear actions.  While teachers 

model task completion, they also model skills that children with learning disabilities 

often lack such as, cooperation, language, organization, and the specific transfer of skills 

from one content domain to another.  Additionally, children are learning within a 

community of their peers that are working together to achieve a common goal.  

Summary 

Through total immersion into a plethora of art forms, the Arts for Learning School 

(AFLS) has found a way to successfully educate children with learning disabilities.  It 

offers what Burton, Horowitz, and Abeles (1999) call the “ideal curriculum” (p. 44), one 

that offers in-depth, carefully sequenced teaching in several art forms for the entire span 

of children’s schooling carried out by properly educated specialist teachers “who are both 

committed to their own art forms and knowledgeable about the sociocultural background 

and development of the young people they teach” (p.44).  As Eisner (1997), points out, 

“Educational equity is provided not merely by opening the doors of the school to the 

child but by providing opportunities to the child to succeed once he or she arrives” (p. 

352).  For children with learning disabilities, this means an environment that respects and 

recognizes diverse aptitudes and experiences through the use of multiple forms of 

representation (Eisner, 1997).  AFLS is an exemplary model of how the arts and arts-

integrated instruction can be used to meet the educational needs of children with learning 

disabilities. 

The foundation of AFLS’s curricular approach is built upon project based 
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learning and arts-based instruction.  The next sections review the literature related to 

each.  

Project Based Learning 

In this section, project based learning is defined and research is presented to 

explain why project based learning works.  I then present literature related to the skill 

improvement associated with project based learning.  Finally, a tie is made between 

project based learning and the academic clubs at the Arts for Learning School.  

Project Based Learning Defined 

According to Bransford and Stein (1993), “Project based learning is a 

comprehensive instructional approach to engage students in a cooperative investigation” 

(p.5).  Learning is driven by a central problem grounded in a real-life situation that is 

posed to students and makes clear connections between activities and conceptual 

knowledge, which covers multiple content areas and culminates in the construction of 

artifacts that represent student’s learning (Barron et al., 1998; Blumenfeld et al., 1991; 

Bransford & Stein, 1993).  Project based learning involves active investigation within the 

learning, application, and representation of knowledge in multiple formats, giving 

students autonomy within inquiry and instilling a sense of ownership within their work 

(Bransford & Stein, 1993).  A central tenet within project based learning is an emphasis 

on cooperative learning between both students and teachers as part of a learning 

community (Bransford & Stein, 1993).  

It is important to differentiate between project based learning and project creation, 

which does not result in the extension and creation of knowledge and lasts only short 
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periods of time.  Project based learning is built upon the ideas of William Kilpatrick 

(1918) who believed that curriculum development should begin with student interests 

then built upon incrementally as it is relevant to pursing those interests.  For Kilpatrick 

“purposing, the expression of the child’s own interest in pursuing some activity, remained 

the essential first step in the curriculum-making process” (p.320).  He also asserts that 

children involved in project based learning develop personal learning characteristics.  

“With the child naturally social and with the skillful teacher to stimulate and guide his 

purposing, we can especially expect that kind of learning we call character building” (p. 

334).  

Overview of Research. 

 Current research on project based learning reveals that much of what Kilpatrick 

espoused over a hundred years ago, is in fact a highly effective instructional method.  In a 

summary of research, Thomas (2000) was able to conclude that project based learning 

increased academic self-reliance skills, general academic achievement, and cognitive 

skills.  Additionally, the quality of students’ learning is enhanced so much that higher 

level cognitive skills are developed, which can then be applied to novel problems outside 

of the context of the project problem or question (Thomas, 2000).  Finally, project based 

learning is an effective method for teaching students “complex processes and procedures 

such as planning and decision making” something that children with learning disabilities 

often lack (Thomas, 2000, p.12).  

Why Project Based Learning Works 

 In traditional based learning models that rely primarily upon visual and auditory 
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input and processing, knowledge is often de-contextualized and delivered to students 

through surface tasks, rather then created and applied.  As Blumenfeld et al. (1991) notes, 

“The prevalence of low-level tasks contributes to students’ lack of understanding of 

content and process and poor attitudes toward learning and schooling” (p.371).  In 

contrast, project based learning allows students opportunities to acquire a deep 

understanding of principals and concepts through investigations within realistic, 

contextualized problem-solving environments that encourages life-long learning (Barron 

et al., 1998; Blumenfeld et al., 1991).  Learners are able to construct their own knowledge 

”by solving complex problems in situations in which they use cognitive tools, multiple 

sources of information, and other individuals as resources” (Blumenfeld et al., p.371).   

When given the chance to build connections between lived lives and the 

classroom, students realize that questions and answers have personal value, which 

promotes links among differing content areas and offers learners a wide view of subject 

matter (Blumenfeld et al., 1991).  When engaged in projects, students learning reaches 

deep levels of understanding as they acquire and apply information, concepts, and 

principals while improving problem-solving and metacognitive skills as they formulate 

plans, track progress, and evaluate solutions (Blumenfeld et al., 1991).  Because projects 

are carried out over a significant span of time, students learn organization and focus skills 

as more ideas, procedures, and solutions are realized.  There are also many false starts 

and errors that require multiple revisions within project completion (Blumenfeld et al., 

1991).  However, through project based learning instruction, error is redefined as 

opportunities for improvement and learning, rather than failure, a concept that parallels 



 

   43 

Dewey’s (1938) idea of flexible purposing.  Additionally, the role of the teacher is not to 

specify what revisions need to be made, but rather to guide students to discover it 

themselves by alerting them to rethink key concepts; a process similar to Scruggs & 

Mastropieri’s (2007) directed-response questioning (Barron et al., 1998).  

Adaptability. Of particular importance is the adaptability of project based 

learning to meet the needs of different types of learners (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Boaler, 

1998: Thomas, 2000).  Within traditional, didactic, schooling models, children with 

learning disabilities often do poorly because of an inability to express knowledge and 

learning in generally accepted ways.  It is these types of learners, those that are active and 

seek discovery, but who are considered poor traditional students, for which project based 

learning is an instructional match (Rosenfeld & Rosenfeld, 1998).  It allows for students 

to see connections and uses for their knowledge, rather than knowledge being inert and 

inflexible where learners see no application within the real world.  “Students taught a 

more progressive, open, project based model developed more flexible and useful forms of 

knowledge and were able to use this knowledge in a range of settings” (Boaler, 1997; 

p.68).   

Perhaps the reason that project based learning is successful in reaching a range of 

learning styles and needs lies in the contextualization of content.  This is what Brown, 

Collins and Duguid (1989) calls “situated cognition” (p.7) or the ability for learning to 

resemble real-life situations in which the information is to be applied.  When students 

learn to solve problems and make decisions through the contextual application of what 

they have learned, knowledge is more likely to be retained and applied in other areas, 
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something that children with learning disabilities find difficult (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 

2007; Thomas, 2000).  

Skill Improvement Associated with Project Based Learning 

While there exists a lack of research on how project based learning can prompt 

reluctant and disengaged learners, such as those with learning disabilities, to become 

motivated and engaged, studies of non-disabled learners have been successful in 

revealing the benefits of project based instruction (Thomas, 2000).  

Engagement.  Engaging and maintaining engagement in learning can often be 

problematic for educators, but is of particular importance for students with learning 

disabilities as they are often passive, inactive, disengaged learners due to a history of 

academic failures (Sturomski, 1997).  Projects can increase student engagement, peer 

collaboration skills, academic attitudes, critical thinking skills, and build a greater sense 

of self-efficacy (Barron et al., 1998; Bartsher, Gould, & Nutter, 1995; Boaler, 1997; 

Penuel & Means, 2000; Shepherd, 1998; Tretten & Zachariou, 1995).  And students 

themselves are aware of these benefits, self-reporting that project based units are an 

important experience for them; one that motivated and increased their interest despite the 

complexity of tasks (Barron et al., 1998; Bartsher et al. 1995).  

Students working both cooperatively and individually feel empowered when they 

use effective work habits and apply critical thinking skills to solve problems by 

finding or creating solutions in relevant projects.  In this productive work, 

students learn and or strengthen their work habits, their critical thinking skills, and 

their productivity.  Throughout this process, students are learning new knowledge, 
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skills, and positive attitudes.  (Tretten & Zachariou, 1995, p.8) 

Metacognition.  Blumenfeld et al. (1991) assert that through project based 

instruction students learn the metacognitive strategies of both tactical and strategic 

control, an area of difficulty for children with learning disabilities.  Tactical control, the 

“students ability to monitor and fine tune thought while working with the details of a 

particular task” (Blumenfeld et al., 1991, p.379) is developed and strengthened as 

learners must remain focused on goals while working through the problem-solving 

process.  Development of strategic control, the “ability to engage in purposeful thought 

over what might seem to be disconnected elements of projects” (Blumenfeld et al., 1991, 

p.379) matures as students focus upon the creation of artifacts that represent learning over 

long periods of time.  

Academic skills. Not only can project based learning help students acquire focus, 

control, and problem-solving skills it can positively impact academic achievement. Both 

Boaler (1997) and Barron et al. (1998) found significant differences between students in 

project based learning environments and those in traditional text instruction environments 

on mathematical post-tests.  All students, whether considered low, average, or high 

achievers made “significant gains in their ability to answer questions related to the 

geometry concepts that were embedded in the context of the PBL task” (Boaler, 1997, 

p.301).  

The knowledge learned in the project based instruction has been shown to transfer 

to other tasks as evidenced within Barron et al.’s (1998) research where significantly 

more project based learning students passed the national math exam when compared to 
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traditionally instructed control groups.  Those with learning disabilities are often unable 

to transfer and apply skills from one context to another, something that may be 

remediated through this type of instruction.  

Analogous to arts-based instruction, Penuel and Means (2000) and Horan, 

Lavaroni, and Beldon (1996) found that project based learning created the greatest gains 

on post-test measures for those considered low achievers in the areas of critical thinking, 

communication skills, teamwork, social participation, and problem solving.  In similar 

studies, both Stepien, Gallagher, and Worman (1993) and Williams, Hesmstreet, Liu, and 

Smith (1998) concluded that students in project based instructional groups demonstrated 

more knowledge of factual content in social studies and science than students in 

traditional instructional groups.  

Tie to Academic Clubs at AFLS 

 Within the context of this research, there exists a clear parallel between project 

based instruction and the Academic Clubs at the Arts for Learning School.  Historical 

content is presented within a dramatic framework that is driven by hands-on, multi-

sensory learning and tied to central, driving questions that result in the creation of 

multiple artifacts throughout the year.  While most conceive of project based learning as 

taking place within the context of a traditional course, Smith has made project based 

learning the entirety of academic clubs.  Using the project based instructional lens to 

discover the benefits of arts instruction, clear connections can be seen between the two 

methods.  Within art courses, there exists a central, driving question, although this will 

vary depending on the media that propels students forward.  It may be designing and 
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building a chair, developing, writing, and directing a short play to represent a piece of 

literature of historical event, or painting a hallway mural using specific art techniques to 

create animals found in the rainforest.  All art, like projects, require the creation of 

artifacts as representations of learning and occur in active, cooperative learning 

environments.  It stands then, if this connection is strong enough, that the benefits of arts 

instruction for children with learning disabilities would be similar to those of project 

based learning.  

Summary 

 In this section, I have reviewed the literature on project based learning as it relates 

to the effective instruction of children with learning disabilities.  Because project based 

instruction can be considered similar in structure to arts instruction, the next section will 

outline the literature and present a review of contemporary theoretical literature that 

continues to inform arts education.  

Contemporary Theoretical Base for Arts Education 

This section reviews the theoretical base that guides contemporary arts research: 

symbol/sign systems, the work of Elliot Eisner, the work of Howard Gardner, cognition 

and metacognition in arts learning, and transfer theory.  

Symbol/Sign Systems 
 

The making of art has existed within world cultures for over 40,000 years.  Even 

before humans developed a system of written language, they engaged in the artistic 

process to create multiple forms of representation that functioned as a means of 

communication.  While the modern societies of today’s world have mastered multiple 



 

   48 

systems of communication, art retains the ability to transcend language, cultural, and 

geographic barriers to speak to human experience, emotion, and intuitive understanding. 

Much of arts theory rests upon the acknowledgment of art as one of the many symbol 

systems that humans use.  

The theory of symbol, or sign, systems originates from the discipline of semiotics, 

which is the science of human meaning making (Berghoff, 1998).  Art, music, drama, 

dance, mathematics, and language are symbol systems, all used to construct and express 

meaning.  Each system is unique and effective in communicating different messages 

(Berghoff, 2000, Goodman, 1976).  Symbol systems are complementary and humans 

simultaneously engage in many of them.  As Berghoff (1998) states, “Our thoughts are a 

rich dialogue” of these multiple symbol systems and using them allows us to know and 

express ourselves in multiple ways (p.520).  

Multiple symbol systems. Beginning in early childhood, children make sense of 

many communication systems such as dramatic play, drawing, dancing, singing, 

alphabetic, and mathematical systems (Berghoff, 1998).  Young children are masters at 

“symbol weaving”, which is using multiple systems in flexible and intertwining ways to 

explore the world and make meaning (Newkirk, 1989).  However, by first grade, the 

school curriculum narrows and symbol systems are based heavily upon language and 

mathematical systems, while the arts are relegated to discipline specific courses taught 

sparingly that do not allow students to use that knowledge to learn outside the discipline 

(Berghoff, 1998).  By heavily relying on linguistic and logical ways of knowing within 

educational settings, both Howard Gardner and Elliot Eisner warn that students are only 
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using a fraction of their capacity and potential (Berghoff, 1998; Eisner, 1999, 2002a; 

Gardner, 1983).  

Art as a symbol system. Art education gives cognitive balance and goes beyond 

emphasis on language and mathematics because arts education involves concepts and 

perceptions and “opens the way for multiple systems and forms of knowledge and being” 

(Elfland, 2002, Hamblen, 1997, p.28).  Arts are a use of complex, socially situated 

symbols to communicate ideas and create understanding that goes beyond the ability to 

express through reliance on oral language (Efland, 2002; Eisner, 2002a; Murfee, 1995).  

The use of nonlinguistic representations, which are concepts and ideas that are 

communicated through pictures or bodily gestures, allow thoughts and experiences to be 

expressed in ways not possible with words (Efland, 2002; Marzano, Pickering, & 

Pollock, 2001).  According to Eisner (2002a) humans have created a variety of languages 

(i.e., representational forms) in order to express themselves and not being able to use 

“any one form of representation available in the culture can be a liability for the use of 

the others” (Eisner, 1980, p.334).  “Students must be given the opportunity to think like 

artists, just as they should be also given the opportunity to approach the world 

mathematically, scientifically, historically, and linguistically.  The arts are another way of 

knowing the world-as important as the other disciplines to our societal health” (Hetland 

et al., 2007, p.4).  

Schools are the predominant pathway for children to learn those languages and 

they need instruction in all them because certain experiences are better expressed through 

symbolic forms than others.  By providing children with a multitude of ways to represent 
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their learning, the wider their intellectual horizons will become (Efland, 2002).  Perkins 

(1993) argues that understanding can neither be achieved or assessed except through the 

form of performance or other application in a real context and that the arts offer 

opportunities for children to demonstrate what they know within this real context.  “The 

arts convey knowledge and meaning not learned through the study of other subjects.  

They represent a form of thinking that is based in human imagination and judgment” 

(Murfee, 1995, p.2).  As Dewey (1934) so eloquently states, “Science states meaning 

while arts express meaning” (p.84).  

Elliot Eisner 

 Building upon the theory expressed by John Dewey that art is a mode of 

experience, Eisner argues that art allows one to see in new ways, to learn to notice and 

interpret the world; that art is a way of knowing (Dewey, 1934; Eisner, 2002a).  Art 

allows events to be experienced vicariously, while liberating learners from literal 

meanings, allowing observers and creators to tolerate ambiguity, explore uncertainty, 

exercise judgment, and have freedom from prescriptive rules and procedures (Eisner, 

2002).  Similar to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, Eisner asserts that forms of 

representation are socially situated and depend upon what learners bring to the experience 

in terms of cultural and personal experiences.  Representations are created to both further 

personal understanding and to communicate this understanding with others (Efland, 

2002).  Eisner (1987, 1991, 2002a, 2002b) believes that when students work 

meaningfully to create and scrutinize artistic images within visual arts, dance, written 

language arts, and performing arts; subtle and complex forms of thinking are engaged and 
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developed.  Not a proponent of what arts can do for other non-arts academics, Eisner 

believes that the arts have distinct and very important cognitive contributions to make to 

a child’s development.  

What the arts teach. When children engage with the arts, they learn to make 

judgments and discover that problems can have more than one solution, instead of merely 

providing singularly correct answers to questions that teachers already know the answers 

to (Eisner, 2002a).  Children learn to act and judge in the absence of rule because art 

making and analysis involves interpretation and eludes easy answers to questions of 

definition and meaning (Hamblen, 1997).  They learn “to rely on feel, to pay attention to 

nuance, to act and appraise the consequences of one’s choices, and to revise and then to 

make other choices” (Eisner, 2002b, p.5).  This ability to constantly revise and shift aims 

is termed “flexible purposing” and was originally coined by Dewey (1938).  It requires 

students to surrender to a work in progress, while not being rigidly attached to 

“predefined aims when the possibility of better ones emerge” (Eisner, 2002a, p.77).  

Form and content. Within the arts, understanding both form and content is 

imperative.  The form in which a concept or event is portrayed; be it through painting, 

photography, dance, or music, becomes intersected with the content that is revealed. This 

relationship between form and content is most obvious within the arts.  A slight change in 

the color of a painting or in a line of poetry changes the content measurably and deviates 

from the artists intended purposes.  “In the arts, there is no substitutability among 

elements (because there are no separate elements).  The absence of substitutability 

promotes attention to the particular” (Eisner, 2002b, p.7).  Paying attention to the way in 
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which  “form is configured is a mode of thought that can be applied to all things made, 

theoretical or practical” (Eisner, 2002b, p.6).  All forms of human creation; from stories, 

to debate, to scientific theory are constituted in elements of configuration, which can help 

students understand why it is the way that it is.  Instruction and engagement with 

differing art forms and mediums allows children the ability to think, reflect, and express 

themselves using materials chosen for a specific purpose.  Through this process, they 

learn to say what cannot be said when relying only upon spoken language.  “The limits of 

our language do not define the limits of our cognition” (Eisner, 1985, p.69 as cited in The 

Getty Center Education for the Arts).  

Howard Gardner 

 While Gardner is best known for his development of the theory of multiple 

intelligences, his early arts research laid the groundwork in establishing that all art 

mediums are symbol systems and recognizable as cognitive areas (Goodman, 1976).  

Within most areas of physical, emotional, and academic development, age is related to 

progress: However, in several areas of artistic production and perception young children 

exhibit a high level of competence that begins to decline during middle childhood years 

(Gardner, 1989).  This artistic production and perception often occurs without specific 

instruction in young children, much like the acquisition of language (Gardner, 1989).   

In most areas, the ability to perceive develops in advance of ability to produce, but in the 

arts, comprehensive capabilities can come secondary to production.  “This finding 

underscores the importance of giving young children ample opportunity to learn by 

performing, making, or doing” (Gardner, 1989, p.73).   
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       Gardner (1989) also discovered that children could be strong in one or two artistic 

areas and weak in other areas.  Again, this negates developmental theory, which states 

that competence in one cognitive sphere predicts performance in others.  Upon these 

findings, Gardner asserts that humans can have different profiles of intelligence at 

different points within their lives spanning linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, 

bodily-kinesthetic, spatial, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic intelligences, all 

of which can be developed through participation in the arts (Gardner, 1983).  

Cognition and Metacognition 

Cognition and metacognition are often used interchangeably; however, the 

difference lies in how information is used by learners.  Cognitive abilities are those skills 

and strategies used to achieve a goal, such as reading for understanding.  Metacognition, 

is the acquired knowledge about cognitive processes that can be used to control those 

processes (Flavell, 1979). In the above example, metacognitive strategies would assess 

whether the text had been understood after reading.  

The skills that the arts bring to learning support the role of the arts in the 

development of both cognitive and metacognitive abilities (Efland, 2002; Davis, Sumara, 

& Luce-Kapler, 2000; Perkins, 1993).  Through the study of art analysis and production, 

children gain important knowledge in learning to perceive, think, and analyze.  When 

children engage in the making of art, they call upon visual, relational, and expressive 

concepts.  By providing access to ways of knowing that may not be tapped by other 

forms of communication and that may not be dealt with in other subject areas, art study 

builds the minds of learners (Hamblen, 1997).  Art develops the skills of visual thinking; 
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mental images that include information, experiences, and fantasies, which are then 

organized into categories that are constructed and manipulated on the basis of an 

individual’s experiences and learning (Hamblen, 1997).  The development of and 

successful use of visualization skills have been linked to comprehension skills in both 

literacy achievement and oral language (Bell, 1991).  

Cognitive skills learned within arts disciplines can reach beyond the classroom 

doors, helping students to achieve deeper understanding across content areas.  When 

students explore historical meanings of art and artifacts from other cultures, “teachers ask 

them to employ inquiry skills of problem solving, investigation, analysis, synthesis, and 

evaluation” (Hamblen, 1997, p.29).  They are tasked to think not only about the form, but 

also about the content revealed within that form, which represents a multitude of ideas 

related to historical context.  “Art knowledge provides a scaffolding; in dealing with art 

disciplinary knowledge, cognitive processes are explored that may provide occasions for 

linkages to and elaborations upon learning in other subject areas” (Hamblen, 1997, p.30).  

This knowledge gives children frameworks of learning where it “is permissible and 

desirable to take imaginative leaps and to envision new possibilities and probabilities” 

(Burton et al., 1999, p.39).   

Providing children with study in the arts gives them more elaborate and extensive 

“repertories of hypothesis with which they can test ideas against experience” (Hamblen, 

1997, p.28).  Within the production of works of art, artists are tasked to use a specific 

medium to express their values and goals.  Each medium possesses its own characteristics 

and to use it well, one must learn to think about it and to think within it (Eisner, 2002a).  
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Creation within the artistic process requires students to consider their intents and 

purposes as well as the techniques and processes within the chosen media (Anderson, 

2004).  The thinking that is spurred when artwork is interpreted and created is process-

based and contributes to higher order thinking skills (Stevenson & Deasy, 2005).  The 

arts are subjects in which learners can take risks in their thinking as they try out new 

ideas and explore different avenues of learning while making sense of value and finding 

purpose in the educational process (Burton et al., 1999; Eisner, 2002a; Hamblen, 1997).  

Transfer Theory 

 A tension within arts education surrounds the issue of the theory of transfer, 

which is when a skill or concept learned in one academic area is carried over and applied 

within a different and separate academic area (Burton et al., 2000).  Contemporary art 

study theories range from making claims that study in the arts improves academic 

achievement to studying the arts for their intrinsic value in thinking and learning as part 

of a child’s academic experiences (Burton et al., 2000; Hamblen, 1997).  Current studies 

in arts research, which will be discussed more thoroughly in the following section, have 

tried to make connections between art study and improved creative thinking, critical 

thinking, self-awareness, social relations, lower absenteeism, and higher test scores 

(Catterall, 2002).  However, these claims make it appear that art is a cure all for any 

academic problem and is valued only to the extent which it can bolster other academic 

areas (Aprill, 2001; Burton et al., 2000; Catterall, 2002; Eisner, 2002a, 2002b, 2005; 

Hamblen, 1997, Rabkin, 2002).  These study results are often cited to save floundering 

support for arts programs and weakens the case that other interventions to curb these 
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problems need to be in place.  Often the capacities such as creativity, imagination, and 

critical thinking that are called out in arts learning are also capacities that are developed 

in other areas of study, making it difficult to cite causality (Burton et al., 2000).  

“Perceptions of transfer may well be, in part, a function of the degree to which different 

disciplines share certain cognitive elements, dispositions, or ways of thinking” (Burton et 

al., 2000, p.228).  Additionally, many of these current studies are myopic in nature and 

do not attempt to uncover the benefit of arts learning as it relates to long-term 

applications (Bransford & Schwartz, 1999).  

At the heart of this disagreement is the unidirectional way in which the 

assumption of transfer is made (Aprill, 2001; Rabkin, 2002).  By looking only for linear, 

causal connections, a premise is developed “that learning in the arts is a little lever that 

you press, and out pops a little knowledge pellet in science or math or social studies” 

(Aprill, 2001, p.2).  The problem with this model is that both neuroscience and Gardner’s 

theories have revealed that connections and associations are “made across a broad front 

of stimuli – or across intelligences” (Burton et al., 2000, p.228).  Certain ways of thinking 

or the development of skills may both be uniquely situated in the arts and continuous 

across subjects (Burton et al., 2000).  The web of learning is dynamically interconnected 

and impossible to separate for such claims to be made (Rabkin, 2002).  

Cognitive theory, which suggests that there exists an interaction of learning within 

and across domains of knowledge and thinking, may help to unpack this issue of transfer 

(Horowitz, 2005).  If research studies are able to examine arts learning as multi-

dimensional and interactive, a better understanding of how the arts influence learning and 
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how other areas of academics influence arts can be achieved (Horowitz, 2005). 

According to Eisner (1998), what we need is a “theory that explains the connection 

between the cognitive skills that work of all kinds in the arts develop and the functions 

that these skills perform in academic work” (p. 35). 

Summary 

The theoretical base that guides contemporary arts research includes symbol/sign 

systems, the work of Elliot Eisner, the work of Howard Gardner, cognition and 

metacognition in arts learning, and transfer theory.  The next section reviews research 

that has been done in arts and learning.  

Arts Research 

The following section reviews arts research and is broken down by findings 

related to the specific areas of brain research, personal learning characteristics, cognitive 

processes, and limitations of the research.  While this is by no means a complete review 

of research conducted within the arts, I have chosen those studies that most closely align 

with my research questions.  

Definition  

It is important to understand the terms associated with the differentiation of arts 

programs in literature.  At the most basic level, the arts can be used a pedagogical tool; 

such as allowing students to listen to music while studying.  Arts can also be integrated 

into non-arts courses to teach non-arts subjects, such as using drawing to strengthen 

writing skills or using drama to improve reading comprehension.  This is where the 

majority of studies fall within the current state of arts research, however within these 
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integrated programs there is a range of instructional methodologies.  While some 

integrated programs attach the art form to the prioritized academic skill without 

developing that specific artistic ability, others give equal priority to both the development 

of the academic and artistic skill.  Unfortunately, this delineation is often not made within 

research so it is often difficult to know the goals of integrated programs.  Schools can 

also have an arts rich environment in which both the curriculum and extracurricular 

activities offer a range of instruction in the art domains.  Finally, schools can engage in 

direct instruction in both artistic skills and art appreciation (McCarthy et al., 2004). 

Integrated arts programs have been linked to improved reading skills, verbal 

skills, math skills, creative thinking, motivation, school climate, and cognitive 

engagement (Catterall, 2002).  Much of the current knowledge surrounding arts research 

is based upon the findings in Critical Links: Learning in the Arts and Student Academic 

and Social Development (Deasy, 2002), a publication of 62 abstracted and reviewed 

studies intended to both recommend areas of study and research as well as to provide 

insights and suggestions for deepening arts learning for curriculum design.  Yet Rabkin 

(2002) cautions that these Critical Links studies explore only small questions over short 

periods of time.  Despite the controversy surrounding whether or not arts learning 

transfers to other subject areas, advocates believe that the arts work for children because 

the arts are authentic learning experiences that engage minds, bodies, multiple abilities, 

and hearts in real and meaningful learning experiences (Fiske, 1999).  

After all, the arts offer possibilities for engagements with materials, body, and  
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sound and encourage sensory affective responsivity in creating and appraising for 

which there are not clear-cut parallels in other disciplines.  Arts learning, 

involving as it does the construction, interweaving, and interpretation of personal 

and sociocultural meaning, calls upon a constellation of capacities and 

dispositions that are layered and unified in the construction of paintings, 

drawings, musical compositions, and dances.  (Burton et al., 2000, p.255)  

Brain Research 

Current brain research has allowed some insight into the causal relationships 

between arts learning and learning within other cognitive domains (The Dana 

Foundation, 2008).  Neurological imaging revealed that an “interest in a performing art 

leads to a high state of motivation that produces the sustained attention necessary to 

improve performance and the training of attention that leads to improvement in other 

domains of cognition.” (The Dana Foundation, 2008, p.v).  Additionally, memory skills 

are shown to improve through acting training and a link was discovered between music 

training and spatial skills (Winner & Hetland, 2000).  Music training also enhances the 

ability to manipulate information within both working and long-term memory that 

extends beyond the context of training (The Dana Foundation, 2008; Weinberger, 1998; 

Winner & Hetland, 2000). 

Personal Learning Characteristics 

The qualities of successful learners include more than just the ability to master 

academic material, rather they are intrinsic skills and beliefs that help children to take 

risks, have confidence in their learning, engage, and persist despite frustration and 
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setbacks.  These types of skills, or personal learning characteristics, can be strengthened 

and developed through engagement with the arts.  Improvement in motivation and self-

esteem appear the strongest in arts integration research, yet this is of no surprise because 

research also reveals that in “most settings where transfer from the arts has been 

investigated, improved teacher expertise has been found” (Burton et al., 2000, p.230).  As 

teachers become excited about teaching with and through the arts, they gain more 

knowledge and insight into both themselves and their students and students respond 

positively to this change.  

Arts experiences not only positively affect teachers, but students as well.  

Students that self-reported high levels of art experience viewed themselves as more 

confident, willing to take risks, take ownership and pride in their work, enjoy 

demonstrating learning to others, and expressed confidence in academic achievement.  

Teachers reported that students in these high arts groups showed higher levels of 

expression, positive risk-taking, creativity, imagination, and cooperative learning and 

were more willing to share what they learned than their peers who had not had these art 

experiences (Baum & Owen, 1997; Burton et al., 2000).  

Self-efficacy.  Self-efficacy is defined by Bandura (1994) as, “Beliefs about 

capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over 

events that affect our lives” (p. 71).  Both confidence and self-concept are aspects of self-

efficacy.  

Positive self-efficacy improves a child’s ability to learn by increasing confidence 

in abilities, enables them to accept success and to attribute success to personal factors, 
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helps students cope with blocks in the learning process, and leads students to engage in 

activities and situations in which they will succeed (McCarthy et al., 2004).  Participation 

in the arts helps students to feel as if they are agents of their own learning and empowers 

them to make positive changes in their lives and surroundings (Burton et al., 2000; 

Stevenson & Deasy, 2005).  Students who report themselves as competent in artistic 

domains also see themselves as competent and hardworking in academic domains and 

this relationship exists regardless of how smart the child actually is as reported by 

teachers (Lopez, Takiff, & Kernan, 2000).  When engaging with the arts, students are 

rewarded for taking risks and trying different approaches with ideas and materials 

(Hamblen 1997).   

The arts provide a safe place to conduct self-exploration, explore relationships, 

ideas, meanings, and possible selves as children innovate through experience (Stevenson 

& Deasy, 2005).  The very nature of arts creation encourages risk-taking, exploration, 

and experimentation and mistakes are encouraged, as they lead to unexpected discoveries 

in which students must persevere through frustration in order to solve meaningful 

problems and guide their work into a final product (Hetland et al., 2007).  As students 

learn to break down their blocks to creativity and to keep preserving to completion, they 

become engaged with their work.  Within classrooms that teach specific art forms, 

teachers remind, push, and encourage students to persist and not to give up despite the 

barriers that force change (Hetland et al., 2007).  And engagement in learning is a 

powerful thing; as students who are engaged with their learning have better attitudes, 
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school attendance rates, and improved behaviors (Ingram & Seashore, 2003; Stevenson & 

Deasy, 2005). 

Mattering. In their research within ten schools that possessed outstanding 

discrete and integrated arts classes and served primarily economically disadvantaged 

students, Stevenson and Deasy (2005) found that the arts made students feel is as if they 

mattered in their school, which empowered them to become agents of their own learning.  

When students are given the opportunity to create unique artistic projects that are a 

combination of lived and learned worlds they feel valued for their contributions and view 

learning as relevant to their lives.  These contributions, in turn, enhance mattering as 

students are given a purpose, which is to exhibit or perform their artwork and these 

products lend value to student’s belief in themselves (Stevenson and Deasy, 2005). 

Cognitive Processes 

Students involved in reflecting upon, analyzing, and making meaning in the arts 

begin to see themselves as artists and adopt new ways of seeing, using the arts as a frame 

of reference (Eisner, 2002; Hetland et al., 2007; Stevenson & Deasy, 2005).  They learn 

the skill of observation through arts training that requires the ability to look both 

implicitly and explicitly beyond ones preconceptions.  Art compels students to look at 

things closely, in terms of composition and through the use of art vocabulary, and to see 

these elements in new ways (Hetland et al., 2007).  As students hone this ability, they are 

able to envision, or use mental images to guide actions and solve problems by being able 

to look forward mentally and conceive of how a project may look at completion 
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(Hetland et al., 2007).  The arts give students practice in letting go of solutions that may 

have worked in other contexts and allows them to respond to, imagine, and try out new 

possibilities that arise in the creative process, a term known as flexible purposing 

(Dewey, 1938; Eisner, 2002a, 2002b; Hetland et al., 2007).  

Creative thinking. While there is no doubt that the arts allow for children to be 

creative within the context of artistic endeavors, art experiences have also been linked to 

higher creative thinking skills across domains (Luftig, 1994).  Students attending schools 

in which there exists a high level of arts involvement exhibited higher scores in overall 

creativity as well as fluency (number of solutions expressed when faced with a problem), 

originality (unusual quality of responses), elaboration (imagination and exposure to 

detail), and resistance to closure (keeping an open mind long enough for new possibilities 

to become original ideas) as measured by the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking 

(Burton et al., 2000; Torrance, Ball, & Safter, 1992).  

Limitations in the Research 

 Perhaps the greatest criticism of arts research today is the focus upon non-arts 

testable outcomes that only serves to reduce the importance of arts learning by attempting 

to show what arts instruction may do for other learning domains.  The majority of 

research does not recognize the effects of artistic activities beyond test scores and 

completed assignments (Arts Education Partnership, 2004).  One such example is Winner 

& Hetland’s (Eds.) (2000) publication.  Using only measurable academic, non-arts, 

outcomes, several meta-analyses were conducted to determine the relationship between 

arts learning and academic achievement.  Results revealed that when subjected to the 
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rigors of statistical analysis used in meta-analysis, connections between the arts and 

achievement fall short of causality requirements (Winner & Hetland, 2000).  Many of the 

metanalysis included as few as six studies, which makes it difficult to come to reliable 

conclusions.  Horowitz and Webb-Dempsey (2002) argue that the most important 

connections cannot be reduced to statistics that qualitative research is able to establish.  

In an attempt to make a case for the transfer of artistic skills obtained through direct arts 

instruction, “researchers have failed to document the kinds of thinking skills learned in 

the parent domain-learning about the arts” (Winner, Hetland, Veenema, Sheridan, & 

Palmer, 2006, p.195).   

It is not until research addresses and is able to determine what students actually 

learn when they study an art form, that hypothesis can be tested regarding transfer. 

“Without knowing what is learned in art class, we cannot possibly guess at what might 

transfer outside of the arts” (Winner et al., 2006, p.196).   

A second criticism of the research is based on the fallacy of homogeneity, or the 

assumption that the arts will have the same effects on all types of students within 

communities (McCarthy et al., 2004).  While several of the reviewed studies have shown 

that integrated and direct arts instruction have been especially powerful for disadvantaged 

learners, most research assumes that art education will have similar effects on all youth 

regardless of their level of educational development (McCarthy et al., 2004).  Despite the 

challenges to arts research, whether they are based on misplaced outcomes or assume that 

all children will benefit, it is important to realize that, “Arts education research today is at 

an early stage of development…[similar to] research on reading, where the accumulation 



 

   65 

of studies over time gradually honed the understanding of educators and policy makers as 

to the best policies and practices” (Deasy & Fulbright, 2001). 

Summary 

This section outlined the current field of arts research related to brain research, 

personal learning characteristics, cognitive processes, and limitations and tensions within 

the field.  In the next section, I discuss research specifically related to learning disabilities 

and the arts.  

Learning Disabilities and the Arts 

In this section, literature specific to learning disabilities and the arts will be 

reviewed.  It is difficult to synthesize studies, as there exists very little research in this 

area; therefore the literature will be organized into the particular areas of:  (a) dyslexia’s 

association with the arts, (b) general connections between the arts and learning 

disabilities, (c) research in pure arts instruction, (d) self-efficacy, (e) oral language skills, 

(f) writing motivation and skills, (g) literacy, and (h) teachers perceptions of arts in the 

instruction of students with learning disabilities.  I then discuss limitations of the 

research.   

Dyslexia and the Arts 

 Dyslexia, the term used to define reading disabilities, affects a large majority of 

children identified as learning disabled.  Brain scans of dyslexics reveal that differences 

exist at the “gross anatomical level and [dyslexic brains] are atypical in their structure, 

development, and organization of cells” (von Karolyi, Winner, Gray, & Sherman, 2003, 

p.427).  In comparison with non-dyslexics, hemispheric activities during linguistic and 
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non-linguistic tasks were of difference (von Karolyi, et al., 2003).  von Karolyi et al.’s 

(2003) work revealed that subjects with dyslexia, who exhibited inferior visual-spatial 

processing skills when compared to non-dyslexic controls, were significantly faster on 

tasks requiring “holistic inspection” (p.428).  Specifically, these tasks require the ability 

to globally scan a line drawing to determine if could possibly exist in a three-dimensional 

space, which requires the ability to mentally hold the image within the visual field, while 

minimizing working memory demands, in order to integrate all parts (von Karolyi et al., 

2003).   

Similarly, Tarver, Ellsworth, and Rounds (1980) found that children with learning 

disabilities scored significantly higher on measures of figural creativity than their non-

disabled peers, while verbal elaboration skills were significantly lower.  This type of 

right-brain versus left-brain learning has become the subject of current research in 

attempts to discover the talents of those with dyslexia and is most often associated with 

increased creativity (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2007).  If, in fact, the brains of children with 

dyslexia allow them a different skill set, one that is based on increased visual talent and 

creative thinking, then it stands to follow that arts-based instruction would address these 

strengths in order to remediate difficulties. 

General Connections Between the Arts and Learning Disabilities  

 While this biological view of learning disabilities certainly sheds light upon the 

etiology of learning disabilities, more work needs to be done before generalizations to 

instruction can be made.  However, looking through an instructional lens allows for 

connections between the arts and learning disabilities to be made.  Early childhood 
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education and learning is based on intuition; children observe their natural environment 

and develop an understanding of how things work, while primary schooling is bound by 

rules and stresses linguistic and mathematical learning styles (McCarthy et al., 2004).  

“This transition in styles of learning is often quite difficult for young people whose 

learning skills and styles are not well suited to the linguistic and logical/mathematical 

styles emphasized in schools” (McCarthy et al., 2004, p.22).  Training students in art 

forms allows them direct involvement and practical experiences with various media, 

which can then be used to introduce content typically taught in an independent context.  

Because it involves an integrated and progressive approach to teaching both 

practical skills and concepts, hands-on training is well suited to the cumulative 

nature of the learning process, in which new pieces of information are integrated 

into existing bodies of knowledge.  Similarly, because hands-on training involves 

a diverse set of skills or intelligences, it is well suited to adaptation to the diverse 

learning styles and skills of students.  (McCarthy et al., 2004, p.27) 

What McCarthy et al. (2004) writes of is similar to both the arts courses and 

academic clubs at the Arts for Learning School. 

 Within the current mainstream of arts literature, there has been little research 

examining both children with learning disabilities and arts instruction.  In today’s 

education models, children with learning disabilities are primarily mainstreamed into 

regular education classrooms, which may explain this gap in the research.  What is 

known about the benefit of the arts for children with learning disabilities must be drawn 

from conclusions of large-scale research projects that break down achievement levels 
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across subjects.  A consensus among the 1999, Champions of Change (Fiske) concluded 

that across all included studies:  

• “Arts reach students not otherwise reached” (p.ix) by providing a reason for at risk and    

    disengaged learners to engage with school. 

• Problem students, those who act out, are often the most successful in arts-learning  

   classrooms.  

• “Success in the arts becomes a bridge to learning and eventual success in other areas of  

    learning” (p.ix).  

• Arts connect students to self and others as effective arts learning communities  

   positively alter the attitudes of young people towards one another.  

• The arts allows for more than the just one right answer by engaging students in  

   experiences and creations.  

• The arts transform the school environment: Schools that celebrate the arts look different  

   by displaying visible representations of within the school.  

Pure Arts Instruction 

 As stated in earlier sections of this literature review, the majority of arts research 

is conducted within integrated programs and measured using non-arts outcomes in core 

content areas.  While research is beginning to look at the specific benefits of pure arts 

instruction, more studies are needed to examine the unique qualities the arts teach 

(Hetland et al., 2007; Stevenson & Deasy, 2005).  Interestingly, Gair (1975) posited this 

question within her research of learning disabled students.  She based her work on the 

assumption that artistic and perceptual learning increases a visual understanding of the 
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world and that making art is a “combination of the expressive, visual, verbal, and manual 

channels of communication” (Gair, 1975, p.55).  Twenty-eight art tasks delivered one 

hour daily over seven weeks as an intervention created a significant difference in post 

testing scores on measures of visual reception, visual association, visual closure, visual 

memory, manual expression, and receptive expressive performance (Gair, 1975).  The 

specific interventions are not clear, however it is believed that by providing students with 

instruction in visual expression, they learned to process information visually on both 

symbolic and non-symbolic language levels (Gair, 1975).  

Although Gair’s study is over thirty years old and involved only twenty students, 

the idea that the arts can act as agents of expression is a powerful one.  Consider Wil 

Kerner, a 12-year-old autistic child with limited expressive language skills and very 

limited social skills.  Yet with scissors and paper in hand, he is able to express what his 

words cannot, creating figures with expressive facial expressions, which are often 

reflective of things he has experienced such as “exclusion” and “pals.” (Bartley, N. 

2008).  

Self-Efficacy 

 Children with learning disabilities often suffer from low self-efficacy as a result 

of repeated academic failure, which is manifested in limited task persistence, lack of 

academic motivation, and the inability to perform at high levels of academic achievement 

(Casyln & Kenny, 1977; DeFrancisco & Taylor, 1985; Gersten et al., 2001; Kloomok & 

Cosden, 1994; Lackaye & Margalit, 2006; Margolis & McCabe, 2003).  Success in the 

arts may increase persistence, expended effort, and achievement in math and science 
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(Lopez et al. 2000; Smith, 2001).  Children who see themselves as competent and hard 

working in artistic domains, tend to also see themselves the same way in academic 

domains regardless of their actual achievement levels (Lopez et al., 2000).  As Smith 

(2001) points out, “Every child can succeed in at least one art form, whether it is 

photography, modern dance, puppetry, sculpture, music, or computer art” (p.5).  

Oral Language Skills 

Most children with learning disabilities have language related disabilities and also 

lack the social skills necessary needed for appropriate peer-age interactions (de la Cruz et 

al., 1998).  Creative drama programs allow children to cooperatively interact with one 

another, enable children to develop language skills to solve problems and express 

knowledge, and provides a foundation for literacy skills (Isenberg & Jalongo, 2006).   

Through the use of a 12-week creative drama intervention program designed to 

address specific language needs, courtesy to others, self-control, focus, and social 

compliance, de la Cruz et al. (1998) found significant increase of post-test scores in 

children with learning disabilities.  Standardized assessment scores of oral expressive 

language skills and social skills in all four targeted areas were significantly affected and 

these results held consistent following eight weeks after the removal of the intervention 

program (de la Cruz et al., 1998).  

Writing Motivation and Skills 

This small, qualitative study of two fourth grade boys with emotional disabilities, 

compared writing quality and student focus while working quietly to complete written 

assignments while wearing headphones that played different genres of music (Kariuki & 
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Honeycutt, 1998).  Assignments were structured so that they related to the type of music 

the boys heard and were then scored in several areas.  Observations and student 

interviews were also included.  During the music listening phase, students raised their 

writing performance by two letter grades.  Additionally, word count increased, the 

students showed more focus, and reported better self-concept related to their writing 

skills (Kariuki & Honeycutt, 1998).  Students’ self-reported that the experience was 

exciting and gave them a focal point during their writing assignments.  This study, 

although deserving in merit as an arts-based pedagogical tool, is not an instructional or 

integrated model of arts instruction.  

A similarly structured intervention study of two boys residing at a behavioral 

residential center combined creative movement and poetry to increase creative thinking 

and writing skills (Mentzer & Boswell, 1995).  Subjects were taught to add creative 

movement to selected lines of poetry as well as to their original poetry.  Analysis of 

observational checklists, artifact analysis, questionnaires, and interviews with teachers 

and subjects revealed that the students highly enjoyed the program, improved their 

motor-coordination and social-behavioral skills, and increased their interest in poetry 

study (Mentzer & Boswell, 1995).  Student’s poetry became more creative throughout the 

intervention, showing an increase in originality, flexibility, and fluency (Mentzer & 

Boswell, 1995).  It is not clear what the components of the creative movement 

intervention consisted of and if they were at all related to dance, which puts this study on 

the margin between using movement as a pedagogical tool and integration.  It does, 

however, reveal the potential power for kinesthetic learning to engage children with 
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disabilities.  

Literacy 

Visual arts can be used as an instructional technique to teach students with 

learning disabilities to visualize reading material, which can lead to an increased 

understanding of text (Bell, 1991).  Similar to the above mentioned study, Wilhelm 

(1995) based an ethnographic case study seeking to determine how visual arts can be 

used to help reluctant readers with learning disabilities enjoy reading, on two seventh 

grade boys.  Students were given instruction in how to visualize stories using object 

representation of ideas and characters, dramatize key points, develop an understanding of 

how illustrations represent words, and use picture mapping to identify main ideas.  The 

intervention culminated in a student-made collage created to represent a selected 

literature piece, which was then dramatized in a student performance (Wilhelm, 1995).  

Analysis of qualitative data reveals that these students became more active readers and 

began independently interpreting text at higher levels of success (Wilhelm, 1995).  

Similarly, when the arts are integrated into language arts instruction, standardized reading 

scores are improved, especially for disadvantaged learners (Ingram & Seashore, 2003).   

 In an effort to understand auditory difficulties experienced by children with 

dyslexia, Overy (2003) used musical assessments that confirmed dyslexics have difficulty 

with musical and language timing skills and rapid auditory processing of sounds.  The 

implementation of a music intervention program that stressed singing based music 

lessons and musical games focusing on rhythm and timing, resulted in improved 

phonological and spelling skills (Overy, 2003).  However, general reading skills were not 



 

   73 

affected.  In a second similar study, rapid auditory processing and rhythm copying 

improved along with phonological and spelling skills (Overy, 2003).  This study, 

although using small sample sizes, gives clues as to the possible uses of music in the 

remediation of specific cognitive difficulties faced by children with reading disabilities. 

Teachers Perceptions of the Arts in Instruction  

 What is known about teachers’ perceptions of the arts in instruction for children 

with disabilities heralds from the work of VSA arts, an organization committed to 

supporting the arts in learning and providing arts experiences for children with 

disabilities.  Through extensive teacher interviews and site visits, VSA arts research has 

contributed to the ways in which the arts benefit students with disabilities.  Teaching 

through and with the arts involves and motivates students, allows for individualized 

instruction, and helps teachers recognize a child’s learning style to develop lesson plans 

that attend to student strengths and weaknesses (Mason, Thurman, & Steedly, 2005).  

The arts give students a voice; a way to express emotion, understanding and 

beliefs through the creation of art that is representational of themselves and of curriculum 

knowledge (Mason et al., 2005).  While the measures of academic achievement tended 

towards more anecdotal teacher reports, students with learning disabilities with arts 

experiences exhibited greater academic success (Mason et al., 2005).  Arts experiences 

also give students a choice, a concept that is integral to arts teaching, as students are 

continually “observing, rehearsing, weighing, [and] judging” (Mason et al., 2005, p.12) 

within the creation of works of art.  A capacity for decision-making develops from this 

process and is refined as students make choices of how to artistically represent their 
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knowledge (Mason et al., 2005).  Finally, the arts provide access, or a way to “level the 

playing field” (Mason et al., 2005, p.13) for students with learning disabilities. 

Providing arts instruction provides the opportunity to fully engage in the 

curriculum, “participate in the school community, and contribute in ways that allow 

students to reach their full potential” (Mason et al., 2005, p.13).  The inherent flexibility 

of all art forms guarantees that students can “engage in art making to the extent they are 

able” (Mason et al., 2005, p. 14).  The findings of this evaluation reveal that art can be 

used as a primary strategy for meeting the needs of students with special needs through 

the assessment of student intelligences, use of student-centered instruction, reliance upon 

the arts as a means for illustrating concepts, using a variety of processes and materials to 

engage, and allowing the adaption of strategies for instruction at appropriate levels.  

Limitations 

While there exists a handful of mostly qualitative studies that examine arts and 

students with learning disabilities, most involve very small numbers of subjects that 

examine how arts instruction boosts achievement within other content areas.  “A review 

of literature related to the role of arts education for special needs learners reveals a 

compelling need for research that explicates how the arts enable educators to access and 

develop the potential of special needs learners” (Keirstead & Graham, 2004, p.4).  Most 

quantitative research in the arts looks at the ways in which integrated programs effect 

non-arts outcomes; however, to really understand the power of the arts, qualitative 

research methods need to be employed; to listen to, see, and understand what children are 

learning when they create art.  
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Summary 

Within the field of learning disabilities, extensive research has been conducted 

that defines the characteristics of this population and identifies effective interventions to 

address educational needs.  While research in the field of arts education is still within the 

early stages of development, studies are beginning to show evidence of the positive 

effects of arts education and arts integration within the learning process.  And while this 

research may not be able to unpack all the factors that contribute to success, there exists a 

power within the arts that definitely deserves a closer look.  To date, very little research 

exists that addresses the benefits of arts education for students with learning disabilities.  

The aim of this study is to examine the ways in which the arts can be partners in learning 

for children with learning disabilities.  

The present study contributes to the body of literature on learning disabilities and 

arts instruction by examining how the arts contribute to the cognitive and personal 

development of children with learning disabilities. The next chapter discusses the 

methods applied to collect and analyze data within the study.  
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3.  Methodology 

 

Research Questions 

 The major research question for this study was: 

 How do the arts contribute to the cognitive and personal development of students 

with learning disabilities? 

A subset of smaller questions helped to focus and narrow the ways in which this 

question may be answered and are listed below.   

1. What are the perceptions of teaching artists at the Arts for Learning School as 

they relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction for students with learning 

disabilities?  

2. What are the perceptions of academic club leaders at the Arts for Learning 

School as they relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction for students with 

learning disabilities?  

3. What are the perceptions of classroom teachers at the Arts for Learning School 

as they relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction for students with learning 

disabilities?  

4. What do selected cases of students perceive as the benefits of the Arts for 

Learning School’s arts-based approach? 
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Research Design 

 The primary goal of this study was to understand how arts courses and arts based 

instructional practices contributed to the cognitive process and personal dispositions of 

children with learning disabilities in the elementary and intermediate grade levels.  Based 

on my research questions, an exploratory design was chosen that allowed for initial 

qualitative data collection and analysis which then helped to develop the identification of 

variables to be tested quantitatively based on the emerging theory (Creswell, 2006).  

Qualitative methods, including observations, interviews, and artifact reviews allowed me 

to create a careful, detailed study of the Arts for Learning School (AFLS) within a natural 

setting using the researcher as the prime tool for gathering data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Maxwell, 2005; Stake, 1988; Stokrocki, 1997).  Instrumental case studies, using students 

identified by art and classroom teachers, were developed for the purpose of deepening the 

picture of the Arts for Learning School and extending the research to include particular 

students (Creswell, 2005).  Constant comparative methods were used to analyze all 

qualitative data relying upon emergent coding techniques that allowed for categories and 

themes to develop and to be related to past research and the theoretical basis of AFLS 

during the final phases (Stemler, 2001).  Triangulation of data was achieved through the 

use of multiple methods of data collection as well as tying results in with existing 

literature (Kidder & Fine, 1987).  
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Participants and Setting 

Setting 

 Founded in 1967, the Arts for Learning School [a pseudonym], located on the east 

coast is a private school for children aged five through eighteen with moderate to severe 

learning disabilities.  According to the school’s website:  

For over 40 years, The Arts for Learning School has been providing an 

exceptional academic experience for bright, motivated students (grades 1-12) with 

moderate-to-severe learning disabilities.  For students with ADHD, dyslexia, and 

other learning differences, art can be the gateway to learning.  Our innovative 

arts-based curriculum is experiential and multi-sensory, helping young people 

overcome difficulties with reading, spelling, writing, and math, while preparing 

them for a rewarding range of college and career choices.  

Not a traditional school by any means, one was struck by its uniqueness simply 

upon encountering it; the school was housed in an enormous castle, surrounded by larger-

than-life student created sculptures, fountains and mosaics; including a giant red giraffe 

that was a symbol of standing tall against the challenges that students with learning 

disabilities face (Abramson, 2007).  Just recently, a second “campus” was added nearby 

to alleviate the growing pains of the original school.   

In the school year of 2008-2009 when this research was conducted, they were 352 

students at the school, spanning from elementary through high school.  A total of 72 

students were enrolled in the elementary school, which ranged from the age of 6 to 

approximately 10 years old.  There were 67 students in the intermediate level, which 
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ranged from the age of approximately 10 to 13.  There were 72 students in the junior high 

and 144 in the high school; grades nine through twelve.  While AFLS was private and 

admission was based on an application process, approximately 39%  (or 137) of students 

were placed and paid for by their home-based school systems from surrounding areas.  

All students enrolled in AFLS had average to above average intellectual functioning and 

exhibit a specific learning disability in one or more areas.  The school did not accept 

students with autism, pervasive developmental disorder, or students with learning 

disabilities who exhibited secondary conduct disorders or severe psychiatric problems. 

Table 1 shows the overall demographic data of the student sample.  

 

Table 1 

AFLS Student Demographics 

 Male 
White 

Male 
Black 

Male 
Hispanic 

Male 
Asian 

Male 
Indian 

Male 
Middle 
Eastern 

 

Total 
 

Elementary 40 
 

4 0 1 0 0 45 

Intermediate 41 
 

4 2 2 0 2 51 

        

 Female 
White 

Female 
Black 

Female 
Hispanic 

Female 
Asian 

Female 
Indian 

Female 
Middle 
Eastern 

 

Total 
 

Elementary 21 1 1 2 1 1 27 

Intermediate 14 1 1 0 0 0 16 
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Art classes and academic clubs. Students at AFLS typically participated in two 

art classes per day, one in the visual arts and one in the performing arts.  Each art class at 

the elementary and intermediate level was observed at least two times and in most cases, 

three times.  These classes included: woodworking, elementary drama, intermediate 

drama, elementary dance, intermediate dance, elementary music, intermediate music, 

intermediate studio arts, and elementary visual arts.  Every art teacher had his or her own 

room for instruction.  There were six academic clubs designed for children aged 6 to 13, 

and children in the elementary and intermediate programs attended one club each day for 

the entire year.  A full description of each academic club can be found in the introduction.  

The design of classroom space to create academic club meeting rooms was integral to the 

school’s methodology and was a primary component of the dramatic framework used to 

create clubs (Smith, 2005).  Photographs of art rooms and academic clubrooms have been 

included within the next chapter to create a factual representation that offers the reader 

descriptive information regarding the context within the study and adds to the readers 

awareness and understanding (Hall, 1997).  

Participants  

Teaching artists and academic club leaders.  All academic club leaders and 

teaching artists within the elementary and intermediate level were selected and agreed to 

participate in the study.  This included five academic club leaders (one academic club 

leader taught two academic clubs) and an additional eight teaching artists.  It is important 

to note that two of the academic club leaders also taught intermediate studio arts.  Based 

on the differing art forms and curricular content that each teaching artist and academic 
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club leader was responsible for, all teaching artists and academic club leaders were part 

of this study to accurately capture both the similarities across arts and academic clubs and 

the differences among them.  Additionally, four teaching artists from the high school 

participated in a one-hour focus group in order to gain their perspectives.  

Classroom teachers.  Classroom teachers were teachers who worked with a 

specific group of students, based upon age, focusing upon reading, mathematics, and 

written language instruction.  One focus group consisting of four elementary classroom 

teachers was conducted.  All six classroom teachers in the elementary school were asked 

to participate at a pre-determined date and time.  Two of the teachers were unable to 

attend due to prior commitments.  Table 2 provides demographic data of the sample of 

teaching artists, academic club leaders, and classroom teachers for the 2008-2009 school 

year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

 

Table 2 

Teaching Artist, Academic Club Leader, and Teacher Demographics for School Year: 2008-2009  

Name Title Years 
Teaching 

Years 
Teaching 
at AFLS 

Terminal Degree Gender 

Ava Cave Club Leader 14 14 MA: Learning Disabilities 
 

F 

Jane Knights and Ladies Club Leader 10 6 MA: Special Education, Ed.s.: 
Brain Injury 

F 

Leila Gods Club Leader 7 6 MA: Learning Disabilities F 

Nick Renaissance Club Leader, American Industrialists Club 
Leader, Intermediate Studio Arts Teaching Artist 
 

13 10 MA: Learning Disabilities M 

Stacy Museum Club Leader, Intermediate Studio Arts 
Teaching Artist 
 

11 9 MA: Learning Disabilities F 

Doug Workshop Teaching Artist 
 

2 2 BA, Partial Fulfillment of 
MA: Learning Disabilities 
 

M 

Kelly Elementary Visual Arts Teaching Artist 
 

30 21 MA: Learning Disabilities F 

Jessie Elementary Drama Teaching Artist 
 

9 1 MA: Theater Education F 

Wendy  Intermediate Drama Teaching Artist 
 

13 13 MA: Learning Disabilities 
BA: Theater 
 

F 

Margaret Elementary Visual Arts Teaching Artist, Elementary 
Music Teaching Artist 

8 3 BA: Arts Education F 

82 



 

  

Name Title Years 
Teaching 

Years 
Teaching 
at AFLS 

Terminal Degree Gender 

Scott Elementary and Intermediate Dance Teaching Artist 
 

46 30 Partial MA: Learning 
Disabilities 

M

Sharon Intermediate Music Teaching Artist 
 

 16 MA: Learning Disabilities F

Natalie Intermediate Studio Arts Teaching Artist 
 

3 1 MA: Studio Art F

Gary  High School Visual Arts Teaching Artist 17 14 BA: Studio Art M

Mick High School Music Teaching Artist 
 

21 21 MA: Learning Disabilities M

Dan High School Drama Teaching Artist 
 

27 27 BFA M

Albert High School Visual Arts Teaching Artist 19 19 MA: Studio Art M

Leslie Elementary Classroom Teacher 
 

8 8 MA: Learning Disabilities F

Mary Elementary Classroom Teacher 
 

3 3 MA: Learning Disabilities F

Carla Elementary Classroom Teacher 
 

10 3 MA: Learning Disabilities F

Jackie 
 

Elementary Classroom Teacher 16 
 

13 
 

MA: Learning Disabilities 
 

F 
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  Students selected for observation.  Because I observed all art classes and 

academic clubs within the elementary and intermediate school setting, every student was 

a participant for the observational phase of data collection.  This was particularly the case 

for academic club observations and general art courses, as all children in the elementary 

and intermediate school participated in one academic club and two art classes daily.  In 

total, approximately 139 children with learning disabilities were observed, many of them 

multiple times as I observed them both in differing arts courses and within their academic 

clubs.  

Students selected for case studies.  In order to build case studies based on 

student perceptions, teaching artists and classroom teachers were asked to identify eight 

students with learning disabilities for which the arts and academic clubs had played a 

large part in their development as learners and as individuals.  Four students with 

learning disabilities were identified at the elementary level and four students with 

learning disabilities were identified at the intermediate level.  These were students who 

had previous experience in another educational setting so they were able to compare and 

contrast the settings and make statements based on experience.  Additionally, it was 

asked that teaching artists and classroom teachers recommended students who were able 

to adequately express themselves when speaking.  

Research Relationship 

 Over the past year, I had spent a good deal of time at AFLS working on other 

projects in completion of my doctoral work.  This, in addition to my previous learning 

and teaching experiences at the school served to provide me with strong working 
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relationships with many of the gatekeepers and teachers at the school.  I had already been 

introduced to a number of the teaching artists and academic club teachers on several 

different occasions.  During those meetings, I was introduced as the “Doctoral student 

who was doing her dissertation at AFLS” as it related to the benefits of the arts 

instruction for students with learning disabilities.  I found that all of the teaching artists 

and academic club leaders that I met were very interested in my work and immediately 

began voicing their thoughts on the topic.  Once I began meeting with teaching artists and 

academic club leaders to outline my research and obtain signed permissions, I made it 

implicit that I was there to learn from them and not to evaluate their teaching.  By 

interviewing teaching artists and academic club teachers before I began classroom 

observations, I hoped to establish a sense of respect and trust as I moved into their 

teaching zones.  I also set agreed upon dates and times with teaching artists and academic 

club leaders for observations within their classes.  My previous experience, as discussed 

within the researcher identity section in chapter two, and my belief in AFLS’s curricular 

model may have positively skewed the lens with which I interpreted data; however, I 

clearly outlined strategies in which to increase the credibility of my study found at the 

end of this section.  This included the inclusion of discrepant data into my final report in 

an attempt to look for counter explanations as to what was happening within the 

framework of my outlined research.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data Sources 
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Teaching artist interviews: All ten teaching artists were interviewed during a 

45-60 minute, one-on-one interview.  Interviews were guided by an open-ended interview 

protocol, audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.   

Academic club leader interviews: Five academic club leaders were interviewed 

in a 45-60 minute, one-on-one interview.  While there are six academic clubs, one 

academic club leader taught two of the academic clubs and was only interviewed once.  

Interviews were guided by an open-ended interview protocol, audio-recorded, and 

transcribed verbatim.  

Art and academic club observations: Each art class and academic club was 

observed at least two times, and in many cases, three times, for a total of 45 (32 hours) 

observations; 26 that took place in academic clubs, and 19 in arts classes.  Data were 

collected using both an observational protocol and an audio recorder.   

High school teaching artists focus group:  The scope of this study was limited 

to observations in elementary and intermediate arts courses and academic clubs; however, 

the director at AFLS felt that the perceptions of selected high school teaching artists 

would greatly contribute to the data.  Four of the high school teaching artists had been at 

AFLS for approximately 12 to 20 years each and were interviewed during their lunch 

hour.  The focus group was guided by an open-ended protocol, audio-recorded, and 

transcribed verbatim.    

Classroom teacher focus group: Four elementary classroom teachers 

representing differing grade levels were audio-recorded during a 45-60 minute focus 
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group interview.  The focus group was guided by an open-ended protocol and transcribed 

verbatim.  

Selected student interviews: Teaching artists and classroom teachers identified 

eight students, four elementary and four intermediate that participated in an audio-

recorded 30-45 minute interview.  Students were interviewed in groups of two in order to 

allow them to feel more comfortable speaking to me.  They were seen during their 

lunchtime and the day had been prearranged with both the children and their classroom 

teachers.  Interviews took place outside on a picnic table and were guided by an open-

ended protocol, audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.   

Photographs of selected works:  Photographs of artifacts were taken during 

academic club meetings and arts courses to illustrate the lessons observed.  Photographs 

were also taken of student work throughout the school for the purpose of illustrating the 

text.   

Photographs of academic clubs and art rooms: Photographs of each art room 

and academic clubroom were taken in order to situate the reader and were placed in the 

final report.  

Photographs of lessons: Photographs of arts classes and academic club meetings 

were taken and used within the final report for the purposes of placing the reader within 

the context and to illustrate lessons discussed.  

Data Collection Procedure 

Permission.  First, George Mason University’s Human Subjects Review Board 

and AFLS administrators approved the proposed research project.  I then met with the 



 

   88 

academic club leaders and teaching artists during team meetings to explain my research 

and obtain letters of consent.  All academic club leaders and teaching artists were willing 

participants and signed consent letters, which can be found in Appendix A.  Next, the 

heads of the elementary and intermediate schools were contacted to determine the best 

way to obtain student permission.  It was decided that a meeting with classroom teachers 

be held to discuss the research.  A week after meeting with both teams of classroom 

teachers, I visited each of the 12 classrooms in the elementary and intermediate school 

and spoke to the children about my research.  All students were given a letter of assent 

and a letter of consent to take home and review with their parents as referenced in 

Appendices B and C.  Returned assent and consent forms were collected by teachers and 

placed in a box in the front office.  These forms were reviewed and compared to a master 

list.  If a form was not returned after two reminders from the classroom teacher, the child 

was not observed or photographed.  Consent was obtained from teachers and high school 

teaching artists involved in the focus group at the beginning of the meeting and 

referenced in Appendix D.  I met with each identified case-student privately after their 

arts course and explained that I wanted to interview them.  Upon agreement, I sent home 

a letter of consent and assent as referenced in Appendices E and F.    

Selection procedures for teachers. All teaching artists and academic club 

leaders were asked and agreed to participate in the study.   

Selection procedures for children.  All children in the elementary and 

intermediate level of AFLS were considered participants within this study, as all took arts 

courses and attended academic clubs daily.  Children were potentially observed in two 
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settings; their academic clubs and arts classes, although there was not a specific tally kept 

of the number of times each child was observed.  Eight case-study participants were 

identified by teaching artists and classroom teachers as students for whom the arts had 

been particularly powerful within their learning and who had previous academic 

experiences outside of AFLS.  Additionally, the final selection of these students was 

contingent upon securing student assent and parent consent.  

I chose to collect data in this particular order because each data source informed 

the one immediately following.  Interviews with teaching artists and academic club 

leaders provided me with an integral background knowledge regarding each teacher’s 

beliefs and the content covered within the classroom.  Additionally, it allowed us to 

establish a relationship before observation.  Classroom teacher data were collected 

following observations and the preliminary analysis of this data were used to refine 

questions used that guided the focus group.  Case study data was the final piece collected 

to allow art teachers time to identify potential participants.  Additionally, students had 

become familiar with me due to my time spent observing in academic clubs and art 

classes.  This helped to alleviate any anxious feelings that arose when talking with a 

“stranger.”  

Four phases were developed for data collection.  In Phase I, I met with each 

teaching artist and academic club leader to interview them regarding their teaching 

background and perceptions of the benefits and purposes of arts instruction for students 

with learning disabilities.  Interview guides had been developed to guide questioning and 

can be found in Appendices G and H.  All teaching artists and academic club leaders 
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were asked the same set of questions regarding demographics.  For example, a sample 

item was “What reasons did you have for coming to AFLS?”  Open-ended questions 

specific to teaching artists and academic club leaders were used to guide discussions.  For 

example, “What types of skills/benefits do you believe that the arts bring to student 

learning?”  This allowed consistency across the interviews and guided me in the process 

without limiting the teachers in expressing their thoughts and ideas.  It also allowed me to 

collect the data in a creative, flexible manner (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klinger, Pugach & 

Richardson, 2005).   

 Each interview lasted between 40-60 minutes and was scheduled at a prearranged 

date and time.  All interviews were conducted one-to-one and digitally recorded for 

transcription.  Participants were asked for their permission to record interviews and were 

assured that the discs were kept under lock and key.  Participants were also asked for 

permission to photograph their art room or academic clubroom for inclusion in this study.  

Reflective memos were written after the interviews so as to capture initial impressions 

and thoughts.  An email was sent to each participant after the interview thanking him or 

her for their time and inviting them to share anything else they thought of related to our 

discussion and is included in Appendix I. 

 During Phase II, I observed teaching artists and academic club leaders in their 

classrooms working with groups of students.  An open-ended observation protocol was 

developed using the ideas of Smith and those in related literature as guiding principles, 

which can be found in Appendix J.  For example, “Evidence of student engagement, risk-

taking, confidence and persistence” was one category being observed.  The purpose of 
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these observations was to gain information on how the arts and arts integration teaching 

were contributing to the education of students with learning disabilities.  I wanted to see, 

first hand, what teachers were doing and how students were responding.  As Eisner 

(2002a) states, “…we need to penetrate the surface features of an activity to get at what 

lies beneath” (p. 193).  During this phase I also asked the teaching artists and academic 

club leaders for permission to photograph student works that were relevant to the lesson 

being observed or works that were illustrative of the course content overall. 

 In Phase III, I met with four elementary classroom teachers as part of a focus 

group in order to gain a deeper understanding from a different perspective regarding the 

arts and learning (Morgan, 1997).  I chose to complete this phase as a group interview, 

rather than individual interviews, because the decreased interaction of the facilitator 

allowed teachers to speak freely which “gives more weight to the participants’ opinions, 

decreasing the influence the researcher has over the interview process” (Madriz, 2000, 

p.837).  These teachers represented a cross section of grade levels at the elementary level.  

The purpose of this focus group was to discover the perceptions of non-arts teachers as 

they related to the benefits of arts instruction.  I was interested in finding out if 

connections were being made across the curriculum that included reading, writing, and 

mathematics content.  I met with the teachers at a pre-determined convenient time on the 

school grounds.  An open-ended interview protocol was used to guide the discussion, 

which allowed teachers the opportunity to speak openly about their thoughts and is found 

in Appendix K.  For example, teachers were asked, “How do you use the students 

knowledge gained in art classes to make connections within the classroom?”  Following 
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the interview, I sent each teacher an email thanking them for their participation and 

asking that they contact me if they had any further thoughts they would like to share.  

This is found in Appendix I.  

 During this phase, I also met with a group of four high school teaching artists in a 

focus group format.  My research was initially designed to encompass all arts classes at 

AFLS, however, after discussion with the director of the school, it was suggested and 

decided to limit my observations and interviews to elementary and intermediate aged 

children.  The purpose of limiting the research was two-fold.  First, the amount of arts 

classes and teaching artists that constituted the entire staff at AFLS was deemed too large 

for my research timeline.  Second, elementary and intermediate students were all 

involved in both academic clubs and arts courses, while junior high and high school 

students participated in more diverse art forms and were no longer in academic clubs.  

The director at AFLS felt that limiting the study provided more aligned data due to the 

similarities in schedule structure for elementary and intermediate students.  She did, 

however, mention that four specific high school teaching artists should be interviewed 

because they had all been at AFLS between 12 and 20 years and could offer unique 

perspectives.  These four teaching artists had already signed letters of consent at the 

initial team meeting.  The interview guide used for teaching artists (Appendix G) was 

used to guide the structure and flow of the focus group.  Data were audio-recorded and 

transcribed verbatim.  

 The final phase of this study involved collecting student data in order to build 

case studies.  My purpose for including case studies within this research was based on 
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what Stake (2000) refers to as “instrumental case study” (p.437) and Yin (1994) calls 

explanatory cases.  Cases of this type typically play a secondary and supportive role of 

testing an existing theory or generalizing a new one.  In this instance, I examined 

individual cases in order to more fully understand how students perceived learning in the 

arts and academic clubs.  Additionally, these cases helped bring to light the personal 

impact of the AFLS approach from student perspectives and “assist readers in the 

construction of knowledge” as they “assimilate certain descriptions and assertions into 

memory” (Stake, 2000, p. 442) and see reality through the eyes of others (Hitchcock & 

Hughes, 1995).  Teaching artists and classroom teachers identified eight students, 

representing a range of grade levels and years spent at AFLS.  Parental consent and 

student assent was obtained.  Students were interviewed in groups of two.  Typically 

these interviews lasted approximately 30 minutes, were conducted during lunchtime, and 

were guided by a set of open-ended questions that had been developed based on the 

analysis of data obtained from teaching artists, academic club leaders, and classroom 

teachers.  Student questions included, “What types of things have you learned in your art 

courses?  Why are these things important?”  The list of questions can be found in 

Appendix L.   

Data Analysis 

  Data analysis took place throughout the length of the study.  Qualitative data 

were analyzed using constant comparative methods associated with grounded theory as 

well as external comparative methods (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Stokrocki, 1997; Strauss 

& Corbin, 1998).  Constant comparative analysis was done through the coding of data 
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into emergent themes that underwent constant refinement and revision such that, “as 

events are constantly compared with previous events, new topological dimension, as well 

as new relationships, may be discovered” (Goetz & LeCompte, 1981, p.58).  Observation 

and interview transcripts were initially coded using open coding techniques so that 

patterns and themes emerged across data sources.  Coding was done by reading each 

document and attributing a code to words, sentences, or paragraphs; thus allowing me to 

identify, code and categorize the primary patterns in the data (Patton, 1990).  Sections of 

transcripts and handwritten observations may have been given more than one code 

depending upon the meaning and interpretation of the iteration.  This stage in the analysis 

process was a creative one that required me to make considerable judgments about what 

was important and meaningful to the data (Patton, 1990).  As Eisner (1991) stated, 

“…features that count do not wear labels on their sleeves; they do not announce 

themselves…It is not a matter of checking behaviors, but rather of perceiving their 

presence and interpreting their significance” (p.32).  All codes and their definitions were 

written in a separate text file to allow me consistent code use and to create a data trail that 

may be used by others interested in future research.  Once all documents had been coded, 

those with common elements were merged to form thematic categories (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990).  Initial theme development was guided by my conceptual framework; 

however, was open to change and revision with the addition of more data and analysis.  

After data had been coded and categorized, I used connecting strategies to identify the 

relationships that existed between the categories (Maxwell, 2005).  A complete listing of 
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initial and collapsed codes as well as detailed data analysis procedures are included in the 

beginning of chapter four.  

Validity Threats 

 The purpose of this study was to understand the role the arts played in the 

development of cognitive process and personal dispositions of students with learning 

disabilities at the Arts for Learning School (AFLS) based on the perceptions of AFLS 

teaching artists, academic club leaders, classroom teachers, and students. Because the 

majority of this study was qualitative, it was imperative to rule out threats to my 

interpretations and explanations (Brantlinger et al., 2005; Maxwell, 2005).  By 

acknowledging and dealing with these threats before the outset of the study, they were 

minimized and the credibility of my findings increased.  

Due to my previous experiences at the AFLS, the role that founder of AFLS had 

in shaping my beliefs as an educator, and my implicit beliefs in the benefits of arts 

education, researcher bias and interpretative validity was a potential threat to this study.  

In my theoretical framework section, I have been forthcoming and reflexive about my 

beliefs and assumptions and how they have shaped my research.  However, my beliefs 

and experiences were based on those of a special education classroom teacher, not as a 

teaching artist, such as those at AFLS.  I possess very little intricate knowledge as to the 

structure of the ways in which each art form contributes to the learning process; so I 

entered the research setting with few pre-conceived notions, save for the big picture that 

arts enhance learning.  
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In order to minimize this bias, the following strategies were employed to defend 

the study’s credibility:   

•  Triangulation: By drawing on multiple sources of information that included teaching 

artists, academic club teachers, classroom teachers, and students as well as using 

differing methods and measures such as observations, interviews, focus groups, and 

artifact analysis, I was able to corroborate evidence across individuals and classroom 

settings.  

•  Thick, detailed description and particularizability: The Council for Exceptional 

Children (2005) recommends that qualitative reports include sufficient direct quotes and 

cases with thick descriptions so that evidence is provided for interpretations and readers 

are able to determine the generalizability of the results to their own situations.  My final 

report is written using a great deal of detailed description that made “the particular vivid” 

(Eisner, 1996, p.90).  It was through this type of writing that the object of my research 

became “referentially adequate for experiencing the process of object addressed” (Eisner, 

1996, p.90).  

•  Member checks: Analysis and interpretation of findings were taken to the participants 

in this study so that they were able to support or refute my conclusions.  This allowed 

participants to ensure that their thoughts were accurately represented and disclosed within 

the context of the study.  

• Discrepant data: Brantlinger et al. (2005) recommends looking for evidence that is 

inconsistent with developed themes in order to increase the credibility of qualitative 
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research studies.  Any discrepant data found during analysis was coded as such and 

included in the final report.  

Limitations 

Generalizability 

The usefulness of generalizations from any study depends upon the motives of the 

research (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995).  This study, in fact, depended upon it’s lack of 

generalizability outside of the school setting as it was intended to examine arts-based 

education for students with learning disabilities as an ideal type (Maxwell, 2005).  

Schofield (1990) refers to this as studying “what could be” (p. 226), an attempt to find 

ideal or exceptional models; in this case the Arts for Learning School’s approach to 

educating students with learning disabilities, to explore what was really happening within 

the setting.  Concurrent with Schofield’s (1990) statement, the goal of my research was 

not to produce a standard data set that others could replicate, “rather it is to produce a 

coherent and illuminating description of and perspective on a situation that is based on, 

and consistent with detailed study of that situation” (p.203). 

Potential Bias in Interview Data 

 There is the chance for potential bias of data obtained from teaching artists, 

academic club leaders, classroom teachers, and students.  Because these groups have a 

vested interest in their program and the school, interview data may be slanted so that 

discrepant data is not revealed.  However, by using triangulation of data that includes 

observations and interview data from a number of differing sources, this bias will be 

minimized.  
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Purposeful Sampling in Case Studies 

Students selected for the case study portion of this study were identified by the 

teaching artists and classroom teachers as those students for which the arts had played a 

large role in their learning and personal development.  While some may argue that these 

students are not representative of the larger sample that was not my purpose in providing 

case studies.  The specific parameters set in case study selection; students who had 

previous experience in another school AND those for whom the arts played a pivotal role 

in their development as learners, allowed me to understand the critical phenomena 

through a wise selection of students who satisfied the boundaries (Stake, 2000).   
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4. Data Analysis and Results 

 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how the arts contributed to the 

cognitive and personal development of children with learning disabilities.  The study 

examined the perceptions of teaching artists, academic club leaders, classroom teachers 

and selected case-study students at the Arts for Learning School (AFLS) in order to 

discover what children with learning disabilities are learning and how they are learning 

when they engage in arts instruction and participate in arts integrated classes.  The 

purpose of this chapter is to present the results of the qualitative data gathered from 

participant interviews, observations, and artifact analysis.  To ensure participant 

confidentiality, all teaching artists, academic club leaders, classroom teachers, and 

students’ names have been changed.  

 This chapter is divided into six sections.  The first section provides an explanation 

of the data collected and the data analysis.  The second section provides an overview and 

framework of the arts and academic clubs at the Arts for Learning School (AFLS) in 

order to situate the reader within the context of the research.  Because the context of the 

arts and academic clubs is unique to this research setting alone, understanding it is 

integral to the study.  Sections three, four, and five are organized by the major themes 

found in the analysis and describe what and how children with learning disabilities learn 

in the arts.  The key themes are (a) knowledge, (b) skills, and (c) dispositions.  Each of 
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these themes, as well as sub-themes, is applied to both arts classes and academic clubs.  I 

have included interview data, observational reports, and photographs of artifacts within 

the discussion of the themes.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

Data Collected 

 Data were collected over four weeks, from late April through late May.  Table 3 

shows the type and amount of each type of data collected.   

Table 3 
 
Type and Amount of Data Collected 
 

Data Type n 

Teaching artist interviews 8a 

Academic club leader interviews 5b 

Student interviews 
   Elementary students 
   Intermediate students 

 
4 
4 

Classroom teacher focus group 1 
High school teaching artists focus group 1 
Arts courses observations 19 
Academic club observations 26 
Photographs of student artifacts >200 
Photographs of students working in arts courses and 
academic clubs 

>150 

aTwo intermediate visual arts teaching artists also teach academic clubs and were only 
interviewed once. 
bOne academic club leader teaches two academic clubs and was interviewed only once. 

 

Each interview was conducted individually, except in the case of student 

interviews, which were done two at a time in order to reduce the stress upon the children 

and to allow them to speak to each other’s comments.  Focus groups included four each 
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of elementary teachers and high school teaching artists.  Although high school children 

were not part of this study, the purpose of including the high school teaching artists was 

to understand the perspectives of these teaching artists, all of who have been at AFLS 

between 12 and 22 years.  All observations lasted for a period of 40 minutes, totaling  32 

hours of observational data collected.  

Coding of the Data 

 After data collection was completed, all 17 interview recordings, and both focus 

groups recordings were transcribed verbatim into a word processing program.  

Observational data were handwritten during data collection as well as audio-recorded.  

The 47 audio recordings were listened to while reviewing the specific written observation 

and notes were added to fill out the observational data.  Photographs were reviewed and 

attached to the corresponding observational data.  Data analysis utilized constant 

comparative methods associated with grounded theory as well as external comparative 

methods (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Stokrocki, 1997; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  Constant 

comparative analysis was done through the coding of data into emergent themes that 

underwent constant refinement and revision such that the constant comparison of events 

resulted in the collapse and discovery of new themes.  (Goetz & LeCompte, 1981).  

Initial codes were developed using the terms that operationalized cognitive 

processes and personal learning characteristics from the literature and presented in 

dissertation proposal.  These initial codes used to guide data analysis are shown in Table 

4. 
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Table 4 

Initial Codes Used to Guide Data Analysis 

Cognitive Process  
Initial Codes 

Personal Learning Characteristics  
Initial Codes 

Expression 
 

Risk-taking 

Imagination: to include envisioning,         
multiple vantage points, and new ways to 
achieve a goal 
 

Engagement to include perseverance                                 
and problem solving 

Construction and connection of content 
knowledge and meaning 
 

Self-efficacy 

Creativity 
 

Ownership 

Memory 
 

Perceived competence 

Attention 
 

Self-esteem/confidence 

Learning and intellectual processing  
 

 During initial coding, a division in the data occurred.  Much of the data concerned 

‘what’ children were learning, and another portion were related to ‘why’ and ‘how’ they 

were learning these specific things.  Data that supported ‘why’ and ‘how’ were coded as 

it related to particular cognitive processes and personal learning characteristics.  

 Cognitive processes.  After all data had been initially coded into this framework, 

data were sorted and organized according to codes and collapsed as necessary.  For 

example, data were clear in defining and supporting expression, memory, and attention, 

but data that included creativity and imagination as well as learning/processing and 

construction and connection of meaning showed overlap in both observational and 

interview coding.  Data initially coded as supporting imagination were collapsed into 
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creativity when appropriate.  Data regarding learning/process and construction and 

connection of meaning were collapsed into a new code, knowledge.  Data coded as 

‘knowledge’ were then recoded using the initial themes of process and content.  As the 

analysis unfolded, it was found that much of what was observed and what 

teachers/students spoke about included self-knowledge and other content knowledge. 

These two emerging codes were added to the analysis.  

 Personal learning characteristics.  Following the process outlined above, data 

were sorted and organized according to initial coding.  It became clear that a problem 

existed in coding for self-esteem/self-confidence, self-efficacy, and perceived 

competence, as these terms often are used interchangeably.  Originally all data related to 

these concepts were coded with all three codes.  This data were then collapsed into one 

document for further review.  In order to define these concepts and fold them into one 

category, a definition of self-efficacy was derived from the literature.  According to 

Bandura (1994), self-efficacy is “Beliefs about capabilities to produce designated levels 

of performance that exercise influence over events that affect our lives” (p. 71).  Both 

confidence and self-concept make up this aspect of self-efficacy and this data were then 

recoded as ‘self-efficacy.’  The concept of ‘cooperation’ revealed itself through the data 

and were coded as such from the initial onset.  

Theme Development 

 After all data were coded and codes collapsed when necessary, a general thematic 

structure was developed for the data.  This included the following four ideas:  
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1.  The arts and academic clubs bring different content benefits to children because of 

their instructional purposes but similarities exist.  

2.  The arts and academic clubs accomplish their learning goals through different 

methods but similarities exist. 

3.  The arts teach/develop: self-efficacy, cooperation, perseverance, process learning, 

risk-taking, ownership, self-knowledge, non-arts knowledge, expression, content 

knowledge, memory, attention, perspective, and ownership of work. 

4.  The academic clubs teach/develop: self-efficacy, cooperation, self-knowledge, 

learning process, content knowledge, risk-taking, perseverance, expression, memory, 

attention, and connection between content areas.  

After initial theme development, data were once again reviewed to create an 

organizational framework.  The three major themes of knowledge, skills, and dispositions 

were used to re-organize the data and then broken apart into arts instruction and academic 

clubs instruction.  The data were reviewed a final time in order to map the ‘why/how’ 

data on to the specific themes.  

The next section provides an overview and framework of the arts courses and 

academic clubs at the Arts for Learning School (AFLS). 

Overview and Framework of Arts Courses and Academic Clubs 

Arts Courses 

 Elementary level.  Within the lower school, there were two divisions: 

elementary, for students aged 6 to 10, and intermediate, for students aged 10 to 13.  

Because AFLS places and progresses children based upon their developmental and 
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academic levels, it was impossible to assign a traditional class “grade” to the breakdown 

of the divisions.  The elementary school was housed on a separate campus from the 

intermediate school.  There were three classrooms on the first floor for the younger 

children, aged approximately between 6 and 8, and three classrooms on the second floor 

for children aged approximately between 8 and 11.  There were two visual arts teachers, 

one music teacher, one dance teacher, and one drama teacher.  Each day, every student 

attended two 40-minute art courses and either a dance or physical education class.  A 

typical daily elementary schedule is shown in Table 5. 

 
Table 5 
 
A Sample Schedule of an Elementary Child’s Day at AFLS 
 

Time Class 
8:30-9:10 Classroom large group reading instruction 
9:10-9:50 Classroom small group reading instruction 
9:50-10:30 P.E. or dancea 

10:30-11:10 Classroom small group math instruction 
11:10-11:50 Academic club 
11:50-12:20 Lunch 
12:20-1:00 Science 
1:00-1:40 Drama, music, or visual arts 

1:40-2:20 Classroom large group language arts instruction 
2:20-3:00 Drama, music, or visual arts 

aAll children in the youngest class at AFLS took dance. 
 
 
Each teaching artist had his/her own classroom; however, one of the visual art rooms also 

doubled as the music room (Figure 1).  Kelly, a visual arts teaching artist who has been 

teaching at AFLS for 21 years, and Margaret, the other visual arts teaching artist, who has 

been at AFLS for 3 years, had their art rooms situated within their own area of the school.  

The same door off the hallway accessed both rooms, and Margaret’s classroom door was 
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within Kelly’s room.  This created an environment in which the children were free to pass 

from one room to another to locate materials and supplies without having to travel down 

the main school hallway.  Kelly’s room, and the hallway leading to Margaret’s room, was 

neatly organized with a plethora of creative materials.  There was a large table in the 

center of Kelly’s room and the children could either sit at stools or stand while they 

worked (Figure 2).  Children were encouraged to freely seek materials they needed while 

working on projects.   

 

 
 
Figure 1. Margaret’s elementary visual arts room which doubles as a music room. 
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Figure 2. A view of Kelly’s elementary visual arts room and the materials. 
 
 

During the time that I spent at AFLS in Kelly’s elementary visual arts room, I 

noticed more than just art supplies in her room.  She had a large glassed cage full of baby 

chicks that had just hatched.  The following week, the chicks were replaced with huge 

plastic trays of silkworms, which migrated their way into art rooms across both school 

campuses.  During my last week observing at AFLS, Kelly trucked in sheep from her 

farm so that the children could watch them be sheered in the parking lot.    

The dance room also doubles as the physical education (P.E.) room when the 

weather prohibits children from going outside for P.E.  Scott, the dance teaching artist, 

covered the floors with gymnastics mats and brought in various drums and sound 

recordings for use in the class.  Jessie’s elementary drama classes were held in the library 

area where the bookshelves were pushed to the side in order to create a large open space 

in which the children could perform. 



 

   108 

Intermediate level.  Children at the intermediate level were approximately 11 to 

13 years old.  All intermediate level children took a P.E. course everyday and were 

allowed to choose one performing art course; music, drama, or dance, and one visual art 

course; studio art or workshop.  Each arts course, with the exception of music, which had 

12 students, had approximately six students per class.  Nick, an intermediate studio arts 

teaching artist and academic club leader, explained the overview of the studio art course: 

The goal of the intermediate art program is to continue to develop students’ 

knowledge, appreciation, and excitement about the visual arts.  They are exposed 

to many different techniques, styles, and media, and are encouraged to take 

creative risks, and approach the challenges of more demanding assignments with 

self-confidence and curiosity.  As a part of each assignment, the students are 

guided through productive, thoughtful critique sessions with their fellow artists. 

They are encouraged to work together as a cohesive group to offer support, praise, 

and suggestions to each other. 

 There were three studio arts teaching artists: Nick, Stacy, and Natalie.  Their 

studios were situated across the hallway from each other and Nick and Stacy often 

worked together with groups of children.  Both studios were equipped with large high 

tables where students could sit or stand when working (Figure 3).  Materials and tools 

were in tall open shelves throughout the room and organized within accessible closet 

spaces (Figure 4).  Children were allowed and encouraged to use the materials and were 

observed moving between studio rooms in order to obtain or use materials and tools.  
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Figure 3. One studio art classroom equipped with high tables and a variety of materials. 

 

 

 Figure 4. Materials in this studio art room are out and accessible.   
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The intermediate music class was lead by Sharon in a large classroom that 

included a plethora of musical instruments such as: various drums and drum sets, 

keyboards, a piano, a range of xylophones, guitars, and amplifiers.  Scott’s intermediate 

dance class was held in a multipurpose room equipped with gymnastic mats, a sound 

system, and various drums.  Intermediate drama students met in the carriage house, a 

small building that was original to the architecture of the school.  There was a large, open 

area for the children to practice performances, ringed with wooden benches where the 

children could choose to sit.  Wendy’s intermediate drama room was also equipped with 

a large computer for film editing, a television, various costumes, and a couch.  Doug’s 

workshop was housed within a very large room, filled with various tools, supplies, and 

low tables for cutting wood (Figure 5-Figure 6).  Doug had arranged the tools upon a 

pegboard, which were outlined for proper placement when the children returned them to 

the board (Figure 7).  Children were allowed to work with all tools and choose from the 

large selection of wood to fit their project needs.  
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Figure 5. One part of the workshop equipped with tools, tables, and materials. 

 

 

Figure 6. A sample of the power tools that are part of the workshop.  
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Figure 7. Various tools were hung upon a pegboard and outlined for proper placement. 

 
Academic Clubs 

 Academic clubs were designed by the founder of AFLS as a way to present 

historical content to children with learning disabilities in a multi-sensory, arts-integrated, 

project based approach.  Within academic clubs, there were no textbooks or desks.  

Children participated in academic clubs daily, from elementary through intermediate 

levels, and stayed in each academic club for one year.  Academic clubs progressed 

sequentially through history, beginning with Cave Club and ending with the American 

Industrialists Club.  All academic clubs included the following elements: a dramatic 

framework for presentation of content material, a themed classroom and classroom door, 

character identities for children and the academic club leader, costumes, a contextually 

situated reward system, use of a password, which is a historically relevant vocabulary 

word, for entrance to the club, and daily opening and closing rituals.  
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 Elementary level.  Within the elementary school there were three academic 

clubs.  Children typically began with Cave Club, learning about prehistory and the 

evolution of man.  Cave Club was broken into two sections in order to accommodate the 

youngest children at AFLS, aged 6 and 7, who attended Cave Club I, and the 7 and 8 year 

olds, who attended Cave Club II.  According to Ava, the Cave Club leader, Cave Club II 

is an extension of Cave Club I that covers material in deeper manner.  If children entered 

AFLS at the age of 6, they could potentially spend two years within Cave Club.  Cave 

Club was structured to look like an actual cave, where children were seated around a fire 

led by Wise Elder, donned in animal skins, and took on the roles of prehistoric man 

(Figure 8).  The majority of the surfaces had been covered in ‘rock’ so that the entire 

room resembled the inside of an actual cave (Figure 9).  



 

   114 

 

 

Figure 8. Children in Cave Club gathered around the fire, while wearing animal skins and 
searching for saber tooth tigers.1  
 

 

 

 

 

 

1 All photographs of children, teachers, and locations have been used with permission. 
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Figure 9. Cave paintings and ‘rocks’ adorned the inside of Cave Club.  

 
After Cave Club, children entered Gods Club, where they learned about various 

aspects and peoples of ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome.  The setting of Gods Club 

changed throughout the year, reflecting the area of study.  For example, during the study 

of ancient Egypt, the Nile River flowed through the center of the room (Figure 10).  

Children wore togas and sat on large pillows around a fire or atop Mount Olympus.  Led 

by Cleopatra, children took on the identities of specific gods.  
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Figure 10. The Gods Club room where children sat around a fire atop Mount Olympus.  

 
Children then progress to Knights and Ladies Club, where they learned about the 

history and culture of Europe during the Middle Ages.  They were led by Queen Isabella 

of France and were situated in a room that resembled the Knights of the Round Table, 

complete with a fireplace and pillory (Figure 11-Figure 12).  Children began the 

academic club as serfs and progressed through stages until they reached knighthood.   
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Figure 11. The Knights and Ladies Club classroom, complete with a fireplace.  

 

 

Figure 12. The pillory in the Knights and Ladies Club was set against a brick castle wall.  
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 Intermediate level.  Depending on the academic development of children in the 

elementary school, they were typically passed to the intermediate level between the ages 

of 10 and 11.  Intermediate level children typically spend 2 to 3 years at this level, before 

progressing to the junior high school.  There were three clubs in the intermediate level: 

Renaissance Club, Museum Club, and American Industrialists Club.  

 Renaissance Club, led by Lorenzo de Medici, taught children about the rebirth of 

Greek and Roman ideas that flourished in Italy after the Middle Ages.  This academic 

club took place in a smaller classroom where children wore velvet hats to show 

membership in the artists’ guild and took on the roles of famous Renaissance artists and 

thinkers.  The children sat around a large table placed in the center of the room 

underneath an arbor of grapes, complete with artifacts from the Renaissance period 

(Figure 13). 

 

Figure 13. The Renaissance Club clubroom where children learned about the rebirth of 
ideas. 
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The second club that children attended at the intermediate level was Museum 

Club, where they studied the span of 4,000 years of history from ancient civilizations to 

the development of trade routes into the New World.  Under the direction of the Museum 

Director, children took on the roles associated with operating a museum; they designed 

museum displays, created artifacts, and hosted several museum “openings”  each year.  

Unlike other academic clubs, Museum Club members did not wear costumes.  This 

academic club took place in a room that resembled a museum workshop, where artifacts 

were both created and displayed (Figure 14).   

 

Figure 14. The Museum Club, where children create artifacts representative of ancient 
history.  
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The final academic club was the American Industrialists Club where children 

learned about American history from 1700 to the mid 1900’s.  The academic club leader 

of the American Industrialists Club, Nick, was also the academic club leader of the 

Renaissance Club.  In this club, children were guided by the Chairman of the Board and 

assumed the roles of historical industrialists, such as Carnegie, Dupont, and Ford.  

Children wore vests and were seated around a large boardroom table within a large room 

that resembled an early conference room, complete with a fireplace (Figure 15).   

 

Figure 15. American Industrialists Club members were seated around the boardroom 
table.  
 

The section on content knowledge provides a fuller description of the content 

covered in each academic club.  This section also provides more photographs to situate 

the reader in the context of the academic clubs.  
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Knowledge 

 Observational and interview data showed that as children participated in arts 

courses and academic clubs, their attainment of knowledge specific to the course 

continued to develop and grow; however, children were also gaining knowledge in other 

areas.  This section describes the types of knowledge that children learned as a result of 

engaging in arts: content knowledge, non-arts knowledge, process knowledge and self-

knowledge, and academic clubs: content knowledge, process knowledge, and self-

knowledge.  

Arts 

Content knowledge.  Content knowledge is the knowledge of the art form and is 

specific and unique to each particular arts class.  Each art form had it’s own techniques, 

tools, and vocabulary, what intermediate drama teacher, Wendy referred to in the 

dramatic terms of “mind, body, and voice.”  “If you look at mind, body, and voice, via 

the arts as a whole you have cognitive and executive functioning in the mind, spatial 

awareness in the body, and the pieces of language with voice.”  Learning in the arts was 

also different from learning in other content areas due to the nature of artistic creation, 

which demanded participation.  “It is the whole hands-on kinesthetic thing.  There is just 

a difference in learning when you use your hands,” shared Kelly, an elementary visual 

arts teaching artist.  There was also a fundamental belief within teachers at AFLS of the 

importance of teaching and learning in the arts for arts sake.  Elementary visual arts and 

music teaching artist, Margaret explained:  
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Probably the best thing that art and music brings to kids is just feeding the other 

part of who you are.  Who you are is not just a reader or a mathematician.  It is 

this whole human being.  I really stick to the idea that all kids are artists, that all 

human beings are artists.  Art and music are very natural and finding out who you 

are in those worlds is important to having a balanced life. 

Instruction in the arts allowed children to experience things that were unique to 

creating works of art, whether it was a wooden seesaw, a painting, a play, or a dance.  As 

Doug, intermediate workshop teaching artist, shared:  

I don't think anybody thinks that life is all about sitting at a desk.  Just because my 

students take this workshop course, I'm not thinking that they are going to be able 

to take this class and go get a construction job.  It is more than ‘what’ they can do 

with the skill.  Life is about making and doing stuff, it's not about sitting at a desk.  

When you're sitting at a desk you're learning to do the desk things and when 

you're in an arts class, you're moving and experiencing other things.  They are not 

the same thing. 

These “other things” that children were experiencing as they participated in the 

arts included gaining knowledge in particular art forms, interacting with materials and 

techniques, and developing basic performing and visual arts skills.  

Drama.  Observations and interviews showed that children who participated in 

drama classes were learning the techniques and skills involved in both creating and 

designing a performance.  As Jack, an intermediate student shared,  “We learn how to act, 

how to direct, and how to have fun.”  Annie, another intermediate student stated, “We 
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learn how to act.  If you are in a play and someone is knocking you down, they lightly 

push you and you have to fall down on your own.”  According to Wendy, the 

intermediate drama teaching artist, throughout the year children learned to storyboard 

ideas into plays and films, design sets and costumes, develop characterization through 

improvisation, express character traits through physical actions and facial expressions, 

and understand the basic skills involved in performance.  They also participated in 

several school performances throughout the year for their peers and family members.  For 

example, they performed at the holiday show, Grandparents Day, and the final spring 

performance. 

 Storytelling is the foundation of all dramatic performance and was emphasized by 

both Wendy, the intermediate drama teaching artist, and Jessie, the elementary drama 

teaching artist.  Children learned to tell their stories and others’ stories through plays and 

films.  Wendy’s intermediate drama students had created a silent film based on the three 

types of story conflict: man versus man, man versus nature, man versus himself.  

Together the children developed the ideas, storyboarded them, and created a 

performance.  For example, one group of children created a silent film around a character 

looking for someone to help her bandage her hurt finger, centered on the conflicts that 

she faced.  They scouted filming locations, chose characters and actors, and digitally 

edited the film.  Similarly, Jessie’s elementary drama students had created a play loosely 

based upon the English folktale, “The Lambton Worm,” a story about John Lambton and 

his battle with a giant worm that has been terrorizing his town.  The children decided to 

use a dragon instead of a worm and structured their play within the setting of a news 
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report.  Together they negotiated the script, characters, sequence, set design and 

costuming to tell their own story.  

 Drama instruction taught children specific content knowledge unique to theatrical 

performance.  However, according to Wendy, the intermediate drama teaching artist, 

drama encompassed more than that.  She stated, “Theater is the study of human nature.” 

 Dance.  Dance, according to Scott, the dance teaching artist, is “learning about 

the body, music, and the relationship between the two.”  Instruction began with, 

“Building up the muscles, flexibility, coordination, sequencing and memory,” stated 

Scott.  By doing this, “You are treating all of those things that they have to do in every 

subject in school,” he shared.  As children progressed through the year, Scott saw them 

growing in their knowledge of the art form.  He stated:  

The children grow in body awareness, body strength, and flexibility.  Some of the 

kids couldn't even do a bridge when they came in and now they are doing full 

bridges and headstands; things that they had never even thought about when they 

first walked in here.  

Children also learned to navigate their body movements in accompaniment to 

music.  This entails learning about the rhythm and beat of music.  Scott explained:  

They have to learn what rhythm goes with what music.  If the music is going fast, 

they have to decide if it is a half beat, or a one, two, three step, something that 

matches that rhythm.  They have to play the rhythm that they are dancing to on 

the drum to the music they hear so that they can distinguish between the music 
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and what pattern their rhythm is, which helps them to find rhythm in any musical 

piece. 

Once children learned this specific body and music knowledge they were 

instructed in different kinds of dance.  As Brooks, an intermediate student shared, “We 

learn to do African Heritage dancing and we learn to ballroom dance and we learn to 

break-dance.”  Mastery of this art form may seem difficult for children, but Scott had an 

advantage.  He said: 

Luckily in dance I can touch them.  I can manipulate their bodies to do what they 

need to do and once I manipulate it and show them the physical process, they 

have it.  I try to get them to feel what it feels like to do this or that and once they 

get a comfortable feeling they can do it anytime they want. 

The ability for children to learn through this process and during dance classes was 

clear during observations.  For example, during one observation five children, aged 7 and 

8, were practicing for their final performance.  All were spaced out on soft mats as the 

music kept a steady rhythm and beat in the background.  The choreography was a break-

dance in which the children manipulated their arms and legs around one another while 

changing direction on the floor.  The moves were complex and required the children not 

only to have knowledge of dance skills, but also memory of the routine.  One child, 

Rebecca, was having trouble getting the parts of her body to work in unison and sagged 

to the floor like a rag doll.  Scott began by modeling the sequence for her, counting very 

slowly as he performed, giving words to the movements.  “1,2,3,4, Kick, 1,2…cross over 

left arm, 1,2,3,4…Face towards the back, 1,2,3,4.”  She was still reluctant to try after her 



 

   126 

hands and feet became entangled and she fell again back to a heap.  Placing his hands on 

her arms, Scott moved Rebecca through the positions, manipulating her body to the 

sequence of movements.  After doing this three times, Rebecca had developed the ability 

to successfully perform the dance moves on her own.  

During another observation, six intermediate boys, aged 10 and 11, were learning 

complex moves that required them to partner together to create supported handstands.  

One child acted as the base, lying on the floor, while the other child performed a series of 

movements to position himself into a handstand supported by the hands of the base.  The 

moves looked a bit daring as they required the strength and coordination of both children 

in order for them not to come crashing to the mats.  Scott modeled the process with each 

child, acting both as the base (Figure 16) and then as the performer (Figure 17) in order to 

build their body knowledge as to how the process felt so that the children could 

successfully complete the movement with one another (Figure 18).  
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Figure 16. Scott acted as the base to model instruction. 

 
 

 

 



 

   128 

 

Figure 17. Scott acted as the performer to model for the students. 
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Figure 18. The boys successfully completed the movements on their own. 
 
 
 A dancer’s knowledge “is that of movement and rhythm,” Scott stated.  Children 

learned how to coordinate their bodies and muscles in response to music, and also 

developed their knowledge of the five elements of dance: body, action, space, time, and 

energy (Barron, 1997).   

 Music.  According to the AFLS curriculum guide, music instruction taught 

children both about the fundamentals of music, which include rhythm, meter, tempo, 

melody, harmony, and pitch as well as how to play musical instruments.  Within 
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Margaret’s elementary music program, children were exposed to a variety of instruments, 

such as the acoustic guitar, electric guitar, drums, piano, keyboard, and xylophone.  They 

were all allowed to choose their instrument/s and learned the fundamentals of playing 

basic chords on each. They also learned to read basic musical notation and to play simple 

songs.  Those who took music lessons outside of the school setting were encouraged to 

bring their instruments to music class.  Children were encouraged to experiment with 

their instruments to produce changes in sound and texture; the number of rhythms played 

at one time.  Singing was also part of the instructional music program.  Children learned 

choral singing, harmonization, and vocal projection.  As the children mastered the basic 

skills of each, they learned to perform together as a group.  One child may have preferred 

to always sing, while another preferred accompanying with music on the guitar, drums, or 

keyboards.  Whichever it was that the children discovered as a musical interest or 

strength, was what they were encouraged to engage in.  Several times throughout the 

year, the children performed school-wide, often having written their own songs or having 

composed them with classmates.  For example, they performed at Grandparents Day, in 

the school talent show, and in the elementary final school performance.  

Sharon’s intermediate music class was a bit different as her class was designed to 

“identify and teach students who have serious interests in music” (Smith, 2001, p. 124).  

While children in Sharon’s classes learned much of what Margaret’s students were 

learning, knowledge was taken to a deeper level as shown through observational and 

interview data.  Children learned to play the recorders, which introduced the reading of 

treble clef music and written vocal music was also introduced.  The introduction of 
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reading musical notation and playing more complex melodies was what Sharon felt 

created more refined musical knowledge.  She stated:  

I can have kids that just play the chords of the bells.  The basic idea is that they 

are playing the harmony together and I will play the melody.  We can do it 15 

times and they don't get bored.  It is the most amazing thing because it is 

repetitive and they are reading these color-coded musical notation charts.  They 

are almost in a trance because they are paying that much attention to the music.  

Because they are hearing it as well as well reading it, the part of the brain that 

forces both sides to work together is engaged.  The analytical is reading the music 

and the intuitive is hearing what you are playing.  You have to be able to do that 

to be a good musician. 

Musical instruction brought fundamental knowledge to children that included 

vocal and instrumental vocabulary, skills, and techniques.  According to Mick, the high 

school music teaching artist, these are lifelong skills.  Mick stated:  

I am really big on the fundamentals of music because they last a lifetime.  If I can 

teach this stuff to you before you're 18 it will last forever.  It will always be valid.  

I tried to use the opportunity I have to work with these cats during their formative 

years to give them an imprint that is really going to make a difference, that's 

going to last forever instead of just one big complicated tune that they're going to 

do for one performance at the end of the year.  I could do that but then they are no 

closer to learning to express themselves. 
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Visual arts.  If you asked a visual arts student at AFLS what it was they learned in 

art class, they would say, “You are working with wool and learning about artists” and 

“How to make a human body with circles and drawing, and we sheered the sheep this 

year” and “How to draw better, sculpting, papiér mâché, make better artwork and 

costumes” and “We learn basic art techniques, like working with clay and learning how 

to throw it on the wheel.”  

While the children expressed and understood the knowledge they gained through 

the projects they created, the art teachers at AFLS looked at it on a deeper level.  

Margaret, an elementary visual arts teaching artist, stated: 

In visual art you need to know how to move your hands and have motor control.  

Also learning how to visually express yourself is key.  We do all the basic skills, 

which I think helps student learning and creates a whole kid.  

While many outside of AFLS may view visual arts courses as a means for 

children to be freely creative without direct guidance or instruction, the approach at 

AFLS recognized that arts instruction, as high school teaching artist Gary shared, “Is not 

just about creativity, it is about discipline as well.”  

According to interview and observational data, art instruction began by providing 

that discipline through the teaching of basic arts skills and techniques to work within 

specific media.  Children were guided on the correct form, tools, and use of media within 

a project creation and then expanded that knowledge through experimentation during free 

creative time.  This allowed children to learn to use the tools and ideas that had been 
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presented during formal instruction and apply them within their personal creative space.  

Albert, a junior high and high school visual arts teaching artist, provided an example:  

Okay it's Friday; using this technique that we have been using to make faces, 

(maybe they weren’t really into the face thing) but take that technique and do 

whatever you want, experiment with it, see what happens if you mix up the 

colors, reverse them, use other materials for the collage.  That application of 

fundamental skills in a personal context is what creative artists do. 

Because the children at AFLS typically attended one visual arts class on a daily 

basis, children were greatly exposed to media within that art form.  Consistent instruction 

and interaction with the tools and techniques of the visual arts created a specific 

knowledge of media that allowed children to understand the language of different 

materials.  Natalie, an intermediate visual arts teaching artist, believed that this created 

“studio savvy” students that could work within any medium. She explained:  

If you would follow a student around for an entire day, or for a week, the amount 

of different stuff that they are doing in art is really impressive.  They think 

nothing of working with different media: linoleum cuts, studio clay, huge painted 

murals.  It is very exciting.  

To observe the children refining their artistic skills, adding creativity in projects, 

and working with multiple mediums was also very exciting.  In Kelly’s elementary art 

class, the children created monsters of all shapes and colors.  They had been working for 

weeks on them and had integrated several techniques into the final product.  First, the 

children had to “shuttle” different colors of yarn around a cardboard rectangle.  This was 
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basically weaving a yarn-wrapped wooden craft stick over and under individual pieces of 

string, flipping the board over, and doing the same thing on the back, over and over until 

the entire board was covered (Figure 19).  The children then removed their creation, 

stuffed it, added arms and legs if they chose to do so, and gave it to Kelly, who sewed the 

bottom and most of the top closed with her sewing machine.  Using a needle and thread 

the children sewed shut the remaining section of the doll.  They then used needle felting 

to create eyes, noses, mouths, or other decorations on their dolls (needle felting is the 

process of using a needle to “stab” a piece of wool over and over onto the yarn body in 

order to create texture and adhere it to the body).  Figure 20 shows one of the completed 

monsters. 

 

Figure 19. An example of a shuttle used to create the monster bodies. 
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Figure 20. A completed monster with felted dots, legs, and horns. 
 

 

An observation in Margaret’s elementary visual art class revealed the different 

types of content knowledge that her children had mastered.  The children were busy 

making props for the upcoming talent show.  A few children braided yarn to make Pippi 

Longstocking’s braids and others created papiér mâché cats’ tails.  In the adjacent art 

room, two boys independently created and mixed the paste, while two girls worked to roll 

and tape newspapers into cat-tail shapes.  Once the paste was ready, the children ripped 

strips of brown butcher paper, submerged them into the paste bucket, squeezed the excess 

glue between their fingers back into the bucket, and massaged the paper onto the 
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newspaper tail.  They needed no direction or guidance, as they clearly were familiar with 

this medium.  

While the bulk of children’s visual arts instruction at AFLS was within the 

framework of what was considered studio arts, intermediate students had the choice of 

taking either a workshop class or a studio arts class.  In workshop, according to Brooks, 

an intermediate student, “ You learn how to use tools, planes, electric saw, nails and 

hammers.  I got to make really cool stuff with wood like a battlefield and a sword.”  

Observation and interview data showed that within the structure of the workshop class, 

children learned how to use tools correctly and safely, and gained knowledge specifically 

associated with working with wood.  This included knowledge of properties that were 

specific to different wood types and the correct tools to use for different purposes such as 

cutting wheels for a car, ripping a piece of wood, attaching a screw by drilling a hole 

first, and using a lathe to change the shape of raw wood.  Doug, the workshop teaching 

artist, explained how one student was able to make a giant working see-saw by using his 

knowledge of the medium.  

I have everyone visualize their ideas in a drawing first, but he couldn't do that so I 

had him build a model of it using scrap wood and on a smaller scale.  He was able 

to build a model and then he was totally comfortable using the tools to build this 

over-the-top seesaw.  In workshop you have to be able to visualize shapes and 

forms and rotate them in your mind.  Because the skills are very concrete, I am 

able to show them how to do that with the materials.  
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 Summary.  Within each specific art course: dance, drama, music, and visual arts, 

children acquired knowledge about the vocabulary, tools, techniques, and media within 

which they worked.  This knowledge was unique to arts instruction and encompassed 

content that could not be learned within the structure of a traditional academic model.  

Non-arts knowledge.  By their very nature, the arts are integrative of other 

subject knowledge.  Within visual arts courses, children also learned about the science of 

experimentation, the context of historical representation, the practical use of 

mathematical skills, and the development of motor skill knowledge.  

Scientific knowledge.  In Kelly’s elementary visual arts room, for example, it was 

sometimes hard to tell if instruction was in art or science.  Kelly stated, “I think the arts 

end up being a lot of math and science and sometimes the kids recognize that.  We are 

counting and measuring and experimenting.  We raise chickens and silkworms, and sheer 

sheep.”  During one observation, several large plastic trays of mulberry branches and 

silkworms were located in the middle of the art table and the surrounding areas (Figure 

21).  The children were enthralled, as they watched and held the silkworms.  Over the 

following weeks, they watched as the silkworms grew in size and spun their silky 

cocoons.  An elementary student in Kelly’s visual arts class, Carlson, explained to me 

how silk worms worked.  “They spin their silk from their mouth.  It is actually their 

hardened spit.  Then they change into a moth, eat a hole in the cocoon and fly away.”  

Kelly allowed the children (with parental permission) to take the silkworms home.  She 

also kept many of the silkworms, boiling the cocoons to preserve the silk and later the 

children wove it into threads.  



 

   138 

 
 

 

Figure 21. An elementary visual art student prepares the branches for the silkworms. 
 

 Silkworms were not the only source of natural artistic material in Kelly’s art 

classes; she also had sheep.  Each spring, Kelly brought her sheep to AFLS and the 

children watched as they were shorn (Figure 22).  It was a very exciting day and the 

children loved watching the giant wooly tangles fall from the shearer’s clippers.  This 

wool was bagged into 40-gallon sacks and divided among the art rooms on the two 

campuses.   
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Figure 22. The shearer shaved the sheep’s winter wool for the children to use in visual 
arts courses.  
 

The wool was then washed and given to the children to “card,” a process that 

involved either combing it with wire brushes and combs or using a drum carder to soften 

and separate the fibers.  Next, this cleaned and carded wool was hand-dyed by the 

children using Kool-Aid; a simple non-toxic, non-staining, method that adhered to the 

wool (Figure 23).  Depending on the age of the children, different projects were designed 

to use this wool.  An example of an intermediate project, the creation of a hackey sack, is 

shown in Figure 24.   
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Figure 23. After the wool had been washed and carded, it was dyed in vibrant Kool-Aid 
shades. 
 

 

Figure 24. A hackey sack, made by needle felting wool onto a tennis ball. 
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 Historical knowledge.  All art is situated within a historical context that lends 

meaning to creation.  Interview and observational data showed that teaching artists at 

AFLS were cognizant of providing historical knowledge to children as it was situated 

within their projects.  When the children created kachina dolls, Native American visual 

representations of individual spirits, Margaret, the elementary visual arts teaching artist, 

provided the historical background of the dolls to her elementary art students.  She stated: 

We learn about an idea, and not just read about it, and then we create something 

from that idea.  We spend an awful lot of time working on individual pieces.  We 

might spend four weeks on one project.  We did that with the kachina dolls in the 

hallway (Figure 25).  We made a book about the representations of all the 

children’s dolls.  So it's not just the creation that has no meaning, but we learn 

about the history and the use of the kachina.  

 
 

 

Figure 25.  Kachina dolls, created by the elementary visual arts students, are displayed in 
the hallway.  
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Mathematical knowledge.  Math skills learning takes place across all art forms, 

but was particularly evident in Doug’s intermediate workshop as evidenced through 

observations and interviews.  As Jack, an intermediate student shared, “We learn a lot of 

math skills actually, by cutting and learning to measure wood and other things we need in 

our projects.”  And he was right, although Doug situated his teaching of mathematical 

skills in a larger context.  He realized that many of the children at AFLS struggled with 

mathematical concepts and worked to teach them that math has practical applications.  

Doug explained: 

Some of the kids that come in here have difficulty with math, but I still hammer 

them on the math so that they see there is a reason for math to exist and that their 

ability or inability to deal with that can be overcome.  It is not just math for the 

sake of math, it is for this reason.  “It is just counting and you can do it.”  You can 

do it here and see it here.  The children can see the consequences of learning that 

math.  

This became clear in the following observation in which Doug helped a child to 

use mathematical knowledge to create his project.  Because Billy, an intermediate 

student, was getting an iPod for his upcoming birthday, he really wanted to build a 

wooden representation.  Working with a piece of pine, he sketched and cut out a 

rectangular shape but really wanted to round the edges, “like a real iPod.”  Doug 

explained to Billy the concept of a radius as he gave him a plastic template of circles.  He 

guided him through measuring the corners and figuring out the angle of the cut using 

mathematical knowledge.  
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Motor skill knowledge.  When tasked to make the hands create what the mind 

envisioned, children were developing their fine motor skills.  Teaching artists agreed that 

this was true in both visual arts and music.  Learning to play an instrument required a 

child to develop and strengthen both “fine motor control and hand-eye coordination as 

they progress to reading music while playing,” shared Sharon, the intermediate music 

teaching artist.  

In the visual arts, according to teaching artists interview data, children learned to 

manipulate and control both materials and their hands when creating works of art.  An 

observational example illustrated this.  While working to create props for an upcoming 

show, Allison, an elementary student, struggled with braiding yarn to create a wig for 

Pippi Longstocking.  Her eye-hand coordination and understanding of the sequence to 

braid; left, middle, right, middle; caused her great difficulty.  Working with Margaret, an 

elementary visual arts teaching artist, Allison braided her wig over and over, while being 

guided verbally and physically through the process.  She showed developing knowledge 

of the difference between left and right and talked herself through the sequence as she did 

it with her hands.  This not only helped in strengthening her eye-hand coordination and 

directionality when braiding the wig, but also gave Allison a strategy to talk herself 

through this process.  

 Summary.  Participation in arts instruction was not limited to gaining specific 

arts-based content knowledge but worked in tandem with other knowledge fields.  The 

creation, understanding, and tools of artists were inherently grounded within and across 

other areas of study.  
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Process knowledge.  All art is created through a process that involves 

organization, planning, breaking things down into steps, sequencing, and revision 

(Jensen, 2001).  Observations confirmed that when children were figuring out how to 

choreograph a dance, construct a collage, play a piece of music, design a play, or build a 

lemonade stand they needed to organize their ideas and develop a plan.  Within the 

process, there was a clear beginning, middle, and end and children must understand and 

apply this process in order to be totally successful and apply personal creativity in an art 

form.  As Albert, a junior high and high school visual arts teaching artist explained:  

Arts are inherently complex and sometimes they are collaborative.  You have to 

have some semblance of sequence or a plan of what happens first, what has to 

happen first, before anything else, before you can get really creative and free with 

your art form.  You have to have enough organization to get your art materials 

together, to stake out a place where you're going to work, to have a process, and 

more importantly, to have a plan for your process.  None of the other academic 

advantages of the arts can really happen until you get that in place in first. 

Developing process knowledge.  Interview and observational data converged to 

reveal that all teaching artists worked to develop this process knowledge in children by 

specifically teaching them the steps to be used.  Within the visual arts classes observed 

and the classes that the high school teaching artists spoke of, students knew to begin by 

drawing out what they wanted to make.  They then broke the project down step-by-step, 

which was initially done through the careful questioning of the teaching artist who asked 

things such as, “What are you going to do first?” then allowing the child to complete that 
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portion of their project before moving on.  If revisions were necessary along the way, 

children went back to their drafts and planned the changes out, again showing and/or 

verbalizing the next step to their teacher.  In fact, when asked what she learned in art 

classes, Annie, an intermediate student stated, “They show us how to map it out on paper, 

how to figure out a solution to a problem.  I guess though, that’s not really art, it’s just the 

process.”  

 According to Margaret, an elementary visual arts teaching artist, her students 

became very independent in their process planning by the end of the year.  She shared: 

We always start by drawing something first and then maybe choosing some 

materials.  We always take it one step at a time.  There is a process that they 

understand and they pick up on it.  In the beginning of the school year there is a 

rush to arms, but by the spring, when I introduce something, they know that we 

are going to take it slow. 

For Jessie’s elementary drama students, the process involved learning to break 

stories and story ideas into small parts in order to create a play.  

Storyboarding teaches the children to break the story or idea down.  It is like 

doing a task analysis of the story and really going step by step-by-step.  I think 

that it reinforces the material, the sequencing, the characters, the lines and the 

blocking. 

As students progressed through the year, and over the years they were at AFLS, 

this process became natural and independent as illustrated through an intermediate studio 

arts class observation.  Katie, an intermediate student, was working independently on 
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printmaking.  She retrieved the needed materials and organized them around her cleared 

work area.  She mixed her paint colors in order to create new colors, experimenting with 

different shades and quantities of paint.  Katie was clearly aware of the process needed to 

make her prints.  She painted her rubber mat, placed a sheet of paper on top, and then 

used a roller to lift the paint from the mat to the paper.  Once she was finished, she 

cleaned her tools and put her materials back in their proper place.  

Summary.  All learning happens through a process.  Learning, in any academic 

area, requires organization, an understanding of the steps needed for completion, a 

sequencing of those steps, and revision while working through the process.  Whether it is 

reading, writing, mathematical problem solving, or creating art, children must first know 

how to approach the subject in order to learn and truly understand it.  Because the arts are 

kinesthetic, learning knowledge of a process can be very concrete and multi-sensory.  

Self-knowledge.  By providing children with the opportunity to explore who they 

were as artists, AFLS was giving children the tools to discover who they were as learners.  

Children with learning disabilities often situate their self-knowledge within their 

performance in traditional academic areas, such as reading, writing, or mathematics; 

areas that can be difficult for them (Margolis & McCabe, 2003).  Teaching artists 

interviewed at AFLS believed that through intense and varied arts instruction, children 

were able to try on different roles; roles that they may not have known existed.  Creating 

visual artworks, dances, plays, or musical compositions gave children the chance to 

figure out what their strengths and weaknesses were, while also learning how they best 

learn.  Children needed to come to that knowledge on their own through the exploration 
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of both their abilities and disabilities.  As one elementary classroom teacher stated, “It 

shouldn’t be just that I told them it was a strength, it should be that they figured it out on 

their own.”  

 Moving towards self-knowledge.  Figuring it out, however, entailed providing 

children with opportunities not often found in the traditional school setting.  As Margaret, 

an elementary visual arts teaching artist, shared:  

If you are learning disabled and in an environment where you are constantly 

struggling every single day, and you get only 40 minutes per week of doing 

whatever your thing might be: art, music, dance, or drama - although probably not 

drama or dance because they don't offer that many places - but 40 minutes of 

music or art, it is just not enough to have any sort of impact at all.  Your whole 

day is terrible.  I think that not just having arts education, but a whole lot of arts 

education, including drama, music, art, and all the other weird stuff that we do 

here; chicken raising, sheep shearing, silkworms; all of that makes this place this 

place.  I think it helps the children to grow up without having a complex and it 

helps them figure out who they are.  

And children were figuring out who they were at AFLS.  Consider the words of 

Michael, an intermediate student who had been at AFLS for three years.  

I left my old school because they just didn’t fit my learning style.  They weren’t 

teaching me enough or teaching me in the right ways.  I learn things much better 

by doing them instead of just reading about or listening to them.  I figured that out 

here. 
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 Even the youngest students were learning to identify their strengths and 

weaknesses.  When asked during dance class why he did not look like he was enjoying 

the class, Paul, a 7-year-old elementary boy, replied, “I’m not really that good at dance or 

at math, but I am very talented at art and singing and reading.  I love to paint and draw 

and I can sing any song!”  

 Wendy, the intermediate drama teaching artist, noticed her students “really start to 

think and learn about themselves” right before they headed off to junior high school.  In 

fact, most of her students could explain why they were at AFLS.  

Kids have said, “I am hyperactive and can’t pay attention well,” or “I don’t 

understand prefixes” or “I have trouble remembering what I read.”  One girl, 

however said, “One of my feet is bigger than the other.”  The other kids were 

amazing because they were all like, “Okay…Casey.”  Casey may not get it now, 

but eventually she will. 

In fact, Wendy’s intermediate drama class had decided to write their final 

performance piece about the unique perspectives of learning disabled children.  In order 

to do this, these children had to possess great self-knowledge about their strengths, 

weaknesses, and inherent learning styles.  The context of their show was based on the 

format of Sesame Street, where a group of learning disabled children held their show and 

must defend themselves against the “mainstream” corporation that was insisting that they 

change.  The children creatively made light of their difficulties.  For example, when 

presenting the letter of the day, a lower case “b,” Jackie continued to reappear on stage 

showing the letter as a “d,” then a “q,” then a “p.”  When Ernie realized that he needed to 
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make a phone call, he was unable to get the digits in the right order to dial them.  

Through the creation and performance of this production, the children showed not only 

self-knowledge, but self-acceptance.  

Having self-knowledge is important at any age, but critical for children during 

adolescence and teenage years, a time that is both developmentally and socially difficult 

and compounded when a child struggles with learning disabilities.  Mick, the high school 

music teaching artist, explained it this way: 

Remember what it is like, how hard it is, to be 15 or 16 anyway.  Then to get beat 

down and booted from a few schools because you suck so bad you have to leave 

and you're feeling pretty bad anyway.  These kids need to be given the chance to 

develop the capacity to be artistic and creative in one of several art forms, 

depending on what their makeup is and that is a beautiful thing.  

Summary.  In order for children to truly develop self-knowledge, they needed to 

be given a full range of opportunities to explore; opportunities that reached into their 

school day and beyond the areas which they already knew were difficult.  Intensive arts 

education can be impactful in helping children to discover how and why they learn the 

way that they do.  

Academic Clubs 

Content knowledge.  Under the dramatic framework of the academic clubs, 

children were gaining knowledge of historical content.  The academic clubs employed a 

project based learning approach that guided the delivery of concepts; however it was the 

dramatic framework that created an environment in which students were open and willing 
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to learn.  The ability to take on another persona for 40 minutes within the context of a 

non-threatening classroom was very powerful for children with learning disabilities.  

Cave Club’s Wise Elder, Ava, explained the reasons that children related to academic 

clubs:  

They're interested: no desks, no books.  This does not require any of their flaws to 

come out.  They are not putting themselves on the line.  They don't have to read.  

They don't have to write.  They don't get singled out.  The children are living in 

someone else's world.  They are not themselves in here.  They don't have to 

defend themselves and for these kids that's the easiest gig in the world.  It is no 

challenge for me to teach a child with learning disabilities who is completely 

caught off guard by the framework of the academic clubs.  They come in, they 

have fun, and they learn.  The ones that are older come in with that chip on their 

shoulder, but after six weeks they start to relax and they can see that they are not 

being jumped on because they stood up eight times and had to go to the bathroom.  

Catching them off guard lessens the anxiety and I think that there's just much 

more room to learn then.  I think it increases their confidence and the amount of 

room, literally that they have to think. 

Throughout the month that I spent at AFLS, I had the chance to talk to many of 

the children about their favorite parts of attending AFLS.  Without doubt, the resounding 

answers always included, “Clubs!”  If you asked them why, they would tell you much of 

what Ava said.  “Some people are really good at reading and some people are really bad.  

But the club leaders do it in a way so that everyone can understand and you don’t have to 
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be able to read,” shared Charlie, a Cave Club member.  “It is a more fun to learn this way 

because there is no reading,” stated, Robert, a member of the Knights and Ladies Club.  

According to interview data, when children took on roles of real historical 

characters, they became much more interested in learning about the roles those major 

figures played in history.  Knights and Ladies club leader, Queen Isabella, Jane  

explained:  

By taking that role on, they become much more curious about who they [their 

assumed club character] are and want to learn.  I could sit here day after day after 

day lecturing about Joan of Arc or Richard the Lionhearted, but the interest of 

learning about them by being that character is so much higher than if they weren't.  

For the children who came to AFLS with prior educational experiences in other 

academic settings, the academic clubs helped them realize that learning history could be 

interesting and fun.  Annie, an intermediate student stated:  

At my old school, we did the Renaissance for a few weeks and all we did was 

read from the text, which was really hard, and take a test.  Here we study it for the 

entire year, make really cool projects, and there are no textbooks or texts to read. 

 Robert, an elementary student, shared that he learned more in academic clubs then 

he did in his previous traditional social studies class, “They actually teach more here 

when they do it in a fun way!”  While children truly enjoyed the dramatic framework of 

the clubs, they also engaged with the content through the project based learning 

approach, which enabled them to continue to “live” their experience of the club character 

through the creation of artifacts, performances, experiments, and journeys.  This method 
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immersed children into the content and created meaningful learning experiences.  As 

Michael, an intermediate student in Industrialist Club stated, “You don’t learn as much 

when it is just papers in front of you.  I learn more because I am learning from the 

experience.”  Annie, an intermediate student in Museum Club agreed, adding,   

I like how you get to be someone.  In Museum Club, I am a curator.  You get to 

make all these artifacts; things that were actually real and you get to put your own 

spin on them, instead of just reading about it. 

Interview data provided evidence that as children engaged with the content and 

the creation of projects specific to the academic clubs historical time period, they reached 

a deep level of learning through this total immersion.  Renaissance Club and American 

Industrialist Club leader, Nick explained: 

Every time you delve deep enough into a subject, and I think there is this depth 

over breadth piece that is going on in the academic clubs, all of a sudden you are 

down at a level where you are going to be encountering the actual vocabulary of 

that activity and in a very authentic way.  

 Observational data confirmed that this development of vocabulary was happening 

on a daily basis as the children encountered new material within their clubs and learned 

the specific vocabulary that went along with that knowledge.  For example, Cave Club 

introduced very sophisticated anthropological words such as “Australopithecus” and 

“Homo habilus,” while Renaissance Club sprinkled both art vocabulary, such as linear 

perspective, Italian words, such as sfumato (smoke) and scientific vocabulary, such as 

ornathopter, throughout.  Using historically situated content vocabulary and limiting 
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topics of class discussion to contextually relevant topics ensured that children were, as 

Brooks, an intermediate student shared,  “relating to that time period.”  Jack, another 

intermediate student provided an example:  

 You take on the role of that person [in the Renaissance] and you really feel like 

you are in the Renaissance.  We used Renaissance language.  For the Museum 

Club opening today, we said we were going to visit another workshop.  When I 

was in Knights and Ladies Club we had to ask Queen Isabella if we could use the 

“chamber pot,” because the bathroom did not exist yet.  

Nick, Renaissance Club and American Industrialists Club leader, believed that the 

development of vocabulary, and in a bigger context, the development of a language was 

an important function of the academic clubs.  Because children at AFLS often struggled 

with language development and processing, the academic clubs became a place for 

children to gain this knowledge within a non-threatening and integrated environment.  He 

explained:  

If the clubs were a pie, I see the traditional social studies component eating only a 

third.  Then there are these other pieces that I try to emphasize as well. I think one 

of those is the development of language.  Looking at the kids that we provide 

services for here, they are in a lot of ways all over the map.  But the one thread 

that they can all benefit from is to focus on language, language development, 

expressive language, vocabulary, content, and the pragmatics that surround 

language.  
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Across all academic clubs during observational periods, all children were 

completely immersed in learning.  The provision of an environment that did not require 

students to learn through methods that were the most difficult for them, the ability to 

assume a different persona within a dramatic framework, and a project based approach to 

learning, engaged children in a way that created meaningful learning spaces and 

connections.   

Interview, observational, and artifact data converged to show that within each 

academic club, children were gaining knowledge relative to specific periods in history.  

 Cave Club.  If you asked a Cave Club member what they learned, they would 

respond as Wayne, an elementary student, did, “We learn about the past and what came 

before you and how all this started and how hard their life was and the tools they used, 

how they survived, what they looked like.”  According to Ava, the Cave Club’s leader, he 

was correct.  She stated that children learn about prehistory:  

We cover human evolution through the five stages of man.  We become 

connected and just live through the type of life they lived.  The animals they 

would've hunted, what would have hunted them, the tools they used, the types of 

shelter they had, and the food they would have eaten.  

She taught the children these things through the construction of projects, games, 

and re-enactments.  Although the content covered and vocabulary used in Cave Club 

appeared to be very complex for 6 to 8 year-olds, the structure of the club allowed Ava to 

not only teach it, but for her children to truly learn it.  “You can’t teach it out of a book.  

You have to live it.  Anything they live is phenomenal,” she stated.  One of the things 
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that children got to “live” in Cave Club was the difficulty with which hominids had in 

obtaining food.  In order to truly immerse the children in learning, Ava set up a re-

enactment to teach the children how the evolution of tools helped early man in his quest 

for food.  She explained:  

The children represent two different hominids that have to go and get food but 

they can only use the skills and tools that hominid had available to them.  I use 

little smoky hot dogs as the food they are trying to obtain.  The first group enters 

the room and is fighting off smilodons (saber-tooth tigers) to get to the carcass 

and they don’t have any tools and they only get away with as many hot dogs as 

they get within a specified time period.  Then the other group of hominids comes 

in and they have tools!  So they are able to fight off the smilodons and clean the 

carcass better than the first group.  At the end, the children are literally able to see 

that the second group each has five hot dogs and they only have one.  They get it.  

At the end of the year, the recall for the food activity is amazing.  

Within Cave Club, children learned to experience the life of early man from the 

beginnings of human development through the Neolithic age.  

Gods Club.  According to Leila, the Gods Club leader, the children in Gods Club 

learned about three specific times in history, ancient Egypt, ancient Greece and ancient 

Rome.  They began each unit with a study of geography and then learned about the 

different stories and mythology unique to each time period.  Leila explained, “Sprinkled 

throughout the units of study we learn about the culture, the history of money and 
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bartering, architecture, the building of the pyramids, and inventions that have influenced 

our culture today, as well as religious beliefs.”  

During one observation, the children were learning about the architecture in 

ancient Rome.  Leila had the children create specific architectural shapes using their 

bodies.  The children stood straight as columns, connected with one another to make 

vaulted tunnels and arches, and made the combined shape of a cantilever bridge (Figure 

26).  

 
 

 

Figure 26. Gods Club members formed a vaulted tunnel with their bodies while learning 
about Roman architecture.  

 

Because the contributions of the ancient Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans played 

such a large part in the development of the culture of the modern world, Leila felt that the 

content learned in Gods Club was relative to all areas of learning and discovery.  
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The content is also related to math, when we do our roman number unit, which 

includes thinking and number concepts.  Learning about early written language 

with the beginning of hieroglyphics, helps the children with encoding and 

decoding skills.  They learn about the government and how it works today based 

on its historical roots.  They learn vocabulary that sets up these concepts that 

crosses all curriculum areas. 

Knights and Ladies Club.  Knights and Ladies Club taught children about the 

Middle Ages from the years 500 to 1500, according to Jane, the academic club leader.  

The children learned about the feudal system by taking certain roles throughout the year 

in order to reach knighthood.  They began their training as a page, graduated to a squire, 

and finally became knights.  “To become a knight the children have to learn the material 

and they have to earn a certain amount of valuables,” explained Knights and Ladies Club 

leader,  Jane.  The valuables were coins, small plastic horses, and other objects that the 

children earned for participation and behavior.  

In order for her students to truly understand what life was like in the Middle Ages, 

Jane took them on three quests throughout the year.  She explained:  

During the first quest, they are serfs for a few days.  The serfs are the slaves, so 

they have to put raggedy clothes on, put their hair up, and they have to go and 

clean stuff.  We spend two weeks on another quest, where they become nuns and 

monks and they learn what the religious life was like in the Middle Ages.  They 

take vows of silence.  That concept is extremely hard for them to understand; why 
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a monk or nun would ever want to give up their possessions.  The third quest is 

where they get to become a merchant and try to sell things to each other.  

Interview and observational data showed that one of the children’s favorite parts 

of the Knights and Ladies Club were the battles.  Several times throughout the year, Jane 

brought her knights outside to re-enact different wars, such as the Crusades.  She divided 

the children into two groups, one representing the Christians, and one representing the 

Muslims, who then fought their way through Europe.  Robert, an elementary student and 

former Knight shared what he remembered about the battles, “We did the battle between 

the Barbarians and the Romans.  Knights and Ladies students are the barbarians and the 

Gods Club students are Romans who are dressed as Trojans.  The barbarians win the 

war.” 

While the battles appealed to most of the young Knights in Jane’s club, they were 

just one of the many multi-sensory ways in which she was teaching the content to the 

children.  She explained that in the early part of the year, the children heard the story of 

Beowulf and then created a play, complete with a plaster casting of the mother’s face and 

the monster’s arm, which were torn off in the story.  The children also acted out the 

Battle of 1066; the invasion of England by the Normans.  Jane explained:  

First I told the story to them and they acted it out.  Then, we went outside and 

acted the battle out again and I took pictures of it and the children stitched it on a 

tapestry.  It is called the Bayou tapestry.  The actual real tapestry is in a French 

museum.  They made a replica of the tapestry because people in the Middle Ages 
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actually stitched the entire thing to show what happened leading up to and during 

the battle because they could not read and write (Figure 27). 

 

Figure 27.  A portion of the Bayou Tapestry created by the children that showed the 
events of the Battle of 1066.  
 

Storytelling was also used within the framework of the Knights and Ladies Club 

as seen during one observation.  In order to introduce her Knights and Ladies to the idea 

of a pilgrimage, Queen Isabella told the story of Chaucer and his Canterbury Tales.  The 

children understood that tales were told to pass the time on this long pilgrimage journey 

and that a reward was given for the best story that could be told.  She gave the children a 

short overview of one of the tales and informed them that they were going to tell their 

own medieval story when they took their own pilgrimage (around the large field behind 

the school) in order to arrive at the shrine of St. Thomas Beckett.  

Renaissance Club.  The Florence Artists Guild of the Renaissance Club learned 

about the rebirth of Roman and Greek ideas in Italy after the Middle Ages under the 

careful direction of Lorenzo de Medici, Nick, the academic club leader.  Throughout the 
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course of the year the children learned about life and ideas during the Renaissance period.  

They studied art, architecture, major figures, literature, scientific innovations, inventions, 

music, and humanism.  As Jack, an intermediate student, shared: 

We take a project and we learn everything about every person who is a character 

in our club.  Right now we are learning about Michelangelo, who I am [character 

in club] and we are going to make our own David.  We also learn linear 

perspective and to paint the Mona Lisa. 

Within this project based approach to learning, children were gaining knowledge 

about both the arts and content.  During the following observation, children learned 

specific vocabulary, artistic expression, and historical context.  The children were 

beginning to paint their own Mona Lisa based upon their study of Michelangelo.  

Instruction was grounded in the vocabulary of art, such as foreground, background, and 

atmospheric perspective (the concept that colors change as they get farther away).  A 

large reproduction of the Mona Leila was used to illustrate these terms.  The children 

were all given a canvas and were to use their fingers to paint the background of their 

Mona Leila using only red, blue, and yellow paint.  Selection of colors was limited in 

order to keep the activity authentic, as primary colors were the sole basis for all other 

colors during Michelangelo’s time period.  Fingers moved through the paint, swirling, 

smearing, and layering color on color in order to achieve the correct color and to create 

atmospheric perspective (Figure 28).   



 

   161 

 

Figure 28. Renaissance Club artists used their fingers and primary colors of paint to 
create atmospheric perspective for their Mona Lisa paintings. 
 

 
Nick, the academic club leader, spoke to the children about how mood was 

created through color, and pointed out different ways in which the children could use the 

paint to create mood.  He introduced the Italian word, “sfumato” which meant “smoky” 

in order to better describe the colors within the Mona Lisa.  In this lesson, children were 

learning both historical content and art content as they worked within a specific medium 

to create a Renaissance artifact.   

 Museum Club.  Under the dramatic framework of a museum, children learned 

about ancient civilizations through the creation of artifacts.  After every unit of study they 

had a “museum opening” that showcased and explained the artifacts they made in 
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relationship to the content studied.  Stacy, the academic club leader, explained the scope 

of knowledge that children covered throughout the year.  She stated: 

We learn about the beginning of civilizations in the middle-east Fertile Crescent 

starting with 3500 B.C.: Why they began there, why people settled in that area of 

the world, and what needs to be in place for a group of people to form a 

civilization.  And all the civilizations, in turn, that began to form in that area.  We 

create copies of actual artifacts that have been uncovered from the ruins of those 

civilizations.  We go through civilizations’ religious beliefs, how they lived, their 

government system, and their education system.  We cover the beginning 

inventions they created such as: the wheel and the first civilized form of 

government.  We learn why that particular area is important to us today.  We will 

have a museum exhibit, so at the same time they are learning about these ancient 

peoples, they are learning about museums, the people who work in museums, and 

how exhibits are set up.  

An integral aspect of the Museum Club, which differs from other academic clubs, 

was the Museum displays that the children created and shared with the school 

community.  After every unit of study, typically five per year, the children opened their 

museum for others to visit.  They acted as docents, leading visitors through the museum, 

and explained the significance and historical context of the artifacts.  By doing so, Stacy 

believed that the children really master the content knowledge.  She explained: 

They have to stand next to these artifacts and explain them to those that come 

through.  They understand it even more so by having to explain it to someone.  
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“What is this weird statue?  Why did they make these?”  That is the piece that I 

think is really important for my club that the other clubs don’t necessarily do.  

They don’t have an exhibit where everyone comes and they have to explain what 

they learned and what they mean.  That really, really, brings home the content 

information.  

American Industrialists Club.  The Industrialists in Nick’s academic club learned 

about American history from the 1700’s to the 1900’s.  According to Nick, they studied 

the 13 colonies, the Revolutionary War, the Industrial Revolution, the Civil War, stock 

market crashes, World War I and II, and the United Nations.  Children learned through 

storytelling, filmmaking, dramatic re-enactments, creation of artifacts, and role-playing.  

During one observation, the children were filming the life of Clara Barton.  They 

had been read a story about the life and accomplishments of Clara, and then sequenced 

the major events needed to create their short film.  The children donned costumes and 

chose a location for their film.  No scripts were needed, as the children had worked with 

content over the course of the week through stories, discussions, improvisation, and 

photographs.  It was clear from watching the boys exhibit knowledge of their characters, 

while they filmed the movie, that they had mastered this specific content knowledge.  

Another observation illustrated how Nick, the American Industrialists Club 

leader, used both project based and hands-on learning to bring historical content 

knowledge to his students.  Through the use of story, the Chairman of the Board (Nick) 

told the industrialists seated around the table about DuPont’s gunpowder factories and the 

major explosions that occurred within the compounds housing the factory centers.  These 
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industrialists, who included J. P. Morgan, Andrew Carnegie, Henry Ford, John D. 

Rockefeller, and Cornelius Vanderbilt, were already familiar with the knowledge 

concerning the reasons that explosions occurred and how this influenced the placement of 

other buildings within the compound.  All sat focused and engaged as the Chairman 

described the explosion of 1818 and the resulting 34 causalities.  Earlier in the week, the 

children had constructed their own gunpowder factories from craft sticks and were 

invited to carry them outside in order to “blow them up like DuPont’s in 1818.”  Placed 

on the lawn was a large cardboard piece that had a painted river running through the 

center.  All the children placed their “factories” close to the river “because that way they 

can get to the water in case of a fire,” shared J.P. Morgan.  Using sparklers attached to 

smoke bombs, the Chairman of the Board caused each factory to explode, some even 

setting others off due to their proximity (Figure 29).  

 

 
 

Figure 29. A lesson in the explosive powers of gunpowder factories and implications for 
future development of plans to ensure the explosion of 1818 was not repeated. 
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The boys cheered as they watched in enthrallment, their factories fill with smoke 

just like DuPont’s.  Yet, this was not just a lesson in blowing things up, so to speak, the 

Chairman reflected with his class, and asked, “What types of things did DuPont do to 

ensure that this never happened again?”  Children contributed their answers, stating, “He 

stopped using sparkable metal” and “He built weak roofs so that the fire could get out and 

an explosion wouldn’t happen.”  In order to make a connection to their next lesson, the 

Chairman tied this activity to the Civil War and asked, “Why would selling gunpowder to 

both sides of a conflict cause trouble?”  

Summary.  Each academic club had its own historical purpose where knowledge 

learned was specific to time periods throughout history.  Across all clubs, however, 

children were gaining complex historical knowledge in a way that was engaging and 

highly interesting.  The dramatic framework of the clubs, taking on another identity and 

removing learning barriers, created an environment in which children wanted to and 

could learn.  As Charlie, an elementary student, summarized, ”The best thing about clubs 

is what you learn and how much you learn through all of the activities.”  

Process knowledge.  The academic club approach to teaching historical content 

knowledge immersed children in learning through the use of a project based approach.  

Within this approach, children created meaning in their learning through the construction 

of artifacts.  Similar to process knowledge in art, children in academic clubs must learn 

how to break a concept, idea, or project down in order to organize, plan, sequence, and 

revise.  As Ava, the Cave Club leader, explained:  



 

   166 

I'm concentrating on methods, like classification or segmentation.  Breaking 

something down, putting it together and then building the foundation for it.  Not 

necessarily the schema for it but the technique to do it so when children get to the 

next club, they know how to take what one person has given them and put it in 

use. 

 Developing process knowledge.  Because the academic clubs met daily and 

covered specific historical periods, there was an opportunity to create deep meaning in 

learning and to engage children in projects that took weeks to complete.  Observations 

showed that in almost every academic club meeting, there was the creation, or working 

on, of an artifact.  This required that children learn and apply a process in order to begin, 

continue, and complete their creation.  As Ava, the Cave Club leader, explained:  

The children are learning a way of ordering things when approaching a subject.  

You lay everything out on the floor, raw material, and you say, “Okay this is the 

goal,” and if somebody goes in a different direction with what you've laid out then 

you let them do that as long as it works.  

An observation in Cave Club illustrated this point.  In order to reinforce the idea 

of process to her Cave Club members, Wise Elder asked the children to tell her the 

process that they used to make their clay hominids the day before.  “What did we do 

first?”  She asked.  “We made their bodies out of clay,” responded Rosinstackio.  “Then 

what did we do?”  She continued.  Jonesifario contributed, “We rolled them in glue.”  

“What was the last step?”  She finished.  “We rolled them in hair,” shared Valtarcican.  

Figure 30 shows the hominids that the children created.  
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Figure 30. An artifact of a clay hominid that children in Cave Club made as part of their 
unit of study.  

 

Stacy, the Museum Club leader, also viewed her Museum Club members as 

learning about process in the creation of artifacts, something that children with learning 

disabilities often struggled with.  She shared:  

They are learning how to use the paint, mix the colors, and how to use all the 

tools in your room, but then we go through all these planning steps.  This 

envisioning and looking forward to how the piece needs to look at the end.  In 

creating a piece of art, and one of the big things is, “Okay, I’ve got this vision, 

now what?”  That is really hard for some kids.  So you really are teaching them 

how to organize and plan.  “What do you see this project looking like at the end?  

What are the steps you are going to have to take to get that project to the end?  

What is the sequencing of those steps?  What is the first thing you are going to 
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do?  What is the second?”  The sequencing part is a huge issue with most of these 

kids.  

I observed Stacy, the Museum Club leader, helping a child break down the 

process of creation.  While constructing the Hindu god, Ganesh, James, an intermediate 

student, realized that he needed to place Ganesh (an elephant) on a vehicle, which 

happened to be a mouse.  James was unsure of how to construct the mouse so Stacy 

guided him through the process.  “Lets break it down into little baby shapes.”  What 

shape is the body?” she asked.  “An oval,” James replied.  “Okay, what shape is the 

head?”  “A circle,” James told her.  “Yes, now draw that on a piece of paper.  Start with 

the oval and add the circle,” Stacy guided James.  After James finished drafting his 

mouse out of shapes on paper, he knew that he must decide what colors of fabric he 

wanted to use.  James selected a very small piece of leather and some fuzz, “for the ears.”  

Stacy asked him to consider the size of the leather and the size of the mouse.  “I want it to 

be the best I can make it to be,”  James told her.  “Well, do you want it bigger?”  Stacy 

asked him.  James considered this and switched his leather to a larger piece of felt.  He 

then worked through the process of constructing his mouse, making material choices for 

body parts, and asking if he could stay through his lunch period to continue working.  

James’ finished product of Ganesh is shown in Figure 31.  
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Figure 31. Using a process, James is able to work through his creation of Ganesh riding 
upon a mouse.  

 

 Nick, the Renaissance Club and American Industrialists Club leader, viewed his 

academic clubs a bit differently.  Instead of consistently guiding the children through a 

process, he wanted them to learn to take ownership and develop independence in their 

approach to project creation.  He shared, “When these kids come in here I am selling the 

idea that ideas are interesting; that learning is fun, that you can follow your curiosity but 

you have to figure out how you're going to do it.”   

Nick explained how he structured learning in his clubs: 

At AFLS, we traditionally break things down into smaller pieces so the children 

can master each part, step-by-step.  Here, I am asking them to do the opposite.  In 
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every other part of the day they are doing that step-by-step, but here is part of the 

day where we are going to say, “We are going to do that, and you are going to 

have to figure out the steps.  You are going to have to figure out how to break it 

down into pieces.  You are going to have to figure out what is first and how to 

approach the problem.” 

 Summary.  Through participation in academic clubs, children were learning how 

to approach learning by developing process knowledge.  From the guided teaching of 

process with the youngest AFLS members in Cave Club to the development of process 

independence in Renaissance Club and American Industrialists Club, children were 

learning to organize, breakdown, plan, sequence, and revise ideas.  

Self-knowledge.  Observational and interview data revealed that the academic 

clubs removed a child from themselves, so to speak.  By taking on the role of another 

character, one that existed in history and did great things, children were unburdened from 

their self-identity, one that most always included a negative image due to academic 

struggles.  In addition, by teaching children in a multi-sensory way through a project 

based approach that did not require fluent knowledge of how to read, write, or do math, 

children were able to gain knowledge about themselves as they succeeded in learning.  

The dramatic framework of the academic clubs opened children up, first emotionally, 

then cognitively and created an environment in which they could learn and experience 

success through mastery of learning.  

 Moving towards self-knowledge.  As children engaged with the learning process 

through the dramatic framework of the academic clubs, they developed a desire to learn 
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and began to take ownership of that learning as evidenced through interview data.  

Children were then able to discover how they learned best, what their strengths and 

weaknesses were, and what needs they had.  As Carla, an elementary classroom teacher 

stated, “I think that is what the clubs do, teaches the kids how they learn.”  And Nick, 

Renaissance Club and American Industrialists Club leader, agreed, “There is this 

important piece for me to help the children understand themselves as learners.  The ideal 

thing is to have a kid with burning curiosity who takes responsibility for their learning.” 

Teaching without using the traditional methods that children with learning 

disabilities often struggle with, made it possible for academic club leaders to teach to 

children’s strengths.  As children gained self-knowledge through this process, they began 

to understand, “How they learn, what they need to do to learn.  They become 

autodidactic,” Nick stated.  He continued:  

I have seen kids transformed here, but I still don't think that I am in the curing 

business.  I am in the business of building on strengths.  Helping them understand 

what their strengths and needs are.  There are areas of weaknesses and areas of 

giftedness and I want to create an understanding of how they can put a saddle on 

it and ride that horse. 

Summary.  Through the framework of the academic clubs, children are given the 

opportunity to discover self-knowledge.  They begin to identify their strengths and 

weaknesses and learning styles, as they are totally immersed in an environment that 

promotes success.  Arts and academic clubs were successful in providing children, not 

only with a mirror for self-assessment, but providing them an environment in which to 
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explore new learning techniques until the best ones were found and honed by the 

individual for possible use in future learning situations.  

Summary 

 Observations, interviews, and artifact analysis showed that as children 

participated in arts courses and academic clubs, their attainment of knowledge specific to 

the course continued to develop and grow.  Through these academic clubs and arts 

courses, children also gained knowledge in other areas that included content knowledge, 

non-arts knowledge, process knowledge, and self-knowledge. 

Skills 

  Children developed skills that were acquired through their engagement with 

learning in the arts and academic clubs.  Through arts and academic club instruction 

children developed the skills of perseverance, expression, memory, and attention.  In 

addition, they developed the skill of making connections within academic clubs.  This 

section does not specifically separate the arts from academic clubs, as in the previous 

section, due to the overlap of data as well as existing similarities between the two as it 

relates to the reasons for skill development. 

Perseverance 

 At AFLS, where every child had a specific learning disability, persevering 

through difficult learning situations to solve problems can be hard.  Many children with 

learning disabilities give up easily because they have developed a belief, based on failure 

in other academic areas, that they cannot accomplish (Margolis & McCabe, 2003).  

Studio arts teaching artist, Natalie, described it in this way:  
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The ability to start a project, being overwhelmed by it and pushing through that 

feeling and putting down the first mark or first piece of the collage, or molding 

the first piece of the clay - that can be really hard for a lot of kids here.  It really is 

hard for many of them to persist past feelings of wanting to give up and 

constantly feeling like their work is not good enough.  

  The nature of artistic creation is inherently complex and fraught with problems 

that must be solved in order to reach completion (Eisner, 2002).  As Mick, the high 

school music teaching artist, explained, “Seeing an idea through to conclusion, when it 

starts with nothing but your imagination, is a long and arduous process.”  Yet Nick, the 

Renaissance Club and American Industrialists Club leader, who also taught intermediate 

studio art, believed that being able to see that idea through created a situation in which 

children learned a great deal about themselves. 

I think there is a connection between perseverance and self-knowledge.  The more 

a child can understand what it is and how they approach learning and what their 

process is, the more confident they are that they can get to the end.  And maybe 

developing confidence that they CAN get to the end is what perseverance is 

about.  

  Learning to work through this creative process taught children to work hard to 

bring their creation to fruition.  As Doug, the workshop teaching artist, shared: 

In a creative process, you come at the idea from every direction and a lot of times 

it seems a little crazy.  I think one of the main things that children learn is that you 

don't get anything to work easily and they have to work for these things. 
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According to interview data, the desire to have what was being created was a 

driving force behind children’s ability to learn to persevere in the arts.  The arts are 

concrete, and at the end of any project that is created, there will be something tangible to 

show as the efforts of one’s work.  Doug, the workshop teaching artist explained, “In the 

arts, it is a situation where the kids will want to have something; something they are 

making.  They learn to persevere through something they might find difficult because 

they want to create that thing they have imagined.”  Additionally, the format of the 

academic clubs and arts courses contributed to a child’s ability to persevere.  As Leila, 

the Gods Club leader, shared:  

I think a lot of our kids in their old schools gave up so easily.  Club is such a 

small group within a small room and they have to participate.  They cannot hide 

anywhere or drift away.  The projects always come out successful, with varying 

degrees of skill. 

 The first step in learning to persevere was understanding that making mistakes is 

part of the creative process and was not a sign of failure or incompetence.  One 

elementary classroom teacher believed that this is one skill learned in arts courses, “I 

think the children learn a lot about trial and error.  Mistakes are made and you kind of 

have to go with it and try it again.”  Doug, the workshop teaching artist, agreed: 

The children are learning to work with mistakes because nothing is perfect.  There 

are plenty of mistakes in everything.  You go to measure something and you're 

accurate to a certain degree but there is error in everything.  They are learning that 

there is error in everything and you have to work through it. 
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Once children realized this and understood that mistakes were opportunities and 

not reflections of their abilities, they began to learn through their mistakes.   

 Learning through mistakes.  The process of creation can often be frustrating; 

the colors in a painting run into one another, a piece of wood splits while being attached, 

clay shapes morph into something unintended, dance movements do not flow together, or 

the words of a song are difficult to memorize.  Yet, encountering these mistakes that 

naturally and inevitably occur in the arts, allowed children to develop the skills to work 

through them.  Stacy, the Museum Club leader and intermediate studio arts teaching 

artist, explained:  

Their first instinct when they make the mistake is just to throw it away.  I have to 

teach them, “Okay, let's cut it up, maybe it will become part of something else.  

Let's just keep going and see what happens because you never know what is going 

to happen.”  It is okay not to necessarily have this distinct vision of what it is 

going to look like at the end.  I would like them to kind of have an idea of where 

they are going, but that is the wonderful thing about art - that there is no right or 

wrong. 

This idea of “serendipity,” or making a positive discovery by accident, is what 

Kelly, an elementary visual arts teaching artist, believes happens in art and was an 

important lesson for children.  She explained: 

Serendipity comes into art all times.  They will do a little bit, and say, “This 

stinks.”  I teach them and model how to work through their mistakes.  I ask them, 
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“Why is that a mess-up?  How can you work through it?” They are learning to 

take that little risk and work with their mistakes. 

As the children were exposed to more and varied arts instruction, they began to 

realize that working with their mistakes was part of the creative process.  Stacy, the 

Museum Club leader and intermediate studio arts teaching artist, pointed out, “They learn 

through their mistakes, which is part of the process.  And it is really the process that is 

important and not the end result.”  Michael, a 12 year-old intermediate student who has 

been at AFLS for three years, explained how he has learned to work through his 

mistakes: 

Say I wanted to draw out this table and I drew it sort of wrong because my hand 

skills aren’t that good or I can’t figure out how to make the legs correctly.  The 

teachers don’t say, “Oh no, that’s wrong, it doesn’t look like a table.  Do it 

again!”  They will say, “Well, that looks like a chair,” or “That looks like 

something else.”  They try to embrace your answer and to embrace your thinking 

in order for you to work through it. 

The following observation in Doug’s workshop provided another concrete 

example of how children were learning to persevere and work with their mistakes in the 

quest to create something they may not have envisioned at the beginning of their work.  

After working for many days to create a chalice from a piece of wood, Brian, an 

intermediate student, entered the workshop only to discover that his wood had cracked in 

the drinking bowl of the cup due to the contraction of the wood as it dried.  Doug, the 

workshop teaching artist, discussed with Brian ways that he could work around the crack.  



 

   177 

Brian was clearly disappointed because he had really wanted to make a chalice for 

drinking.  Doug suggested a candlestick, but Brian was not convinced.  He thought for a 

moment and said, “I wanted to make it into a cup, and I worked really hard on it, but I 

can’t since it cracked BUT I will make something out of it.”  After working at the lathe 

for quite some time, he returned to Doug.  “I was going to turn it into a pencil cup,” he 

told Doug.  After Doug looked over Brian’s work, he told Brian that he might be able to 

keep it as a cup if he was able to cut it into two pieces.  Doug then questioned Brian as to 

how to attach the pieces together.  “Well, I could use a dowel and glue around it so there 

could still be liquid in the top of it,” Brian explained.  After working for a few more days 

on his revised chalice, Brian was successful.  

Margaret, the elementary music teaching artist, also explained how mistakes that 

happen along the way could create success.  She shared:  

A failure can be a huge success.  Last year we did this song for final performance 

and all of the children participated.  One of the groups was really struggling with 

the music, so we based our whole song around my rubber chicken.  There was one 

child, who couldn't really do anything else, so his one job was just to take the 

chicken and squeeze it at the perfect moment.  It was hysterical, it was successful, 

and people laughed. 

One of the reasons that children learned to persevere in the arts, according to 

Stacy, the Museum Club leader and intermediate studio arts teaching artist, is that, “They 

are given the freedom to come up with ideas on their own.”  Because children were 

working within the framework of their own ideas and not just given a task for completion 
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by a teacher,  “They end up becoming more comfortable in taking risks.  They understand 

that it is okay to try 20 different things and 10 won't work and that is how it is supposed 

to be,” Stacy stated.  

An observation in Nick’s intermediate studio art class illustrated how children 

persevered when working through their own ideas.  Six boys, aged 11 and 12, sat around 

the art table wondering how they were going to be able to create reproductions of their 

found objects.  They knew they must use plaster of paris to create a negative mold to 

recreate their object using clay.  The problem was how to keep their object from sinking 

into the mold.  The boys discussed the properties of plaster of paris, including the density 

and the dry time.  They considered using different objects as trays to pour the plaster into.  

Problems arose, such as the tray material buckling and plaster sloshing over the edges 

(Figure 32).   

 
 

 
Figure 32. Experimenting with different techniques to create negative molds, led to one 
tray buckling when filled with plaster of paris.  
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Again, the boys’ voices were heard as they all contributed ideas, working off each 

other and working together.  The children were developing knowledge of both the 

process and the medium with which they were working, while figuring out how best to 

work within it.  After 40 minutes, the students, despite their experimentation with several 

trays and objects, had not solved the problem.  It was tabled until the next day when they 

met again.  Although I did not have a chance to see how they solved this problem, I know 

they did because I saw their casted “found objects” several weeks later when I visited. 

The ability to persevere through problems encountered in learning, not just in the 

arts, was something that the eight children interviewed felt they had learned to do.  When 

asked what types of things they did when encountering a problem to be solved, the 

children responded, “I try to solve it myself.”  “You break it down like they have taught 

you and keep trying.”  “I just try to think of ways to work through it.”  “I try to figure it 

out for awhile.  I stick to it for a good while.” 

An observation in Knights and Ladies Club illustrated how one child persevered 

despite the problems he encountered in one activity.  The children were reviewing 

material about Marco Polo and the Silk Road.  After being guided through open-ended 

questions about the way trading was conducted on the Silk Road, the children had the 

opportunity to be merchants trading their “valuables” (gum, balls, pencils, erasers, gold 

coins) with one another (Figure 33).   
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Figure 33. Children in Knights and Ladies Club negotiate the trade of valuables along the 
Silk Road.  
 

The children had to think critically about what they wanted to end up with at the 

end of their trade.  They had to determine a good price for a specific valuable and think 

about what would happen if they ran out of valuables to trade before the activity was 

over.  Throughout the lesson the children used language to negotiate with one another 

and discovered that certain items were more valuable than others because of their scarcity 

(i.e.: gum).  One child, actively engaged and excited about the lesson, did not understand 

the economical concepts behind trading for profit.  He often traded five valuables for an 

item then traded it again for only three valuables.  “I will give you three valuables for 

two,” he posed to a classmate.  After carefully observing him and watching to see if this 

pattern continued, Jane, the academic club leader, pulled him aside from the Silk Road 

and questioned him, using valuables of her own, until he realized the mistake that he had 
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been making.  He then resumed his merchant duties and was successful in his Silk Road 

trading journey by finishing with a similar amount of valuables as the other children.  

Another observation in Nick’s Renaissance Club confirmed that learning to 

persevere through the problem solving process was indeed happening at AFLS.  The 

children were familiar with Leonardo da Vinci’s work as an artist, but they were also 

learning about his work as a scientist.  In order for the children to experiment as da Vinci 

had with his first mechanical birds, Nick had them build crude planes using cardboard, 

tape, and a ruler.  The children problem solved throughout the whole process; first, 

figuring out how to tell time without using a watch.  One child remembered that da Vinci 

first measured the pendulum swing using his pulse, so that became the standard unit of 

time for measuring the plane’s flight.  The scientists climbed out the window and ran to 

the top of the playground hill to fly their planes.  The children needed to figure out the 

way in which the wind was blowing.  Some tried to do it with their faces, others listened, 

and others held up their finger.  They then decided whether to throw their plane into the 

wind or against the wind, which was complicated by the wind blowing up the hill.  The 

children experimented in teams, one throwing, one counting, and one measuring the 

distance flown (Figure 34-Figure 35).  After returning to the room, the children compared 

flight times and distances in order to determine the elements of a successful aircraft. 
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Figure 34. A reproduction of da Vinci’s first plane, created by the Renaissance Club 
members, takes flight. 
 

 

Figure 35. A Renaissance Club member measures the distance of his team’s flight. 
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Summary.  By the nature of their design, the arts require an ability to persevere.  

To guide a creation from envisioning to completion required skills of problem solving, 

flexibility, and perseverance.  Unique to arts instruction, was the chance for children to 

work within their mistakes in the quest for a better creation.  As Gary, a high school 

visual arts teaching artist, so eloquently stated, “Mistakes are going to happen in arts 

courses and they are often celebrated and become the raison d'être; the work of the 

mistake actually improves it.  And there are not many disciplines where that is 

celebrated.” 

Expression 

  Observational and interview data revealed that through the arts and academic 

clubs, children were developing the skills of expression. These included expressive 

language skills, learning to self-express through various media, and sharing knowledge in 

multiple ways.  

 Expressive language.  According to interview data, many of the children at 

AFLS struggled with expressive language skills.  Organizing thoughts into words and 

successfully communicating those ideas could be difficult; however, the arts and 

academic clubs provided a framework and a structure that allowed children to develop 

expressive language skills through the description and reflection of their work.  Ava, the 

Cave Club leader, related a story of how a young boy in her Cave Club, despite his 

language difficulties, clearly explained to a group touring the school, what the Cave Club 

was learning by using his artifacts as cues.  
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I have an eight-year old child with language difficulties.  I've known this child for 

three years.  If you put a bunch of stuff in front of him, he will build with it; he's 

definitely an engineer.  One day we had a big tour [of visitors] come into the Cave 

Club room.  Sometimes the kids get up and talk about what they're doing. In that 

class I have a very verbal group of five boys who could talk the entire time.  Well, 

the group walks in and every one of the children freezes except this child with a 

language disability.  He stands up and proceeds to explain to these people all 

about the projects that are on the shelves, telling them the “why” and “what” and 

“who” about each one.  

Within all visual arts courses, children were expected to draft their ideas on paper 

before beginning.  Using these drafts as a focal point for discussion, teachers were able to 

question children’s vision and process in order to guide them in their creation, which in 

turn, provided children with an arena in which to practice expressive language.  In 

Doug’s intermediate workshop, there was a lot of discussion before a project began. 

I try to get the kids to be as expressive as possible in their drawings and in their 

projects.  They are usually more interested in getting to the project than doing the 

drawings.  I get them to talk about their projects before they begin and as they are 

working on it, so there is a lot of verbal communication about what is going on.  

Observations in visual arts courses confirmed that children are indeed talking 

about their work.  Classes, from the youngest AFLS students to the intermediate students, 

were noisy places.  Children could be heard talking themselves through process steps as 

well as discussing their projects with peers and teachers.  Nick, academic club leader and 
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intermediate studio arts teaching artist, believed that part of the artistic process of 

creation is learning to verbally express ideas in order to grow and develop within an art 

form.  

When children are creating, they are also using speech.  Answering questions 

such as: “What did you want to do?”  “What did not work?”  “How was it 

successful?”  “What do you wish this would look like?”  “What do you remember 

from yesterday?”  “What do you want to repeat today?”  Using their art as basis 

for these discussions also helps them verbally express themselves. 

Children were also developing expressive language skills in drama classes, 

according to interview data from the elementary and intermediate drama teaching artists.   

In order to fully understand a character role, children had to do more than just memorize 

and recite lines, they had figure out how to bring their character to life.  In many of the 

AFLS drama class productions and films, children were tasked to create lines their 

characters spoke as well as actions characters performed.  Jessie, the elementary drama 

teaching artist, believed that by taking ownership of a role, children became expressive 

about their character’s traits.  

The children are coming up with ideas for their characters.  We discuss how their 

character would talk and act and the children say things like, “I think it would be 

really great if I did this while saying this one line.”  Being open to all suggestions 

that they have within the realm of possibilities, helps to get them talking about 

what they want to do. 
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 It was within this “realm of possibilities” that artists and students collaborated.  

When a child was able to imagine an idea and articulate a vision, they were not only 

learning to express themselves verbally, but to express themselves through their 

creations.   

 Art as expression.  By it’s very nature, art is expression (Eisner, 2002).   Each 

creation is unique and representative of certain personal aspects of its creator.  Expression 

may be found in the choice of colors within a painting, the selection and arrangement of 

objects within a collage, the execution of a facial expression within a performance, or the 

sequence of movements within a dance.  Art gave children the ability to express 

themselves without reliance upon the use of spoken or written language, areas that were 

often compromised by specific learning disabilities.  At AFLS, however, the arts were 

honored and taught simply because they brought another dimension to learning and 

contributed to the education of the whole child, not because they served a purpose in 

remediating academic skills.  Dan, the high school drama teaching artist, explained: 

Students who are drawn to drama or drawing or music, this is the way they 

express themselves.  This is the way they become competent and that makes them 

no different from any other student in any other setting.  The idea that this is a 

special school because these are special education students and in some way 

everything they do needs to be remediated or dealing with specific parts of their 

disability is not the reason we have the arts.  That is just who they are as total 

people and they deserve the same opportunities as other people to sing and to 

dance, to act, to play, to sculpt, to draw, and to take pictures. 
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 Throughout AFLS, students were being provided with a plethora of opportunities 

to express themselves through the arts, and as one observation revealed, to do so in a 

larger-than-life way.  In the spirit of Robert Rauschenberg, intermediate visual arts 

students were creating large “life” panels that were an expression of who they are.  Using 

canvas or wood backgrounds, the children added color and then layered on photos, 

words, and objects that were representative of who they were.  These choices were an 

expression of their self-knowledge, about what was important to them, their likes and 

dislikes, and their interests.  Some had pictures of family members; others were vacation 

pictures and mementos.  Still others included words that the child felt was descriptive of 

them in some way.  Each was unique and an expression of themselves.  Figure 36 shows 

one student’s life panel.  
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Figure 36. A life panel created by an intermediate studio arts student is an expression of 
self-knowledge.  
 

 According to interview data, providing children the opportunities to learn within 

many art forms, gave them multiple ways to express themselves.  Margaret, an 

elementary visual arts teaching artist and the elementary music teaching artist, shared the 

story of a young girl in her music class to illustrate. 

I have one little girl who can't write at all.  If you see her writing, it is just a 

disaster.  Yet, she is the most talented songwriter that you could ever imagine.  I 

taught her the G chord on the guitar three weeks ago and she came back on 
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Monday and said,  “I wrote a G chord song.”  She played it and sang it for me.  It 

is the best song and she is singing it at the talent show.  She wrote the words and 

the melody and she plays along to it on the guitar.  She is eight and she is 

amazing! 

 For this child, and many like her at AFLS, the arts have created a space in which 

she is successful in self-expression.  It was through the arts that children learned that 

expression encompasses more than just the ability to communicate through spoken and 

written language; that ideas, knowledge, and feelings could be shared in the language of 

an art form.  When asked specifically what he learned in drama, Jack, an intermediate 

student, replied, “In drama I learned how to express myself.  I learned to use all of my 

emotions, my body, and my actions to show others what I was thinking and feeling.”  

This is exactly what his teacher, Wendy, the intermediate drama teaching artist, hoped 

they learned.  Through drama, children recognized that characters did not need to speak 

fluently, or even well, to convey a message to their audience.  

I have a girl who is going to be in the final performance in the Sesame Street 

show.  Her language processing and speech skills are poor, but she has these 

amazing facial expressions, so that piece of her expression is what I am going to 

focus on.  She is going to be the mic [microphone] boom guy and everyone can 

play off her and she doesn't have to say a word, but there is still expression going 

on.  

 For children whose learning struggles have compromised their ability to express 

themselves in traditional ways, the arts became the catalyst for expression.  In his 
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workshop, Doug pointed out a large pile of misshapen wood pieces; some were screwed 

together at odd angles, others were loosely nailed together, still others had cryptic pencil 

drawings impressed into the soft wood surface.  He explained: 

This boy has been collecting this whole pile of what looks like junk to us, but for 

him it was some tactile thing.  For him, the experience is just feeling the wood.  

This is his artistic expressiveness.  It is hard to say what it's about because it is 

about so many different things for each kid.  

 Teaching artists explained in interviews that as children grew in their knowledge 

of specific art forms, they also grew in their ability to use that art form as a means of 

expression.  Children learned to mix colors in just the right hue to show melancholy, to 

sand a piece of wood until it almost shone, to coordinate their hands and feet into 

eloquent, emotional movements, to play an instrument in a way that bared the soul, and to 

use their entire bodies to tell the story of a character.  While self-expression through the 

arts was also an expression and use of artistic knowledge, expression in the academic 

clubs encompassed a child’s ability to show their knowledge in multiple ways.  

Expression of knowledge.  The academic clubs not only taught children using 

many different methods of instruction, but also allowed children to show their knowledge 

in these same ways.  A child may not have been able to write about the battle of Hastings, 

or take a multiple-choice test on the culture of Ancient Rome, but that did not mean they 

did not possess the knowledge of these subjects.  That is why academic club leaders at 

AFLS taught children to express themselves in different ways.  As Leslie, an elementary 

classroom teacher stated, “I think it [academic clubs] prepares them for the outside world.  
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They learn to express themselves in five different ways, not just writing a paper or 

answering questions.”  

In Ava’s Cave Club, children were given the chance to express their knowledge 

non-verbally by playing charades.  “They were able to show me their knowledge of 

vocabulary and time periods by acting it out and not using any words.  That seems 

complex for little children but I was able to see exactly what they knew.”  And there were 

other ways to assess what children learned that did not rely on traditional methods.  Jane, 

the Knights and Ladies Club leader, shared how the children visually showed their 

knowledge about the life of a serf.  “One time the children made a scene of what a serfs’ 

life would be like.  It showed their knowledge of what it would be like to live as a serf 

without requiring them to write.”  

An observation in Stacy’s Museum Club illustrated how children were showing 

their knowledge through the creation of artifacts.  In preparation for the upcoming 

opening of their museum, the children were creating Hindu God puppets.  These colorful, 

textured, unique puppets were a representation and expression of the children’s 

knowledge regarding Hinduism.  As they worked on their puppets, Stacy, the museum 

director, questioned them as to their artistic choices and development of specific 

characteristics particular to their god.  “What else does Indira need in his hand?” she 

asked.  “Weapons, like from the sky, a thunderbolt!” an intermediate student responded.  

“How could you make that?” she asked.  The boy picked up some foil and suggested 

painting it yellow before cutting it out like a thunderbolt.  Through his creation, this child 

clearly exhibited his knowledge about the Hindu God that he had chosen to create.  
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Summary.  Observations, interviews, and artifact review showed that the creation 

of artifacts within arts courses and academic clubs contributed to the development of 

children’s skills of expression.  Through discussion, planning, and reflection children 

were improving and progressing in their expressive language skills.  They were also 

learning to express their knowledge of particular content through multiple arts-based 

methods.  Finally, children developed the ability to use art as a form of expression in their 

creation of songs, paintings, three-dimensional objects, dance, and dramatic 

performances.  

Memory 

At AFLS, academic club leaders and teaching artists noticed that children were 

remembering what they learned.  As elementary visual arts teaching artist, Kelly, shared 

of her elementary students,  “I see it from year to year that a lot of them do remember the 

stuff like the color mixing.  These are things that I can't explain to the children; I can only 

show them and I think that is why they remember.”  Ava, the Cave Club leader, agreed, 

commenting: 

I saw last year's kids on the playground yesterday and they were cracking jokes 

with me about things that they had learned from the year before.  They were able 

to tell me all five stages of man.  A year later and they still knew it and it was 

clearly out of context on the playground. 

 Perhaps one of the reasons that the children were able to recall the five stages man 

resides within Ava’s use of multi-sensory methods to help children cement their 

knowledge.  During one observation, children sang a song that Ava had created.  They 



 

   193 

worked on learning and practicing the song over the course of the year, which is tied to 

the content that children encounter along the way.  “Lucy is an Australopithecus” was 

sung to the tune of  “Lucy in the Sky of Diamonds” and sequentially outlined the stages 

of prehistoric man.  All Cave Club members knew the song from memory and performed 

movements that represented each stage of human development.  The verses of the song 

are as follows:  

“Picture yourself in Hadar, Ethiopia with 
hominid Lucy and her prehistoric friends. 

Someone invites you, you answer, ‘Terrific 
Let’s tour human evolution…..” 

Shall we begin with the first? 
Look for the girl with opposable thumbs 

And she’s gone, gone, gone, gone…. CHORUS 
 

CHORUS: 
Lucy is an Australopithecus 

She’s not a panine 
Lucy is an Australopithecus 

She’s a hominine 
Lucy is an Australopithecus 

She’s bipedal 
Ahhhh, ahhhhh 

 
Follow her down to Laetoli, Tanzania 

Where footprints were found in 
Volcanic aaaaaash……. 

Lucy is smiling at Homo habilis in a 
Savanna so incredibly hot…… 

Cradle of mankind appears on the shore, 
A place called Olduvai Gorge 

Look for the man with the tools in his hands 
And he’s gone, gone, gone, gone…..CHORUS 

 
Picture yourself a few million years later 

When Homo Erectus traveled out of Africa 
Suddenly someone is holding a fire stick 

The man who is standing upright….. 
Homo sapien lived in Ice Age Europe, 



 

   194 

He hunted Wooooolllly Mammoths 
Look for the man who buried his clan and 

He’s gone, gone, gone, gone……CHORUS 
 

Picture yourself anywhere in the world 
Homo sapien sapien no more a nomad 
He painted scenes in a cave in Lascaux 

With hunting and fertility magic 
He began villages with agriculture 

And domesticated animals 
Look for the man with the knowledge to 
Expand and it’s you! You! You! You! 

 
Both observational and interview data showed that one reason that children were 

able to remember laid within the structure of the academic clubs and arts courses.  Each 

academic club and art class met every day, which helped children more easily remember 

what it is they were working on.  Jack, an intermediate student, stated: 

You get to relate better to what your project is about because each day when the 

period is over you get to come back to it the next day and then the next day and 

you remember what you did; it is like a second ago and you remember.  

 Also, inherent in both academic clubs and arts courses was a definite structure 

that was repeated on a daily basis.  Scott, the dance teaching artist, provided an example: 

That is why every day I do exactly the same warm-up, so they get a sense of 

repetition.  The warm-up is a long sequence and they have to know each one and 

they have to stay on rhythm with the music when they are warming up. 

Academic clubs adhered to a rigorous daily structure, asking children to recite 

passwords, review what had been done the day before, and predict what would happen 

the next day.  Ava, the Cave Club leader, shared her routine:  



 

   195 

They walk in and I say, “Help me remember what happened yesterday, what are 

we doing today?”  At the end they give me the password again.  “So what do we 

predict might happen tomorrow?”  And that is a daily thing built into the 

structure.  Even if child is not there, they can automatically know what's 

happening. 

In arts courses, that structure appeared differently yet supported the development 

of memory.  Observational and interview data showed that the process approach used 

within the creation of an art form supported children’s memory function.  Wendy, the 

intermediate drama teaching artist, explained how understanding the underlying structure 

of any dramatic piece strengthened children’s memory skills:  

Memory is a huge piece.  When you are telling stories, in all the different venues 

that we do it, we are sequencing.  Ultimately we are learning that things happen in 

a sequence.  That a play has a beginning, middle, and end; that a movie has a 

beginning, middle, and end.  We plan it, we film it, and we edit it.  Everything is 

really about breaking it down into pieces and that helps children remember.  

In arts and academic clubs, as Nick, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist and 

academic club leader, stated, “Memory is huge!”  Every day the children participated in 

arts and academic club classes and they must, “remember the instructions, remember 

what the first step is, and remember what they did the day before.  Then there is the 

memory in talking about their own work or each other's work,” shared Nick.  

Observational data also pointed to memory recall increase through the use of artifact 

cueing.  In academic clubs and arts courses children were creating objects that were 
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representative of the content that they were learning.  Stacy, intermediate studio arts 

teaching artist and academic club leader, explained, “There is a cue, or a clue right there 

in the artifacts that they are talking about.  It just sparks that information.”  Stacy’s 

Museum Club hosted several museum openings a year in which the children acted as 

docents for the AFLS community to learn about the historical content they had been 

studying.  Each time, Stacy was surprised by the children’s ability to remember and 

discuss the things that they had learned over the span of a few months.  “They [children] 

often get nervous, or scared and don’t think they can remember, but it comes back; it is 

amazing.” 

 The ability to remember content learned in academic clubs was facilitated by what 

Nick, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist and academic club leader, referred to as 

the “stickiness” of the content.  This encompassed both the structure of the academic 

clubs as well as the delivery of the content.  He explained: 

I think it does stick and I think there is something about the stickiness of this 

content because it is so multi-sensory and humorous that I think it sticks.  It is 

also very cemented; very little of the work that we do is teaching them just 

isolated rote memory tidbits. 

It was this multi-sensory approach to teaching children in the arts and academic 

clubs that facilitated the creation of meaning and connection.  Observational, interview 

and artifact data pointed to the importance of this approach in helping children’s memory 

skills.  
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Hands-on, minds-on.  At the heart of the constructivist model of education is 

Dewey’s concept of hands-on, minds-on instructional approach.  Dewey (1938) states, 

"We learn by doing, if we reflect on what we have done,” (p.178).  Within the academic 

clubs and arts courses, children were engaged with content through the creation of 

artifacts.  During all observations, it was noted that children were actively taking part in 

the learning process, not only through the hands-on construction of artifacts but also 

through the reflection and discussion of those creations.  This cycle of learning is what 

helped to contribute to children’s ability to retain and recall information.  As Wayne, an 

elementary student shared, “It would make you forget it if you just had to read a book 

about it.”  

 Children were hardly just reading books about artists and historical information 

during observations.  They were acting, dancing, painting, drawing, cutting, playing 

music, dressing-up in historical character costumes, filming movies, building, flying 

paper planes, sewing, and living in other time periods.  As Jane, the Renaissance Club 

leader explained:  

Because it is not a traditional sit-down and listen to me lecture, they [children] are 

using every part of their brain as well as their bodies.  They are experiencing it, 

and the experience of acting and doing something helps them to retain it much 

more because it becomes meaningful.  

Yet, in academic clubs and arts courses, learning did not stop when the creation 

was completed.  Children consistently revisited ideas and concepts, reflecting upon and 

discussing the knowledge that was contained within their creations.  One academic club 
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observation explicated this point.  The children in Museum Club were hosting their Five 

Religions of the World opening for the entire school to visit.  Each child was responsible 

for acting as a docent to explain the significance of a particular religious artifact that had 

been created and to explain the major religious beliefs associated with that religion.  

Dressed in costumes to represent major religious figures, such as Moses, Jesus, Gandhi, 

and Abraham, the children manned their areas and educated visitors for several 40-

minute class periods.  There were no note cards from which to read, only the artifact and 

the knowledge that had been created as a result of constructing those artifacts to guide the 

children’s memory recall.  Walking throughout with these historical figures as my guide, 

I learned the beliefs of Buddhists, the names and details of major Hindu gods, the 

purpose of a wailing wall, the role of Mary in Christianity, and the meaning of the Torah.  

Interestingly, children had knowledge of not only their artifact representation, but of all 

the others throughout the museum display as well; many of which were class created 

projects.  Figures 37-38 show the children as they discussed artifacts during the Religions 

of the World opening.  
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Figure 37. A docent demonstrates the use of Islamic prayer rugs.  
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Figure 38. The Pope explains the icons and beliefs associated with Christianity.  
 
 

Stacy, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist and the Museum Club leader, 

explained why she believed that children were able to remember material over stretches 

of time.  “Just using the memory muscle of having to build a ziggurat and constructing it 

can trigger that information.  They are listening to me, constantly working; they are 

moving, which I think is a huge piece.”  Sharon, the intermediate music teaching artist, 

agreed with the idea that “muscle memory” is what helps children recall the sequence of 

music when performing.  
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They will learn the music but the memory part of it is knowing when, where, and 

how to do it. Let's say it is a song they are singing; I will try to do some 

choreographing so there is movement to queue them.  The idea in my mind is to 

create more tissue memory.  When it comes time to perform, the memory of doing 

it correctly comes into play.  Some kids are so nervous they don't even remember 

performing, but they have that memory of what it feels like and are able to do it.  

Observational and interview data showed that children in drama classes were able 

to remember their lines, not through rote memorization and seated readings, but through 

the exploration and analysis of character roles and active rehearsal.  Jessie, the 

elementary drama teaching artist, discussed how children were able to remember their 

lines and actions in a performance.  

Once we do it enough, the children know the sequence and they know that “I talk 

after so-and-so.”  They are able to learn the cues and they know that when so-and-

so says, “Give me back my ball,” and if so-and-so walks towards them, they know 

their line is coming up.  It gives them a visual and auditory cue and that helps to 

cement it into their memory.  

Summary.  Any art form, by its nature, is interactive.  It demands physical 

participation in creation.  Art is not only truly hands on, but minds on as well.  As 

children created a work of art that is truly art, meaning that it is an expression of them 

and/or of knowledge, they were forced to reflect on that work as they encountered 

problems, revised, thought about, and discussed their work.  Both the structure of 
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academic clubs and arts courses, as well as the hands-on, minds-on process of creation, 

helped children to retain the information in their memory for later recall.  

Attention 

 Although specific student diagnostic data were not reviewed for the population of 

AFLS, research points to the comorbidity of learning disabilities and differing degrees of 

attention problems (Mayes, Calhoun, & Crowell, 2000).  Interview data from teachers, 

artists, and academic club leaders confirmed that a large majority of children at AFLS 

struggled with attention but that the interactive, engaging, and process-based nature of 

arts creation and academic clubs minimized attention problems and increased 

engagement and focus.  When creating an artifact, whether in arts courses or academic 

clubs, children worked through a process approach, which required them to break down 

their creation into individual steps for completion.  As Natalie, a studio arts teaching 

artist in the intermediate school explained, this helps children to focus upon their work: 

Attention is huge.  For some kids it is really hard to get through the 40 minutes 

class period.  Throughout the day, they get so bombarded with things coming at 

them that they are not able to screen.  When the kids come in here, they can stop 

and just do one step, like molding a piece of clay into a ball.  Breaking it down 

step-by-step helps them to focus their attention from start to finish.  

According to interview and observational data, a second way in which arts 

courses and academic clubs helped to increase children’s attention skills was due to the 

high interest level that children had in attending these classes and completing projects.  

During the course of 45 arts and academic club observations that took place, I noticed 
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very few incidents where children were disengaged and/or inattentive during class 

meeting times.  At the beginning of each academic club or arts class, children showed 

signs of excitement as they waited outside their rooms to be met by their academic club 

leader or teaching artist.  Children were heard discussing what they planned to work on 

for that day, making conjectures about what they might learn, and giggling as they 

bounced on the balls of their feet in anticipation.  According to Ava, the Cave Club 

leader, the reason that children are interested in academic clubs lies within its structure.   

You walk in; there are no desks, there are no chairs, you transform yourself into a 

character from that time period, your teacher is dressed up, what is not to love?  

You can become this other person for 45 minutes and that totally interests 

children. 

This elevated level of interest that arts and academic clubs created is what Ava 

believed helped children to focus and remain attentive.  She stated:  

The children come in here and leave whatever stress or worry they have at the 

door, whatever difficulties they usually struggle with.  They come in and are open 

to learning.  They're available to me 100%.  They’re engaged.  I don't have to ask 

them if they heard what I just said.  Of course they hear me; they are totally 

engaged. 

Doug, the workshop teaching artist agreed, adding, “They can focus because the 

interest level is high.”  Additionally, the children’s interest in having a finished product 

that they were creating was a compelling factor in focusing attention.  As Doug shared: 
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I think their desire to have that thing focuses them completely.  They have to be 

engaged in order to finish a project.  You can't have a product and not be engaged 

because otherwise it doesn't work, it never gets done.  

 Interestingly, observations noted that the atmosphere within arts and academic 

clubs seemed to be counterintuitive to allowing for focus and attention.  These classes 

were noisy and a flurry of movement and activity throughout; things that would generally 

be distracting to a child with attention difficulties; however, children were not distracted 

or inattentive.  The focus that children found through engagement can be attributed to the 

inherent nature of creation.  As Doug, the workshop teaching artist explained:  

There are a lot of distractions in here.  Most of the kids do have attention issues 

but when they're cutting, or doing things like that, it doesn't work if you don't 

look.  They really have to focus on what they're doing; and interacting with their 

materials to make something forces them to do that. 

 An observation in an intermediate music class showed how children were able to 

focus on the rehearsal of their song to be sung during the school’s final performance.  

Twelve children were seated in a circle of chairs getting ready to practice their song, 

“You Had a Bad Day.”  As soon as the music wafted from Sharon’s piano, the children 

rose and are all were fully attentive.  Each child was completely focused on the 

performance.  After singing the chorus, the music stopped and the children began to talk 

among themselves and drifted from the circle.  Sharon suggested they try to sing it in 

another key because it sounded too low.  She struck a chord and the children were again, 

completely immersed and attentive during their singing.  It was quite amazing to watch 
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the way in which the children were able to bring themselves to an intense level of focus 

while singing then drift away as the music stopped.  Sharon, the intermediate music 

teaching artist, explained:  

The attention can maybe be only for five minutes, but the thing about music is 

that you either have to do it all the way or you don't do it at all.  The children are 

so focused, and they have to be.  When you are playing or singing music, no 

matter what, you're not really thinking about other things.  No matter how good 

you are you are forced to focus.  When you are playing music, you are dealing in 

details, so you can't be distracted or you will forget where you are. 

 Summary.  It was this “dealing in details” that encompassed the creation of all 

works of art.  In order to begin a project and follow it through to completion, attention 

was required.  When working, children were able to actively engage with ideas, 

materials, and tools in order to bring to life what their mind had envisioned.  Attention 

and interest were heightened by this active engagement. 

Connections 

 The skill of making connections relates to the ways in which children were able to 

connect knowledge to existing or new knowledge.  Interview data obtained from 

academic club leaders, teachers, and students as well as observational data from academic 

club meetings supported the idea that children were making connections within and 

across academic settings.  Observations illustrated the types of connections children 

made.  During a lesson in the Industrialists Club on Clara Barton, the Chairman made 

several connections for the children, tying in both new and prior knowledge.  In another 
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club, Knights and Ladies, the children were discovering how their characters were 

connected to one another as their content knowledge deepened.  One child pointed out, 

“King Edward the Third is Edward the Black Knight’s father.”  Edward then looked to 

Joan of Arc and stated, “I was against you.”  Observational and interview data showed 

that academic club leaders were skilled at connecting content knowledge to all units of 

study throughout the school year.  This helped the children to be able to do the same and 

to begin to make connections on their own.  

As mentioned in previous sections, the academic clubs were interactive and multi-

sensory in both the approach to learning and the evaluation of learning.  As also 

mentioned previously, under the guise of a dramatic framework, children donned 

identities specific to historical time periods and assumed the roles of those characters 

throughout academic club meetings.  Many of the connections that academic club leaders 

reported were made between children whose characters were related in history.  Jane, the 

Knights and Ladies Club leader, illustrated the point:  

The children start making connections with one another.  One child might realize 

that, “Oh well, if I am Richard the Lionheart my brother [another child in the 

class] is King John of England who signed wrote the Magna Carta.”  The 

connections they make are pretty amazing.  Rather than them just saying “This is 

this person and here is what they did” they are realizing how all the characters fit 

together in history.  One child realized, “Oh!  The girl across the table, Eleanor of 

Castile, is actually my mother [King Edward II].  “How weird my classmate is my 

mother.” 
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 Children were also making connections across content explored within the club 

setting.  Jane, the Knights and Ladies Club leader, noticed how children’s knowledge 

built upon itself and that through reenactments and deepening understandings, they began 

to make connections.  She illustrated:  

An example would be when we have mock battles.  Some might look at it as the 

children just running around and hitting each other with swords; but if you really 

watch them, they act like the characters and there a lot of things they will figure 

out about Renaissance history.  They question more and it builds upon each other.  

“The plaque is going on now, is that the reason it stopped wars?”  I can see them 

crossing over units and taking knowledge from one unit into another.  

 According to interview data, classroom teachers and other content area teachers 

were also noticing children making connections between academic club content and other 

areas of study.  Teachers reported that even when children left their characters behind at 

the end of an academic club meeting, they carried over the knowledge as well as an 

interest in learning more.  One elementary teacher shared, “The children come back to 

class and are themselves again, but they are able to use the vocabulary and the knowledge 

that they learned from club in the classroom setting.”  Ava, the Cave Club leader, has 

also noticed that children are carrying over content learned in her academic club to their 

science classes.  She reported:  

Bob [the science teacher] and I have had a lot of the same children so there are 

some concepts that are really being reinforced.  With the older children, there are 

concepts that are being distinguished between.  They've made tools with Brian; 
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with me they're making different tools for different hominids.  Now they 

understand the complexities of which tools go to the same species but in a 

different part of the world.  They have learned to differentiate a crude tool from a 

refined tool. 

 Leila, the Gods Club leader and also one of the science teachers, had seen similar 

developments and connections with her children.  “Some of the students that I also teach 

in science recognize how simple machines were used in ancient Egypt to build the 

pyramids.  They remember things from class to class and apply it.”  Teachers also noticed 

the interest in learning more about particular historical content that children brought from 

academic clubs into the classroom.  Mary, an elementary teacher, stated:  

We write traveling stories, where you go around the table and everyone 

contributes to the story, and many times children will throw in “Lucy” or 

“Australopithecus” or “hominids” or “bipedal.”  They are using the vocabulary 

they are learning in Cave Club.  They come back from Cave Club and want to 

research something on the computer or find a book about what they learned in 

there.  

 These connections were also apparent to the children.  When asked if he ever used 

his knowledge learned in academic clubs in other ways, Jack, an intermediate student 

reflected, “What is really amazing, is the amount of technology that we have now, 

compared to what we had back then.  Learning in the [academic] clubs helps us to relate 

and appreciate.”  In all student interviews, from the youngest elementary children to the 

intermediate children moving on to junior high, children responded to this question with 
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stories of how they had used their knowledge in the real world.  Some had traveled to 

Rome and been able to educate their families on the pyramids and architecture, while 

others had acted as “docents” for family members at local museum exhibits.  Wayne, an 

elementary student, shared how he made connections with the content learned in Knights 

and Ladies Club:  

It is really helpful if you are going somewhere.  I went to Medieval Times and I 

thought about Knights and Ladies Club and it [Medieval Times] made sense 

because that is what they do there.  If you had not understood what it was all 

about in history, you would not really understand what was going on there. 

In academic clubs, interview and observational data supported children’s ability 

to make connections across curricular units of study as well as across content areas.  

Teachers attributed this to the high level of interest that children expressed in academic 

clubs.  As Jane, the Knights and Ladies Club leader, summarized: 

It is part of that wanting to know and discovery.  Many students come in with 

their own information that they find about their character.  I am always amazed, in 

general, how much information they seek outside of the class. 

Summary 

  Through their engagement with learning in the academic clubs and arts courses, 

children developed skills of perseverance, expression, memory, and attention.  Within 

academic clubs, children also developed the skill of making connections across content 

areas.  
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Dispositions 

 This section describes the types of dispositions that children developed through 

participation in arts courses and academic clubs based upon data obtained through 

interviews, observations, and artifact review.  According to Lilian Katz (1993) 

dispositions are defined as,  “Pattern[s] of behavior exhibited frequently and in the 

absence of coercion, and constituting a habit of mind under some conscious and 

voluntary control, and that is intentional and oriented to broad goals” (p. 2).  Katz also 

suggests that it is more difficult to regain damaged dispositions than to acquire 

knowledge and skills that may not have been mastered in the early years.  

This is an important distinction for children with learning disabilities because 

positive learning dispositions often suffer damage in the face of struggling with a 

disability.  Mick, the high school music teaching artist, explained,  “Some of these kids 

have had such horrific experiences with education and being learning-disabled that their 

self-esteem is totally shot.”  However, under the guidance of a teacher that is able to 

scaffold dispositional learning within a positive and supportive experiential learning 

environment, the disposition can be regained and become robust (Katz, 1993).   

The arts and academic clubs provided that for children because it became a hook 

into learning.  As Robbie, an intermediate student, who, according to his teacher, did not 

speak for the first six months of second grade, shared, “Those are my two favorite 

classes; art and music.”  For Robbie and many other children at AFLS, the arts and 

academic clubs were, “What gets them out of bed in the morning.  There are a lot of kids 
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here that the only reason they show up is because of music class or my arts class or the 

theater,” stated Gary,  a high school visual teaching artist.  He continued:  

If they come here we can hook them with something.  They may still be totally 

intimidated by math or science or language arts, but I know for a fact in the arts, it 

really starts with what gets them excited.  Do they come in the door early and not 

want to leave?  That is such a 180-degree change from their previous experience 

at their other school, that once we have them in the building, we can start coming 

at them from different perspectives. 

 Teachers at AFLS were coming at the children from “different perspectives” 

within a supportive environment that encouraged exploration, creation, and a belief in a 

child’s strengths.  Nick, academic club leader and studio arts teaching artist, summed up 

the school’s approach, “We are coming at it from the idea that children have strengths, 

which is still, amazingly, an unusual approach.”  Unusual or not, this approach has 

facilitated the development of children’s dispositions in ownership, cooperation, risk-

taking, and self-efficacy.    

Ownership 

 Milner-Bolotin’s (2001) working definition of ownership is employed to guide the 

definition of ownership within this section.  In this definition, learner ownership is 

structured within three interacting components of the learning process: finding personal 

value, feeling in control, and taking responsibility.  Finding personal value is concerned 

with understanding how the knowledge and skills developed during learning might be 

useful in situations outside the original learning environment and has been discussed in 
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the previous section related to connections in learning.  High feelings of control happen 

when the learner makes choices and decisions and is a proactive rather than reactive 

learner.  Responsibility in learning refers to the learner taking responsibility for the 

process of learning as well as the results of learning.  This is an important disposition for 

children with learning disabilities to develop because interview data confirmed that many 

of the children at AFLS struggled with the issue of learner ownership.  Doug, the 

workshop teaching artist, summarized it this way, “A lot of children that have learning 

disabilities don't own things around them.  They aren't engaged with their learning 

because they don't interact with the things that are around them.” 

  The arts and academic clubs, as Doug explained, helped to increase learner 

ownership through an active engagement with learning.  “In the arts, we are trying to 

engage them by experiencing that thing and the arts force an interaction and children gain 

that concept of ownership.”  When children created, whether it was a song, dance, 

painting, wooden rocking horse, dramatic piece, or historic content-based project, the 

children made choices.  Observational data showed that in each and every arts course and 

academic club, the children were responsible for deciding the steps in making their 

creation.  The children were given parameters, but were allowed to be proactive and 

influential in their own learning within those parameters.  When the children created 

reproductions of the Mona Leila in Nick’s Renaissance Club, they were instructed on the 

technique of color mixing and finger blending, but were then allowed to make decisions 

about how much of each color to use, where to blend the colors to show shadows, and 
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how to create layers using the paint.  It was this ability to create within set parameters 

that Kelly, the elementary visual arts teaching artist, aimed to do within her classes. 

I have always tried to set up projects that are sort of open ended, that they 

[children] can really put their own feeling into.  Yet I set parameters of certain 

things that they are being asked to do, but that they can do it in a way that is 

meaningful for them.  Then the children own it and they feel good about it.  

Observational and interview data showed that it did not matter how good a child’s 

creation looked in the end, only that it had been done entirely by the child.  As I watched 

the elementary visual arts class finishing up their monster dolls, the children clamored 

around me to explain the intricacies and unique features of each.  It did not matter to 

these children if their monsters looked like their peers, or if the arms were lopsided, or 

the head squished, they were proud of what they had done and shared that with me.  

Doug, the workshop teaching artist, understood the value of allowing children to work on 

his or her own in order to develop learner ownership.  He stated:  

I could build all the projects but then they don't belong to the children and I want 

them to be the children's creations.  It does not matter that the wood may be split, 

or that that the angles are off, or that the wheels don’t spin correctly, what matters 

is that they did it on their own. 

 Feeling good about something that they have done is often difficult for children 

with learning disabilities who struggle in many academic aspects, yet, as Jessie, the 

elementary drama teaching artist, explained, this happened within the arts because the 

arts removed many of those things.  
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As far as a class where children are able to use a myriad of different ways to 

develop something, it is here [in drama].  For the kids who can't read, who have a 

really difficult time with written language; they can get up and go off the cuff.  

They realize that they are still able to create something that is knowledge based.   

It gives them ownership of it by pushing the uncomfortable stuff out of the way.   

 Observational data collected during arts courses showed that children were highly 

invested in their creations, which led to an increased sense of ownership in their work.  

During all observations, the majority of children were actively engaged in working on 

their art pieces.  The following are just two examples of many that were noted.  In one 

intermediate visual arts course, children labored over choosing the correct design and 

colors to layer on their “life” panels, often taking several class periods to experiment with 

color and design before choosing.  In an intermediate dance class, six boys worked 

tirelessly until they were able to get their complex break-dance moves mastered for the 

upcoming final performance.  It was clear from watching the children that they were 

invested in their creations, something that Jessie, the elementary drama teaching artist, 

felt was important in creating a sense of ownership.  “They are more invested in it 

because more of it is their creation and I think that carries more weight in their feeling of 

ownership.”  Nick, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist and academic leader, 

agreed, “The children do have a sense of pride and ownership over their completed 

projects.”  

Summary.  When involved in the process of creation through arts courses and 

academic clubs, children developed the disposition of learner ownership.  Scaffolding 
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projects within parameters that allowed children to include their own ideas and choices 

within the learning process, helped children to contribute their successes to their own 

hard word.  As Dan, the high school music teaching artist, stated, “Their level of success 

is theirs personally.”  There is no better way to sum up how the arts contribute to a 

child’s sense of ownership than in the words of Albert, a junior high and high school 

visual arts teaching artist:  

When you make something creative on your own, you can say, “Look what I 

made that is mine.  That is not the answer to the math problem that everybody 

else in the class got right.  That is my performance; you're never going to hear that 

solo like I sang it, and that was a good one.  If you came to my performance, I 

gave you something that I made.”  That is real ownership of the educational 

process.  That is what makes it yours in a way that academic subjects don't always 

do.  In the arts, you can hear it, you can see it, and you can experience it.   

Cooperation 

In arts classes and academic clubs, children were working together on a common 

goal, which helped to develop the disposition of cooperation.  Observational data 

showed, no matter the art form or the academic club, that children needed to learn to 

work together in creating projects.  In dance, drama, and music classes, children had 

individual performance pieces that contributed to the whole, but without each piece 

working together, the performance was not complete.  This was also true in academic 

clubs, as the projects that children engaged with were arts-based and required them to 

work as a team in order to complete projects.  While the creation of visual art was more 
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independent of a group effort, the children had to cooperatively work together during 

studio time to manage sharing of materials as well as sharing of ideas and constructive 

feedback about each other’s art.  Natalie, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist 

shared, “They have to work things out socially.  They have to share the glue, the scissors, 

and the paint.  They have to take turns on the computer, at the paper cutter, and at the 

sink.”  Wendy, the intermediate drama teaching artist, explained how the arts provided a 

venue for developing the disposition of cooperation:  

I think that more than anything, in the theater room and in the arts, is that social 

piece and being a part of a group; which is also so hard on our kids because they 

just don't get it.  They learn how to work together, do the plays together, and go 

on location to do the filming.  But they are also learning in this environment 

where there are no desks and no sitting down, so they learn how to work in this 

loose group environment; even little things, which are big things for them, like 

learning how to have a conversation with other people without arguing.  

 The development of these cooperative dispositions was also clear to the children 

who were interviewed.  When asked what they learned in their arts and academic club 

classes, many of the children contributed that they learned how to work with others.   

Charlie, one elementary student shared:  

We learn to help other people when they need help because then they will help 

you on your project.  It is important because when you grow up you will need to 

work in a team sometimes and the arts and clubs sort of teaches you how to do 

that.   
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Michael, an intermediate student, said that in his drama class, “We learn 

ensembling, and getting together.”  His peer, Jack, who is also in drama class, continued, 

“We learn a lot about working together and a lot about team work.  Every day Wendy 

[the drama teaching artist] is like ‘teamwork, teamwork, teamwork.’”  According to 

interview data obtained from teaching artists and academic club leaders, that “teamwork” 

is exactly what they set up for the children to learn in their courses.  Through the 

scaffolding of teaching artists and academic club leaders, the children developed the 

sense of belonging within a community of learners that was working towards a common 

goal.  Stacy, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist and Museum Club leader, 

explained:  

I often ask them in the middle, “Where are you going with this?  How is it going?  

Let's talk about this?  What trouble are you having?  What suggestions would you 

give each other?”  This doesn’t just happen at the end of a project but throughout 

and we do it in [Museum] Club too.  We become a community working together, 

which is absolutely important.  Certainly in [Museum] Club they are a community 

of museum workers, working together towards this exhibit, but they are also a 

community of artists, and a community of intermediate students.  That whole 

social peace is a big deal for them because a lot of them don't have very good 

social skills.   

 An observation in Natalie’s intermediate studio arts class, which follows, showed 

the ways children at AFLS have learned to work together to achieve a common goal.  

During free art day children were allowed to explore and experiment with the materials in 
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the art wing.  Each child was able to pick their project, from free draw to printmaking, to 

painting, to creation of 3-D objects.  Three boys decided they wanted to make a robot 

from cardboard scraps and left the room to hunt for recycled objects to use in their 

construction.  Upon returning, one boy began to draw out the plan while he talked to the 

others about their ideas for inclusion.  Throughout the period, the boys negotiated the use 

of materials, the placement of parts, and the design of the robot without arguing.  Each 

boy had his ideas heard by the others in a way that was respected, and included in the 

design.    

 An observation in Leila’s Gods Club also illustrated how children were 

developing the disposition of cooperation.  The children had earned enough gold coins to 

have a free day in which they could spend ten dollars on supplies any way they liked at 

the weeks end.  Children had been assigned roles of either “senator” or “tribune,” a tie in 

to the democracy that was in place in ancient Rome.  The children understood the roles of 

each and the two senators were sent into the hallway to draft a proposal for spending the 

money to bring back to the tribunes for a vote.  Each senator then presented his/her idea 

and the tribunes were called together for a vote.  There was much discussion between the 

tribunes and the senators; both understood that the senator had the privilege to override 

any ideas contributed by the tribunes.  The children worked together, contributing their 

own ideas, until all were happy and the senator acquiesced.    

 Analysis of observational data showed that this building of cooperative learning 

was not unique to just a few of the academic clubs.  Across the majority of observations 

conducted, children were seen cooperating with one another, working together, and 
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listening to each other.  In fact, in Ava’s Cave Club, she revealed that cooperation was at 

the heart of her academic club’s purpose, for without cooperation, there was no survival 

in prehistoric times.  Ava stated: 

The heart of the club is social interaction.  That's basically what provides the basis 

for Cave Club itself.  They're [children] figuring out at six and seven how to get 

along with each other.  If you don't get along you don't get to evolve.  It's very 

concrete in the concept.  It might look like this, “Paul I'm sorry you got eaten by a 

saber tooth tiger because Jack wasn't watching your back.  If you were a Homo 

habilis what would you do?”  And they get it!  “We’ll they look out for each other 

while one distracts the tiger and the other runs.” 

 An observation in Ava’s Cave Club showed just how well these young children 

were learning to work together.  During this lesson, the children continued their work on 

a 3-d construction of the environment of Homo habilis by creating a shelter in the 

Savannah.  They were to include a shelter, a Homo habilis, food, and tools that were 

particular to this stage of man (Figure 39).   
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Figure 39. The children in Cave Club work cooperatively to build a representation of 
Homo habilis in the savannah. 
 

The children negotiated who was going to construct each part of the 

representation.  Two children were working side-by-side on the clay construction of a 

hominid, when one of them experienced difficulty in forming the head.  His peer asked if 

he could help him and then proceeded to model the process.  “First you squish it on the 

head, like this.”  Then he showed him how to use the clay tools in order to carve marks 

into the creation.  The children worked in tandem to create their hominids to place within 

the Savannah.  

Summary.  In both arts courses and academic clubs, children were developing the 

disposition of cooperation.  By working together on a common goal, they became a 

community of learners whose individual contributions became an important factor in the 
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whole of the creation.  Jessie, the elementary drama teaching artist, summarized how arts 

instruction contributed to children’s development of cooperation:  

I want them to leave here understanding that they need to be a team.  They have 

their own part, their own character, and are their own person; but what happens in 

here can't happen unless we all do it together.  It reinforces their own 

individuality; but it also helps them to be a team player and to work through all of 

the group dynamics and things that happen within the structure of the group.   

Risk-Taking 

 The ability to take risks in learning; to try something in which the outcome is 

unknown, that may lead to a failure or a success is often hard for children with learning 

disabilities.  Because children with learning disabilities experience a good deal of failure 

in traditional academic areas, such as reading, writing, and mathematics, they are afraid 

to risk, to try, to find out if their efforts can be successful (Gorman, 2001).  However, in 

arts courses and academic clubs, teaching artists and academic club leaders noticed 

children developing the disposition to take risks in their learning.  This was developed 

through both the framework of the academic clubs and the inherent risk-taking that is 

needed in order to create a work of art.  As Kelly, one of the elementary visual arts 

teaching artists stated, “I think that as far as the arts are concerned, it really comes down 

to risk-taking.”  Stacy, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist and Museum Club 

leader, agreed adding how she encouraged children to take risks in their creations within 

her classes.   
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For example, I might've noticed that a child does the same thing when they are 

making their own art.  I ask him/her to try to move away from that and figure out 

how they might make it different.  “How else could you express the same feeling 

you want to express?  Let's try it in a more abstract way.  Let's move away from 

what you are comfortable doing and take another path.”  That is very hard for 

these kids.  That is why you need to push, push, push.  That is my job.  I am here 

to help the children move in a different direction, to try to take a different path 

and do things a little bit differently.  I want them to experiment, to try it five 

different ways before they actually decide on something for their creation. 

 As observations revealed, part of learning to take risks involved learning through 

mistakes in creating a work of art, which has been discussed above within the 

perseverance section.  Inherent in learning to take risks in the arts was the ability to work 

through a project that was fraught with possible failures.  Doug, the workshop teaching 

artist, especially saw this within his medium.  He explained:  

I think in workshop there are so many things conspiring to undo your project, 

wood splitting, nails bending, cutting a board incorrectly; there are just a lot more 

physical limitations to the products.  There is a lot more risk-taking automatically 

because there is a lot more room for failure.  I see kids willing to take risks and I 

see kids running away from risks too.  But it comes down to this, if they want to 

make something, and they all want to make something, then they have to take the 

risk.  
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 The following observation from Doug’s workshop class showed how children 

were learning to take risks.  Robert, an intermediate student, was very excited to begin 

creating his sword.  He began by drawing his plan on graph paper, something that Doug 

made all the children do before they began their projects, and then he searched for an 

appropriate piece of wood within the well-stocked workshop.  After selecting one large 

enough, he measured his dimensions and made cutting marks upon the wood with a pen.  

Robert had been careful and methodical in his approach but was apprehensive in cutting 

the wood.  He spent many minutes selecting the right saw, worrying that he would break 

the wood if not done correctly.  Doug saw his struggle and stated, “Just try it, if it breaks, 

it breaks.  We can try it again.”  Hearing this, Robert looked relieved and went ahead 

with his plan.  He was thrilled that his wood did not splinter or break and that his 

decisions and ideas were correct.  “Look, Mr. Doug, I did it!”  He called out.  

 A similar situation was observed in Ava’s Cave Club.  Wise Elder [Ava] was 

leading her children through an activity on cave paintings.  The children were tasked to 

draft an animal created from different parts of prehistoric animals.  As they began to 

question her about their creations and anxiety began to rise, she assured them that there 

are, “No right or wrong answers in pre-history.”  This allowed the children to take a risk 

and draft their animal, feeling confident that their ideas were valued.    

In the arts, as one elementary teacher shared, “You are finding your own things 

and not worried about finding the correct answer.  You don't have to be right or wrong.”  

Kelly, an elementary visual arts teaching artist agreed, “Here we are asking them to use 

their own ideas.”  Asking children to use their own ideas created a mental space in which 
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children were willing to take risks because they felt less threatened.  Gary, a high school 

visual arts teaching artist, explained:  

I'm not so concerned about the finished work as I am that some kids get so jazzed 

by creating art that they can't wait for the next experience.  If you take a math 

class A+ B=C.  There is no way around it.  In art, you have to get the technique 

and the theory right, but there is also the option of coming at it with the creative 

component where they can feel not quite so threatened by their own ideas of how 

to get at a problem.  In the arts you have that option, and you don't necessarily 

have that option when things are so cut and dried in other academic areas.   

 Another component of how the arts promoted risk-taking, that was observed and 

discussed in interviews, was the factor of performance.  Music, dance, and drama are 

considered the performing arts because, unlike visual arts, they require a child to perform 

in some way.  AFLS hosted at least five school-wide, organized performances throughout 

the year, but within their performing arts courses, children performed for each other or 

other classes on a regular basis.  The ability to perform, to get on stage and act, or sing, or 

dance in front of a group of peers or a larger audience, “ …is in and of itself a risk,” 

stated Wendy, the intermediate drama teaching artist.  Jessie, the elementary drama 

teaching artist, agreed,  “Being able to stand up and perform in front of your peers is not 

an easy thing to do no matter what the age, no matter what you are doing.”  Jessie felt 

that the reason children learned to take this risk within drama is because they were 

performing under the guise of a character.  She explained:  



 

   225 

You're not responsible if you do something to somebody else.  It is not you it is a 

character.  If somebody doesn't like the performance it is not you they don't like, it 

is the character.  The children learn to take risks because they learn to separate 

themselves from their characters.    

 Nick, an academic club leader and intermediate studio arts teaching artist, agreed 

that placing children within a dramatic framework for learning allowed them to be more 

open to taking risks and understanding success.  He stated:  

Drama or the use of a dramatic framework is a great way to teach kids to take 

risks because it is not them taking it.  If you fail, if you struggle in drawing the 

Mona Leila as Leonardo da Vinci, then that is okay because that is not you.  If 

you find success, then you have tasted that and how can you put that back in the 

box?  

 An observation in Nick’s Industrialist Club illustrated how being in character 

allowed several boys to take risks with their performance.  While filming their movie of 

Clara Barton’s life, two of the six boys cloaked themselves in dresses in order to play the 

roles of Clara and her mother (Figure 40).  They were 11 and 12 years old and showed no 

hesitancy or embarrassment about wearing dresses in front of the rest of the boys, nor did 

any of the others laugh or make fun of them.   
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Figure 40. Two of the boys in American Industrialists Club dressed like Clara Barton and 
Mrs. Barton during the filming of a class movie.  
 

Another reason, according to Jessie, the elementary drama teaching artist, that 

children have learned to take risks, is through the creation of a safe space in which 

children feel comfortable.  “I hope that I am able to create that for the kids, that they feel 

comfortable, but they also feel safe; that they don't think they are going to be shut down.” 

An observation in Wendy’s intermediate drama course illustrated how children were 

learning to take risks within a safe place, and as Wendy stated, “...learning to get up there 

and laugh and look stupid and have fun.”  While creating a performance from the story of 

Anasazi and his six sons, six boys, aged 10 and 11, decided to add a dance to their 

performance.  They decided to use the song “YMCA” and accompanying dance by the 

Village People.  They gathered around the computer and watched a short video in order 

to learn the moves.  Returning to the open floor space, the boys practiced their moves 
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together.  Their moves were exaggerated, silly, and they cracked each other up; however, 

they showed no fear or anxiety when performing in front of one another.  Knowing that 

they were accepted and honored for their ideas in this safe space, the boys took the risk to 

add physical humor to their performance.  Wendy, the intermediate drama teaching artist, 

relayed a similar story:  

In our final performance that is a parody of Sesame Street, one girl is going to try 

to say, “snuffaluffaguss.”  She knows she can't say it because she has a lot of 

speech and language issues, but she thinks it's funny and is willing to take the risk 

and get on stage in front of the whole school and all the teachers and parents and 

do it.  

 Summary.  Through participation in arts courses and academic clubs, children 

were developing the disposition of risk-taking in learning.  One reason for this was 

contributed by Nick, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist and academic club leader.  

“I think part of learning to take risks is in the dramatic framework where we are playing 

and using imagination.  The child's natural learning environment is play and imagination 

and that opens them up for trying things they probably wouldn’t.”  Interview data 

confirmed that the longer a child is at AFLS, the more readily they took risks. Natalie, an 

intermediate studio arts teaching artist, believed that this happened because of the 

environment that was created in arts courses and academic clubs.  She shared, “The ones 

who have been here for a long time are totally open to risks because they know they are 

so protected and so loved here by so many smart adults.”  Nick, an intermediate studio 

arts teaching artist and academic club leader, believed that children at AFLS do learn to 
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take risks despite where they may start.  He said:  “The ones who've been here a while 

take risks very quickly and the ones who are new are very afraid at first to take any kind 

of risk but you see it and it comes.”  

Self-Efficacy 

 According to Bandura (1994), self-efficacy is, “Beliefs about capabilities to 

produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect 

our lives” (p. 71).  Levels of self-efficacious beliefs are related to effort, perseverance, 

interest, engagement, and the setting of challenging goals (Pajares & Schunk, 2001).  

Children with learning disabilities often have low self-efficacy and attribute their 

successes and failures to external factors.  They exhibit lower engagement, effort, and 

perseverance than their non-disabled peers in academic settings (Margolis & McCabe, 

2003).  Interview data confirmed that many of the children at AFLS came to the school 

with low self-efficacy for various reasons.  Nick, academic club leader and studio arts 

teaching artist, described the challenges that children coming to AFLS face:  

I think it is always interesting to see the kids come into our program from a 

traditional environment because often times they come in pretty browbeaten.  

They are losing their peer group and going to a different school; whatever level of 

their understanding, it is special education and they know that.    

 Many of the children came to AFLS from more traditional academic 

environments having failed, and feeling like failures.  Annie, an intermediate student who 

has been at AFLS for five years, explained how she felt at her previous school.  She 

shared:  



 

   229 

My old teacher always thought that since I couldn't read I wasn’t trying and she 

would just let me read baby books.  She thought I was lazy.  It made me feel 

annoyed and it made me feel terrible.  She always gave me Biscuit Goes to School 

and I read it for almost the whole year.   

The other children I interviewed shared similar stories.  Brooks, an intermediate 

student who has been at AFLS for two years, stated that he did not feel like he could do 

much at his previous school.  He stated: 

I just sat in the back of the classroom and pretended to know what I was doing.  I 

was afraid to ask for help because the teacher would yell at me and tell me I 

wasn’t listening.  I hardly had any idea what we were doing or how to do it. 

Wayne, an elementary student stated: 

I hated my teacher because she thought I was too lazy to read, but I really just 

didn’t know how.  She said I knew how to read and she said I was lazy because I 

didn’t.  I actually cried when I went into her room, that is how mean she was.   

 While teaching artists interview data confirmed what children were stating, they 

also noted seeing changes in the children’s feelings about school as the children spent 

more time at AFLS.  Kelly, an elementary visual arts teaching artist, who has been at 

AFLS for more than 20 years, stated, “I have seen a lot of kids come through this school 

and they come in apprehensive and they don't like school.  All of a sudden they like 

coming to school.”  Natalie, an intermediate studio arts teaching artist, agreed, adding, 

“When the kids first come in here they have all of these masks and walls built.  You start 
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to see them over the months shed those masks and then you get the real kid.  It is very 

exciting.”   

 Analysis of interview and observational data converged to show that the arts and 

academic clubs helped to develop children’s positive self-efficacious beliefs.  The 

following sections show how and why the arts and academic clubs promote the 

disposition of self-efficacy.  

 Not seeing the disability.  For many children at AFLS, the arts and academic 

clubs were places they found success.  Analysis of teaching artists interview data showed 

this was partly due to the perceptions held by the teaching artists as they related to the 

child.  Because most of the children at AFLS struggled with disabilities related to 

academic performance in the areas of reading, written language, mathematics, and 

language; their performance in arts courses was not affected by their disability.  Many 

teaching artists reported that a child’s disability was invisible in their art courses and have 

made it a point not to know what is was that brought a child to AFLS.  As Wendy, the 

intermediate drama teaching artist, stated, “I learned not to look at the children's folders.  

I know that they are here because they have an IEP, but I just know who they are in my 

classroom and most times the disabilities don’t matter here.” 

Margaret, an elementary visual arts teaching artist, shared a similar viewpoint and 

stated: 

I am at the point where I usually don't even notice a child's disability.  I want to 

remain ignorant to a certain point.  It doesn't matter if you can't read or write in 

my class.  We think and we talk and we create.  In music and in art we create our 
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own stories and our own songs and we talk about poetry.  We come up with an 

idea and then I want each kid to take that idea to the next level.  Perhaps the arts 

allow the children to learn and grow without having to be so exposed. 

 Even for the children who came to AFLS later in their educational career, after 

spending more time in traditional settings battling their disability, the arts remained a 

place where their disability was not noticed.  Wendy, the intermediate drama teaching 

artist, who also co-taught the high school drama club, stated:  

The kids that come in, especially in high school drama club, will come in after 

being in public school and are so beaten up.  I will sit in a meeting and hear how 

other teachers view them, and I think, “What?  They [student] are a dream in 

drama.”  

 Albert, a junior high and high school visual arts teaching artist, agreed and felt 

that by not seeing the disability, children were able to be pushed harder in their arts 

courses.  He illustrated this point with an example:  

There is one boy in my [junior high digital photography] class who I wonder why 

he is here because his learning disabilities don't show up in my class.  He is 

enthusiastic and bright and his disabilities don't show up in my class but I think he 

has severe dyslexia.  That's probably why he's here, but I just don't see it and I 

may not notice that he has a disability and that is great because I can push a kid 

like that to do things.  I can give him just a few instructions and he's off. 

 In almost every interview with teaching artists, they mentioned not seeing the 

child’s disability within their teaching area and in many instances, not even knowing 
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what disability a child struggled with.  In some instances, the arts helped a child bypass 

their disability.  As Mick, the high school music teaching artist, stated,  

I had a kid who was ADHD [Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder], but he 

had no problem in my class.  Once we started the song, the ADHD was no 

consequence at all.  In between songs, it was different.  Why is it a stutterer can 

sing or act?  I believe that once a kid can bypass some of these things through the 

arts, they find success.     

 Creating success.  Many children experienced success through the arts because 

the arts allowed them to focus upon things they could do, rather on things they could not.  

Teaching artist interview data showed that a major purpose of arts instruction was to 

increase a child’s self-efficacy.  Gary, a high school visual arts teaching artist, explained:  

In the beginning stages, I am so much about rehabilitating kids self-esteem that 

creativity can get in our way of that initially.  What I want to do is teach 

technique; I know that technique can help these kids.  I can teach them to draw 

something that they understand.  It's like card tricks; if you practice these six 

steps, you can do this trick for somebody and people will look at you and say how 

do YOU do that?  And that is what gets the kid really excited because they want 

another card trick after that.  Suddenly their self esteem starts to go up, “Wow I 

did something right.”  But, it has nothing to do with creativity.  I want to get at the 

creativity later on, want to honor it, want to have those opportunities later on, but 

my initial goal is to get them believing that they can have some success.   
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 Sharon, the intermediate music teaching artist, agreed and added, “My number 

one job is to make sure they are successful in here [music].  That means I may have to 

change a quarter note, or make something a little simpler, but it is about building up 

confidence to begin with.”  Learning to do these “card tricks” as Gary called them, 

helped children to feel successful and confident in their abilities.  Scott, the dance 

teaching artist, believed that by giving children artistic tools, “They learn how to do 

things that nobody else can do and that gives them a sense of confidence to do anything 

they want.”   

By giving children a lot of arts instruction, AFLS was creating opportunities for 

children to be successful.  Many times, the only place a child felt successful was in the 

arts or academic clubs.  As Leslie, an elementary teacher shared,  “I think for some 

children, they don't feel confident in any area but art.  They love going to art whether it 

be club, art, music, workshop, or dance.  These are the classes that really get them 

going.”  Doug, the workshop teaching artist, believed that his class was definitely another 

place for a child to find success.  He stated:  

This is certainly another chance for a kid to succeed in here.  I think if you are 

making something, you are doing something right; just having your hands on 

something for any extended period amount of time, changes that thing and it 

changes your hands and it changes you.  

 These changes were often seen in the increase of a child’s self-efficacious beliefs.  

Once they realized that they could be successful at something, whether it was in the 

performing or visual arts, children began to believe in themselves and their areas of 
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strength.  Mary, an elementary teacher, stated, “They find themselves through the art.  I 

think children let their guard down and are more comfortable just to be themselves once 

they find that success.”  Carla, another elementary teacher, agreed and added that 

teachers were often able to use that area of strength within the structure of the classroom.  

She stated:  

Children begin to know they are good at it [area in the arts] and are relieved to 

finally have found something where they can say, “This is me.  I enjoy this.”  

When they figure out they are good at something, then we can use that in our 

room.  We can work that into curriculum to help children find success in other 

areas because the child knows it is a strength.    

 Finding these areas of strength, and weaknesses as well, were what Wendy, the 

intermediate drama teaching artist, believed arts instruction was all about.  She stated:  

I do not think there is any comparison for what the arts do for how they feel about 

themselves.  Theater is a study of human nature.  Children are learning to look at 

themselves.  Not only do they understand why people do what they do, but they 

are feeling confident about being able to say what they are good at and what they 

are not good at. 

Dramatic framework.  While all teaching artists discussed children’s ability to 

find success within the arts, those who taught drama and academic clubs believed that 

was the framework of their course that helped children to increase self-efficacy.   

“When some kids try on characters, their confidence just comes up,” stated Wendy, the 

intermediate drama teaching artist.  When involved in academic clubs and drama, 
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children became other characters, which removed their inhibitions and negative self-

image.  As Ava, the Cave Club leader explained, “They have to put on a different face 

and a different character.  They don't have to be themselves.  If you're somebody else you 

don't have to be ‘Johnny who can't read’ in these clubs.”  Removing the self-image that 

had been created by the disability was, according to Nick, an academic club leader and 

intermediate visual arts teaching artist, exactly what children needed in order to 

experience success.  He shared:  

I believe that by giving them another persona to take on, it allows them to take 

more risks or just to be something else besides who they are right now.  I think a 

lot of these kids are coming out of years of academic failure and they don't really 

like the way they learn and they don't like schools.  And for them to have a place 

to learn where they get to be somebody else in a different time and in a different 

place is a great escapism for them but it is exactly what they need.  They need to 

have that experience of success.    

 The roles that children took on in academic clubs were what Nick called, “Being a 

superhero.”  Once they stepped into an academic club, children did not have to hold onto 

their disability as an identity, they became “Characters worthy of lifelong study,” Nick 

stated.  This, according to Leila, the Gods Club leader, is what helped children feel 

confident.  She stated:  

Right off the bat, you come into my room, and you are not a kid who cannot read.  

You are Zeus.  You are the god of all gods.  You have more power than all the 

gods combined.  You can throw lightning bolts if someone is upsetting you.  The 
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kids take it very seriously.  It takes them from having no self-esteem to being 

elevated.  And once they leave here, they can’t forget that feeling.  

During observations in arts courses and academic clubs, it was unclear to me what 

disabilities children struggled with.  There were, of course, some outward signs of 

children who had speech or attentional difficulties, but the rest remained unknown as 

these children actively engaged with course content, designing and creating projects, 

plays, dances, and pieces of art.  

 Self-efficacy through performance.  Children at AFLS were involved in a 

number of large, school-wide performances throughout the school year that included 

grandparent’s day, a fall show, and a spring show.  They were also performing frequently 

for and with their peers in class-created plays, dances, and musical numbers.  As stated in 

the previous section, performance encouraged children to take risks, but performance also 

helped children to increase their self-efficacy.  As Sharon, the intermediate music 

teaching artist, stated:  

The thing that AFLS does, and the best thing we can do for these kids, is to get 

them performing.  The consequences and the benefits of successful performances 

reach everywhere.  It creates a confidence.  It creates an, “I can do this attitude,” 

which crosses over into other venues. 

 Performing in front of others can be can be a scary thing, but once children were 

successful and knew that others were applauding their performance, their confidence in 

their own abilities increased.  Scott, the dance teaching artist, explained:  
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They figure that everything is hard for them and they can’t accomplish and they 

can't compete.  These kids have really bruised egos and to build those egos up so 

they can feel like a person again by having someone applaud their abilities is the 

biggest gift you could ever give them.  When they see they can do things in dance 

that they could not do before, they realize that maybe if I try a little harder I can 

do something else somewhere else.  Now they have the confidence to know that 

they can go in front of other people and have people clap for them and I think that 

carries over.    

 An observation during grandparent’s day showed exactly what the children were 

doing when performing for others and how performance contributed to their confidence.  

All of the elementary children had a role and performed in front of a large group of 

seated and standing grandparents, parents, and classroom teachers.  The children created 

performances in their dance, drama, and music classes that centered around the song, 

“IKO.”  Although only two verses were original, the students themselves created the rest.  

The youngest children kicked off the show by performing complicated choreography that 

showcased their dancing skills.  They popped, locked, rolled, kicked, and break-danced 

while keeping time to the music and showed awareness of their bodies in space by not 

running into one another despite the small staging area.  These dancers then got to show 

off their personal moves by dancing a quick solo of self-created moves.  The children in 

music moved forward after the dance was complete and begin singing the “IKO” song 

while others from drama class acted it, wearing costumes and using props that they 
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created.  Butterflies flitted, polar bears lumbered, grandmas sat around the fire, and a 

“girl in red has a horse and the horse eats hay.”  The performance ended among loud 

applause and cheers from the audience.  Children smiled, giggled, bounced on the balls of 

their feet, and took bows.  In this performance, children had very specific and important 

roles within the performance and that role was uniquely theirs.   

 Both Jessie, the elementary drama teaching artist, and Wendy, the intermediate 

drama teaching artist, have seen how performance opened children up to success and 

created positive self-efficacy.  Wendy shared the story of a student:  

One girl couldn't remember anything and she could barely generate language.  We 

were doing some Shakespeare and she was dressed like a dog and would come out 

and throw confetti in the air and say the name of the titles, which were only three 

or four words.  She liked being funny.  It was perfect for her and she was 

confident that she did a good job and contributed to the performance.  To see 

them, especially after a show, feel good about their performance is the most 

critical piece.  

 For some children, the arts became “what unlocked them,” according to Wendy, 

the intermediate drama teaching artist.  Often, when children felt good after a 

performance, they wanted more despite being afraid in the beginning.  Jessie illustrated 

this point with a story:  

One child started out the year not talking at all; now she wants to be the lead in all 

the plays.  The first play that we did, we practiced it and when it came time for the 

show, she said she wasn't going to do it.  That was okay.  The next play she 
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practiced and said she didn't want to do it.  I told her that her mom was there and 

that it was real quick; could she think about it maybe?  The next day she agreed to 

try it.  And the next play, she had a couple of lines and was complaining that her 

part was not big enough and now she has just voted herself as one of the leads.  

 A child’s view.  While teaching artists, academic club leaders, and classroom 

teachers agreed that the arts and the academic clubs, through the use of a dramatic 

framework and arts integrated teaching, helped to increase a child’s self-efficacy, perhaps 

the most important voices came from the children themselves.  Remember Annie who 

was made to feel terrible by her teacher who believed she was lazy?  When asked if her 

feelings about herself as a learner had changed, she replied, “Most definitely.  The 

teachers here, all of them, believe you can do stuff and now I believe I can do it too.”  

Brooks, the child who reported hiding in the back of the class, answered, “I feel very 

good about myself.  I think I follow directions and I am smart.  I feel good about the 

work that I do.”  And Wayne, who cried when he went school, stated, “I think I am smart, 

and I try hard.  I am good at school work.”  Charlie, an intermediate student, contributed, 

“Here, the teachers actually believe that you can do something and they believe in you.”     

 Robert, an elementary student, pointed out that that he felt better about himself because,  

“A lot of your classmates have the same problems so it makes it easier to try and to 

believe you can do it.”   

 Summary.  Children with learning disabilities often struggle with low self-

efficacy that has been created based upon a self-image derived from negative feelings 

about being able to accomplish.  In the arts and academic clubs, children were given 



 

   240 

opportunities for success.  The framework of both arts and academic clubs allowed a 

child to create without focusing upon the disability.  Providing opportunities for 

performance also helped to increase children’s self-efficacious beliefs.  Margaret, an 

elementary visual arts teaching artist, summed it up well by stating, “I don't know what 

kind of day they have for the rest of the day, but when kids come in here they know they 

are amazing.” 

Summary 

 As children with learning disabilities participated in the arts and academic clubs, 

they developed the dispositions of ownership, cooperation, risk-taking, and self-efficacy.  

Interview and observational data supported the unique role of the arts and arts integrated 

teaching in the development of these dispositions. 

Summary of Chapter 

 The purpose of this chapter was to present the results of the analysis of data 

gathered from interviews, observations, and artifact review.  The three major themes of 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions, as well as subthemes of each, emerged from the data 

and were used to organize the discussion in this chapter.  
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5. Discussion 

 

 This chapter provides an overview of the purpose and procedures used in this 

research study.  Major findings of this study are discussed as they relate to previous 

research and literature in the fields of learning disabilities, arts education, and project 

based learning.  Also addressed in this chapter are the current study’s limitations.  The 

chapter concludes with implications for current practice and future research.  Each area is 

next discussed separately. 

Overview 

The focus of this research project was to determine the effects of an arts-based 

and arts-integrated approach on the cognitive processes and personal learning 

characteristics of children with learning disabilities through the examination of an 

exemplary educational model.  Qualitative research methods using the data sources, 

which included observations, interviews, focus groups, and artifact analysis were used to 

address the following questions: What are the perceptions of teaching artists at the Arts 

for Learning School as they relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction for 

students with learning disabilities?  What are the perceptions of academic club leaders at 

the Arts for Learning School as they relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction 

for students with learning disabilities?  What are the perceptions of classroom teachers at 

the Arts for Learning School as they relate to the benefits and purposes of arts instruction 



 

   242 

for students with learning disabilities?  What do selected cases of students perceive as the 

benefits of the Arts for Learning School’s arts-based approach?  

Findings discussed in chapter 4 revealed that children developed specific 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions when engaging in arts and arts-integrated instruction.  

Figure 41 shows these findings.   

 

 
 
Figure 41. Major themes developed from data analysis 
 

 One major finding emerged from the synthesis of data analyses of interviews, 

observations, and artifact review; arts and arts integrated instruction within the 

framework of academic clubs, remove the things that children with learning disabilities 

struggle with and create opportunities for learning and development.  In this setting, the 
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arts became, what teaching artists and academic club leaders called, “a hook” for 

children.   

A Conceptual Model 

In this setting, children with learning disabilities were developing specific 

cognitive processes and personal learning characteristics through arts and arts-integrated 

instruction.  These themes guided the development of a conceptual model to identify the 

benefits of intensive arts and arts-integrated learning for children with learning 

disabilities based on this research.  Identified in Figure 42, intensive arts-based and arts-

integrated instruction, as implemented at the Arts for Learning School, helped children 

with learning disabilities to develop metacognition, which bi-directionally influenced the 

development of cognitive processing skills, content knowledge, perseverance, and self-

efficacy.   
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Figure 42. Conceptual model of the benefits of arts-based and arts-integrated instruction 
for children with learning disabilities. 
 

 This model is filling a gap in the literature as a response to the need for a 

“…theory that explains the connection between the cognitive skills that work of all kinds 

in the arts develop and the functions that these skills perform in academic work” (Eisner, 

1998, p.5).   Development of this model is based upon Bandura’s (1986; 1989) social 

cognitive theory, which suggests that there exists an interaction of learning within and 

across domains of knowledge and thinking based upon personal, environmental, and 

behavioral determinants.  According to Horowitz (2005), a theory like this based in arts 
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education may help to unpack the issue of the transference of knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions learned in the arts to other academic areas.  

Because of the lack of research surrounding the arts and learning disabilities, this 

proposed model is being tied to both theoretical and experimental research.  An 

explanation and discussion of each part of the conceptual framework follows.  

Metacognition 

 At the top of this conceptual framework is metacognition, which is defined by 

Wong (1987) as the “self-awareness of one’s cognitive processes, cognitive strengths and 

weaknesses, and the match between one’s cognitive resources and the task encountered” 

(p.190).  If children are aware of how committed and able they are to reach goals, of their 

disposition to persevere, and of how engaged they are within with a task, they can 

regulate their commitment, disposition, and attention (Marzano et al., 1988).  A key 

finding in this study was understanding how the arts contribute to the development of 

metacognition, including self-regulation, in children with learning disabilities. 

 Interview data revealed the development of metacognition as a result of engaging 

in arts courses and academic clubs.  Data indicated that the creation of works of art 

contributed to the development of a student’s ability to understand how they learn.  This 

is similar to the findings of Stevenson and Deasy (2005) who stated that the thinking that 

is spurred within the arts contributes to higher order thinking skills.  Data confirmed that 

instruction in the arts helped children to try on different roles, which allowed them to 

discover their strengths and weaknesses.  As evidenced by interview data, as children 

succeeded in the arts, they appeared to gain knowledge about themselves.  This is 



 

   246 

consistent with Stevenson and Deasy’s (2005) findings that the arts provide a safe place 

for self-exploration through the discovery of possible selves and Hetland et al.’s (2007) 

contention that the arts are a way of knowing the world and oneself. 

  In this study, an educated and experienced group of teachers, knowledgeable 

about both the arts and learning disabilities, provided children opportunities to explore 

the arts.  This was done without reliance upon the use of children’s areas of compromised 

functioning, such as reading, writing, or mathematics.  Teaching targeted to children’s 

areas of strength, allowed for self-discovery.  The arts allowed students to imagine and 

try out new possibilities in spite of having disabilities (Eisner, 2002a; 2002b; Hetland et 

al., 2007).  Hamblen (1997) asserted that arts study gives children more elaborate and 

extensive repertories of hypothesis with which they can test their ideas of who they are 

against experience, an important factor in arts instruction for children with learning 

disabilities.  In this study, interview data provided evidence that when children were 

successful in the arts, they began to change their perceptions of themselves as learners as 

they gained knowledge about how they needed to learn and developed an understanding 

of personal areas of strength and weakness.  

 Blumenfeld et al. (1991) stated that project based instruction contributes to the 

development of strategic control, which is the ability to engage in focused thought over 

the course of developing, creating, and completing a project.  This is similar to the 

findings of this study, wherein children engaged in a multi-sensory, project based 

instructional approach were developing the metacognitive skills of strategic control.  
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Students were observed fully engaged with sustained attention on their tasks despite the 

fact that many projects took weeks to complete during academic clubs and arts courses.  

 A contributing factor to the development of metacognition within arts and arts-

integrated instruction in this study was the direct teaching of these skills by academic 

club leaders and teaching artists.  The findings of this study are in alignment with the 

research of Margolis and McCabe (2003) and Swanson (2001) who stated that children 

need to be explicitly taught metacognitive strategies.  Children in this study were 

observed and reported to being guided by teaching artists and academic club leaders to 

develop self-knowledge.  As Nick, academic club leader and teaching artist, stated, 

“There are areas of weaknesses and areas of giftedness and I want to create an 

understanding of how they can put a saddle on that and ride that horse.”  Observational 

and interview data confirmed that teaching artists and academic club leaders actively 

discussed, questioned, and guided children in choices related to self-knowledge.  A 

second skill related to metacognition, self-regulation, was also being taught and 

developed in this study. 

Self-Regulation 

A subset of metacognitive skills are those related to self-regulation; behaviors that 

are used by students to flexibly guide, monitor, and direct interactions within a learning 

environment to ensure success (Singer & Bashir, 1999).  Increased self-awareness 

promotes self-regulation as children recognize the processes needed to approach learning.  

Within this study, children were taught to self-regulate through a process approach that 

was implemented within the structure of arts courses and academic clubs.  Teaching 
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artists consistently spoke of the demand for organization that was required when making 

art.  This finding is consistent with those of Darby and Catterrall (1994) and Kay and 

Subotnik (1994) who asserted that the arts have positive effects on task sequencing and 

self-discipline. Interview data across sources and observational data showed that children 

were using self-regulatory strategies within the process of art making and project 

construction to plan, guide, and revise work.  The importance of self-regulatory strategies 

is outlined in the research from Meichenbaum (1984), Pressley, Woloshyn, Lysynchuk, 

Martin and Willoughby (1990), and Zimmerman and Shunk (1989) who concluded that 

using self-regulatory strategies such as planning, self-monitoring, and asking for help 

were integral to achievement.   

 Analysis across data sources confirmed that teaching artists, academic club 

leaders, and children were engaging in what Gersten et al. (2001), Scruggs and 

Mastropieri (2007), and Swanson and Hoskyn (1998) have identified as the most 

successful interventions regarding self-regulation.  These included explicitly connecting 

new material with old knowledge, differentiation, use of small, interactive instructional 

groups, and use of directed response questioning.  Within arts and academic clubs, 

children were instructed in small, interactive groups in which they were guided through a 

problem-solving process using directed response questioning.  Children were taught steps 

and a way of sequencing that was needed to complete the creation process.  For example, 

children in all arts and academic clubs were guided to begin with a draft, drawn on paper 

of their initial idea.  Teaching artists and academic club leaders scaffolded instruction 

using open-ended questioning to guide students from conceptualization to organization 
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and planning.  If problems were encountered, children were redirected to their drafts, to 

make adjustments, and regulate their process to include those changes.  The skills that 

children were developing were identified by Butler (2003) as those of self-regulated 

learners and include a “mindful engagement in a recursive cycle of analyzing tasks, 

defining presenting problems, planning and implementing strategies, monitoring 

outcomes, and making necessary logical adjustments” (p.282).  

 Data across all sources were consistent in identifying that children were aware of 

a process, including a sequence of steps that was needed for task completion throughout 

the course of creation.  For example, observations across arts and academic club settings 

demonstrated that children independently knew how to begin their projects and the steps 

needed to create and revise.  This finding is relative to the research conducted by Hetland 

et al. (2007) and Mason et al. (2005) who found that the process of arts instruction 

cultivates students’ abilities to use mental images to guide actions, solve problems, and 

make decisions.  Similarly, Blumenfeld et al.’s (1991) research in project based learning 

revealed that children developed the ability to monitor and fine tune thought while 

working with the details of a particular task and to engage in purposeful thought over 

what might seem to be disconnected elements of projects.  This is consistent with the 

findings of this study.  Observations and interview data demonstrated that children in arts 

courses and academic clubs were realizing how to better organize ideas and formulate 

strategic plans because long-term projects were carried out over time and units of study 

lasted several weeks. 
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Cognitive Processing Skills 

 Throughout this study, cognitive processing skills have been defined to include 

the skills of memory, expression, and connection of content knowledge and meaning 

(Deasy, 2002; Wong, 1987).  Within the proposed conceptual framework, cognitive 

processing skills were developed and strengthened by metacognitive strategies.  In turn, 

the effective use of these cognitive processing skills contributed to children’s ability to 

reflect and think about their thinking.  

Memory 

This research revealed that children involved in arts courses and academic clubs 

exhibited memory for content when taught using hands-on, multi-sensory instructional 

methods as demonstrated by observations and interviews.  Similar to the findings of Ellis 

(1997) and Swanson (2001) the arts and academic clubs created knowledge within a 

context where rote memory skills were minimized, but enactments, exploration, and 

analysis were maximized.  Students’ development of self-regulatory strategies influenced 

their memory skills.  The structure and process based approach of both arts and academic 

clubs paralleled the conclusions of Ellis (1997), Lerner (2003), Purdie and Ellis (2005), 

Scruggs and Mastropieri (2007), and Swanson (2001) who emphasized the importance of 

breaking tasks into explicit, attainable steps and using directed response questioning to 

increase retention of information.  Additionally, in this study, children developed the 

ability to remember knowledge through the use of artifact cueing and the creative 

process.  For example, children were able to recall relevant historical information through 

discussion centered around a created artifact.  This is comparable to the findings of 
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McNamara and Wong (2003) who stated that memory cueing using visual information 

significantly increased students with learning disabilities levels of recall.   

Expression 

Research in arts education as it relates to the development of language skills is 

limited to examination in the area of drama and oral language skills, while literature that 

supports expression of knowledge and self-expression is largely theoretical (de La Cruz 

et al., 1998).  Data analysis in this study pointed to arts courses and academic clubs as 

contributing to a child’s skills in oral expression, expression of knowledge, and self-

expression.   

Oral expression. In the present study, children’s artwork and creations were used 

as a focal point of discussion in arts and academic clubs.  As part of the creative process, 

children were developing the skills to verbally express their ideas, reflect upon, and 

analyze their work.  Observations demonstrated that teaching artists and academic club 

leaders scaffolded learning and expression through open-ended questioning techniques.  

According to Scruggs and Mastropieri (2007), this directed response questioning strategy, 

a process by which teachers scaffold students by asking and answering questions 

throughout a task, is considered a successful instructional intervention.  Similar to the 

findings of de la Cruz (1995), Pelligrini (1984), and Podlozny (2000), children’s oral 

expressive language skills and development were positively influenced by participation in 

dramatic arts in this study.  However, unlike the literature, the development of oral 

expressive language skills in this study was not limited only to drama instruction.  

Increase and development of these skills was reported across all types of arts instruction, 
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a finding that is absent from current literature.  For example, visual arts teaching artists 

repeatedly spoke of the development of oral expression skills as a result of talking 

through the process of creation, engaging in peer critiques, and presenting reflections of 

completed projects.  

Expression of knowledge.  In the current study, arts courses and academic clubs 

utilized constructivist teaching approaches that emphasized performance assessment as 

an expression of a child’s knowledge.  This approach was reported by Scruggs and 

Mastropieri (2007) to be effective in assessing the knowledge of children with learning 

disabilities. Similar to the theories of Dewey (1938), children in this study were 

representing their understandings through the creation of artifacts and in a variety of 

ways not generally recognized by traditional schooling methodologies.  Interview and 

observational data confirmed that children were representing their knowledge and 

thinking through the creation of works of art.  This finding is similar to that of Marzano 

et al. (2001) and the ideas of Efland (2002) who stated that the use of nonlinguistic 

representations allowed children to express thoughts, experiences, and knowledge in 

ways not possible with words.  The teaching artists and academic club leaders in this 

study were in agreement with the findings of Wolf (1998).  They reported believing that 

children expanded their understandings and explored alternative expression mediums 

while creating knowledge-based artifacts.  

Art as expression.  Data in the present study revealed that art was a means of 

self-expression and provided children with a way to express themselves without reliance 

on verbal or written language.  This parallels Efland (2002), Hamblen (1997), Eisner 
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(2002a), and Murfee (1995) who stated that the arts are complex symbols used to 

communicate ideas that move beyond the ability to express through reliance on oral 

language.  This finding is also consistent with Efland (2002) who stated that 

representations are created to both further personal understanding and communicate that 

understanding with others.  Similarly, in this study, the importance of art as a form of 

self-expression was a key element expressed by teaching artists and academic club 

leaders.  This is addressed in the literature by Murfee (1995), who stated that arts allow 

meaning and knowledge to be conveyed in ways that are not learned through the study of 

other subjects.  Data obtained from teaching artists, academic club leaders, and children 

in this study echoed the theories of Eisner (2000a; 2000b), who argued that art is a unique 

way of knowing that cannot be duplicated in other areas of study.  Observational and 

interview data from the current study confirmed that instruction and engagement with 

differing art forms and mediums allowed children to discover, reflect, and express 

themselves using materials chosen for a specific purpose.   

Connection of Content 

Data collected in this study from interviews with academic club leaders and 

observations in academic club meetings, showed children making connections across the 

content of academic clubs and between other areas of study and instruction.  For 

example, children made connections across units of study as well as across content areas.  

Making these content area connections is supported by Bransford (1979), who stated that 

project based learning creates an environment in which content is placed within a 

context; where connections can be made to pre-existing knowledge that allows children 
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to see it in relationship to other things.  In this study, the use of a dramatic framework 

created a context in which children were immersed in learning about specific historical 

content. This is similar to the findings of Boaler (1997), who stated that students taught in 

a more progressive, open, project based model developed more flexible and useful forms 

of knowledge that could be applied in a range of settings.  The findings of the current 

study also supported Blumenfeld et al.’s findings (1991), which state that project based 

learning promotes links among differing content areas and allows children to see uses for 

their knowledge across a range of settings as they realized that questions and answers 

have personal value.  

  Classroom teachers, academic club leaders, and children in this study reported 

that content learned in academic clubs was often sought outside the classroom and 

applied outside the context of the learning situation.  This is consistent with the findings 

of Brown et al. (1989) and Scruggs and Mastropieri (2007) who reported that when 

students learn to solve problems and make decisions through the contextual application of 

what they have learned, knowledge is more likely applied in other areas.  Additionally, 

academic club leaders in this study explicitly made connections between new and old 

content through elaboration, discussion, and reflection as evidenced through 

observations.  This is an aspect of teaching children with learning disabilities that is 

supported through the research of Gersten et al. (2001) and Swanson (2001) who stated 

that new knowledge needs to be purposefully tied to old knowledge through discussion 

and reflection.  
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Content Knowledge 

 In the current study, children were being taught to use specific artistic techniques, 

art-related vocabulary, and the use of tools unique to individual art forms.  For example, 

in drama, children were being taught the vocabulary of the stage and actor, how to use 

their bodies to express emotion and reaction, and how to write, record, and edit films. 

This helped to develop knowledge that allowed children to think, reflect, and express 

themselves using materials chosen within an art form and parallels Eisner’s (2002) theory 

of arts education.  In both art courses and academic clubs, children were instructed in 

what has been identified as the best practices for children with learning disabilities.  For 

example, the framework of academic clubs and arts courses appeared to allow student 

success through a scaffolded, concrete, hands-on constructivist environment that 

emphasized students areas of strength (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2007; Steele, 2005).   

 Within academic clubs in this study, children explored historical knowledge by 

engaging with content through arts-integrated, multi-sensory, project based instructional 

strategies that did not rely on their areas of disability to access or demonstrate 

knowledge.  This is similar to the findings of Blumenfeld et al.’s (1991) research on 

project based learning which stated that children learn to construct knowledge by solving 

complex problems “in situations in which they use cognitive tools, multiple sources of 

information, and other individuals as resources” (p.371).   

 The environment that was created in academic clubs also contributed to children’s 

ability to learn as evidenced through observations and interviews.  The structure of 

academic clubs paralleled the research findings of Harris and Graham (1996), Purdie and 
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Ellis (2005), Scruggs and Mastropieri (2000), and Sindelar et al. (1990) which 

recommended placing students with learning disabilities in active learning contexts where 

instruction parallels real-life situations; seat work is limited, social interaction is 

encouraged, and instruction is clarified and reinforced.  While learning gains were not 

directly measured in this study, the use of concrete activities, direct manipulation of 

materials, and increased interest levels were a part of academic club instruction.  This can 

be related to the findings of Mastropieri et al. (1999) who found that a project based 

approach in science “produced higher levels of learning and better attitudes, than 

traditional textbook approaches” due to the “higher interest level of concrete activities, 

and the learning gains from directly manipulating materials…”  (p. 248). 

Perseverance 

  According to the literature, the ability to persevere, also known as task 

persistence, is considered more important to success than the use of instructional, 

cognitive, or metacognitive strategies (DeWitz, 1997; McKinney et al., 1993; Stanovich, 

1986).  In this study, data indicated that arts instruction and the inherent nature of artistic 

creation helped children to develop the ability to persevere.  This finding relates to 

Eisner’s (2002a) statement that the nature of artistic creation is inherently complex and 

fraught with problems that must be solved in order to reach completion. Interview data in 

this study also supported the relationship between metacognition, self-regulation, and 

perseverance cited in Robertson et al.’s (2001) study, which stated that as children learn 

to monitor their own understanding and develop self-regulatory strategies, their ability to 

persevere through difficult situations strengthens.  In this study, teaching artists and 
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academic club leaders believed that the arts helped children to learn about themselves; 

the more they were able to understand themselves, the more confidence children 

developed to push through to completion of a project despite difficulties that arose.  

 Findings in this study provided two possible reasons that arts-based and arts-

integrated instruction helped to develop children’s ability to persevere.  First, the arts 

acknowledge that there is no one correct answer.  Second, the nature of artistic creation 

celebrates mistakes.  

More Than One Answer 

Interview and observational data documented that when engaging in the creation 

of artifacts, children were given the freedom to develop their own ideas and were not 

bound to one correct answer, which created more meaning and connection to the creation 

and pushed children to preserve through problems.  This is similar to the findings of 

Mason et al. (2005), who stated that arts experiences help children with disabilities 

develop a capacity to preserve because they are given a choice in the ways they represent 

their thinking.  This finding also paralleled Weitz’s (1962) theory that when creating 

works of art, children learn to act and judge in the absence of rule because art making and 

analysis involves interpretation and eludes easy and singular answers to questions of 

definition and meaning.  Finally, interview and observational data in this study 

demonstrated that the scaffolding and open-ended questioning provided by teaching 

artists and academic club leaders contributed to a child’s ability to persevere.  This 

finding is comparable to Hetland et al.’s (2007) who found that within classrooms that 
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teach specific art forms; teachers remind, push, and encourage students to persist and not 

to give up despite the barriers that force change.   

   All data sources in this study provided evidence that when engaged with the 

arts, children were able to persevere through problem solving by making judgments and 

discovering that problems can have more than one solution.  This parallels the theories of 

Eisner (2002a) and the findings of Fiske (1999), both who asserted that the arts allow for 

more than just one right answer through the engagement of experiences and creations.  

Celebrating Mistakes 

In this study, a common theme that echoed throughout interviews with all 

participants, as well as within observational data, was that of the celebration of mistakes.  

In this study, children were developing an understanding that mistakes were part of the 

creative process and not a sign of failure or incompetence.  Teaching artists interviewed 

in this study spoke of mistakes in art being both natural and serendipitous.  Data 

documented that when children encountered mistakes in their art, they realized that new 

possibilities existed because of that mistake.  This is similar to Dewey’s (1938) theory of 

flexible purposing, which stated that the arts require students to surrender to a work in 

progress while not being attached to an original idea when better ones arise through the 

creative process.  The idea that the arts develop flexible thinking is supported by Eisner’s 

(2002a; 2002b) theories and Hetland et al,’s (2007) research in the visual arts, which 

confirmed that high school studio arts students were responding to, imagining, and trying 

out new possibilities that arise in the creative process.  Similarly, Blumenfeld et al. 

(1991) concluded that within project based learning, error is redefined as opportunity for 
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improvement and learning, rather than viewed as a failure. Analogous to arts-based and 

arts-integrated instruction, are the findings of Penuel and Means (2000) and Horan et al. 

(1996) who found that project based learning created the greatest gains on post-test 

measures for those considered low achievers in the area of problem solving.  While this 

study did not involve quantitative measures of problem solving ability, data supported 

children’s abilities to problem solve through increased perseverance when engaged with 

the arts.   

 One finding of this study, not addressed in the literature, was the use of a 

dramatic framework to encourage and develop perseverance.  Drama teaching artists and 

academic club leaders agreed that giving children a character role opened them up for 

taking more risks; to make mistakes, as well as to persevere through problem solving.   

Self-Efficacy 

 The importance of self-efficacy as an important contributing factor in 

achievement outcomes has been well documented (Bandura, 1997; Chapman, 1988; 

Pajares, 1996; Schunk, 1995).  In this study, data converged to demonstrate that the arts 

and academic clubs helped to develop children’s positive self-efficacious beliefs.  A 

synthesis of the study findings and the literature revealed two major factors that 

contribute to this development: (a) The arts engage children and (b) The arts offer 

children success. 

Engagement 

In a summary of arts education studies, Fiske (1999) concluded that the arts reach 

students not otherwise reached by providing them a reason to engage with school.  This 
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parallels the findings of the present study, which showed that the arts became a hook, or a 

reason to engage with learning, for children with learning disabilities.  Interview and 

observational data confirmed that children were highly engaged when participating in arts 

and arts-integrated classes.  Eisner (2002a) argued that the arts are naturally engaging 

because they demand involvement.  While the teachers in this study agreed, they also 

believed that the process approach developed in arts creation helped children to stay 

engaged and persevere.  This is comparable to Robertson et al.’s (2001) findings, which 

asserted that when students are taught self-regulatory strategies and learn to persevere 

past difficult situations, self-efficacious dispositions are encouraged and strengthened.  

Similarly, literature specific to project based learning shows that projects can increase 

student engagement, academic attitudes, and builds a greater sense of self-efficacy 

(Barron et al., 1998; Bartsher, Gould, & Nutter, 1995; Boaler, 1997; Penuel & Means, 

2000; Shepherd, 1998; Tretten & Zachariou, 1995).  Children in this study reported that 

arts classes and academic clubs were their favorites and observational data confirmed that 

when engaging in these courses, children were interested, motivated, engaged, and 

persisted through difficulties they encountered.  This is related to Barron et al. (1998) and 

Bartsher et al. (1995) who found that children involved in project based learning self-

reported increases in motivation and interest levels despite task complexity.  Engagement 

and perseverance, according to Pajares and Schunk (2000) are powerful partners in the 

development of self-efficacy.  

Finding Success 

The inherent flexibility of the arts guarantees that children can engage with and be 
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successful, to the extent they are able, in at least one art form (Mason et al., 2005; Smith, 

2001).  Findings of this study demonstrated that providing intensive arts instruction 

created opportunities for children to be successful.  Teachers reported that many times the 

only place a child felt successful was in the arts or academic clubs.  The main 

contributing factor to the development of positive self-efficacy in this study was the 

ability for arts classes and academic clubs to minimize a child’s disability and maximize 

their areas of strength.  When engaged in the creation of art works and projects, children 

were given the freedom to focus upon the things they could do, rather then on the things 

they could not.  Teachers in this study reported, that for many children, the arts “unlocked 

them” from their struggles with their disabilities and opened them up to learning.  Unlike 

instruction in traditional academic areas, instruction in the arts empowered students to 

take risks, try different approaches with ideas, and make mistakes.  The findings of this 

study resemble those of Burton et al. (2000) and Stevenson and Deasy (2005) who stated 

that participation in the arts helps students to feel as if they are agents of their own 

learning and influenced them to make positive changes in their lives.  

 While this study did not measure the level of a child’s self-efficacy, children self-

reported feeling confident in their abilities and were able to list areas of personal strength.  

Although these positive statements cannot be directly attributed to participation in arts 

courses and academic clubs; research supports the development of self-efficacy as a 

result of arts instruction.  According to Lopez et al. (2000), students who reported 

themselves as competent in artistic domains also saw themselves as competent and 

hardworking in academic domains.  Similarly, Baum and Owen (1997) and Burton et al. 
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(2000) found that students with high levels of art experience viewed themselves as 

confident, willing to take risks, and expressed confidence in academic achievement.   

 Performance is another aspect of the arts that offers success for children.  In this 

study, teaching artists reported that giving children the chance to perform in front of 

others positively influenced their self-efficacy beliefs.  Contemporary research in 

neurological imaging supported these results.  In a summary of arts and brain research, 

The Dana Foundation (2008) found that an “interest in a performing art leads to a high 

state of motivation that produces the sustained attention necessary to improve 

performance…” (p. v).  While this study did not measure self-efficacious beliefs, the 

literature on the development of self-efficacy associates performance feedback and 

performance-contingent rewards as beneficial for developing self-efficacy (Schunk, 

1995).  In this study, this was particularly the case with dance, drama, and music.  

Teaching artists, in the performing arts, agreed that allowing children the chance to 

experience success through performance, to hear others applaud their performance, 

contributed to positive self-concept beliefs.  This finding is similar to that of Stevenson 

and Deasy (2005) whose case study research in arts enriched and arts-integrated schools 

showed that when children exhibit or perform their artwork, their belief in themselves 

increases. 

 The final way in which the arts contributed to a child’s self-efficacy is through  

social comparative activities.  In this study, children in academic clubs engaged in arts-

integrated projects in small cooperative groups with peers who were working towards the 

same learning goals.  Observational data demonstrated that children were helping one 
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another throughout the completion of tasks and projects.  This parallels the findings of 

Margolis and McCabe (2003) who stated that cooperative activities carried out within 

friendly, non-competitive groups and the use of peer models helps to strengthen self-

efficacy as children with learning disabilities build up their confidence through success.  

Interviews with children in this study revealed that children felt better about their abilities 

and themselves when working with peers who struggled with the same issues.  As one 

student shared, “A lot of your classmates have the same problems so it makes it easier to 

try and to believe you can do it.”  While AFLS is by no means similar to a traditional 

setting where children with disabilities are educated alongside their non-disabled peers, 

the model clearly fits the findings of Bandura (1986) and Schunk (1987) who state that 

social comparatives are most influential for students who have experienced difficulties 

and hold doubts because peers are similar in many ways.   

Summary 

Research in the field of learning disabilities shows that children with learning 

disabilities struggle with an array of cognitive processing challenges, such as cognition, 

metacognition, expression, and memory (e.g. Chan & Cole, 1986; Margolis & McCabe, 

2003; Wong, 1987).  Children with learning disabilities also exhibit differences in 

personal learning characteristics such as being less engaged, less attentive, and reluctant 

to persevere (e.g. Frederick, 1977; Lackaye & Margalit, 2006).  Additionally, children 

with learning disabilities often suffer from low self-efficacious beliefs (e.g. Kloomok & 

Cosden, 1994; Tabassam & Grainger, 1994).   
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 One educational model, the Arts for Learning School, is attempting to meet the 

cognitive and personal learning needs of children with learning disabilities through an 

arts-based and arts-integrated approach built upon the principles and benefits of pure arts 

instruction and project based learning (Smith, 2001).  In a review of the research, Thomas 

(2000) found that project based learning increases academic self-reliance skills, general 

academic achievement, and cognitive skills.  Much of what is known about the benefits 

of arts instruction is framed within the improvement of non-arts skills; however, several 

studies have attempted to identify the unique benefits that arts instruction brings to 

children’s learning (e.g. Burton et al., 2000; Catterall & Waldorf, 1999; Hetland et al., 

2007; Stevenson & Deasy, 2006).  Lacking in arts literature is an understanding of how 

arts education practices impact students with special needs.    

 The current study attempted to offer an in-depth view into how arts-based and 

arts-integrated instruction contributed to the cognitive and dispositional development of 

children with learning disabilities.  An in-depth qualitative study of the arts and academic 

clubs at the Arts for Learning School was undertaken.  Results of this study indicated that 

children were developing knowledge, skills, and dispositions through engagement with 

the arts.  Additionally, this study explored emerging components of intensive arts-based 

and arts-integrated instruction through the development of a conceptual model.  The 

purpose of this model was to both explain the findings of this study and provide a 

framework for future research.  
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Limitations of Study 

 As stated in chapter 3, the goal of this study does not aspire to generalizable 

findings, but to examine an arts-based and arts-integrated curricular model as an ideal 

type (Maxwell, 2005).  This study was an examination of what Schofield (1990) refers to 

as an exceptional model.  Data were gathered in order to produce a detailed description 

and gain perspective on particular aspects of the curricular model in place at the Arts for 

Learning School.   

 In an attempt to understand the ways in which the arts contributed to learning 

within the education of children with learning disabilities, I deliberately choose a setting 

in which the arts were both a curricular focus and delivered extensively.  All participants 

were either teachers or students at the Arts for Learning School and voluntarily 

participated in this study.  The perceptions of this study’s participants may not reflect the 

perceptions and understanding of other teaching artists or special educators.   

 A second limitation is the purposeful sampling used with case study selection.  As 

stated in chapter 3, this was done to fulfill the parameters set out within the research in 

order to more fully understand the critical phenomena. Children selected for the case 

studies were identified by their teachers as students for whom the arts and academic clubs 

played a pivotal role in their development.  Because of this parameter, these children’s 

perceptions may not be representative of the student body at the Arts for Learning 

School.  

 A third limitation relates to the design of the study.  All data gathered was 

qualitative in nature and in no way did data measure learning or development.  The 



 

   266 

results of this study are based upon the analysis and synthesis of individual perceptions.  

While data supported the findings reported in chapter 4, it is not possible to conclude 

whether quantifiable changes in knowledge, skill, or dispositional levels and development 

occurred.  

 A fourth limitation to the study involved the total curricular approach at the Arts 

for Learning School.  Children were not only involved in arts courses and academic 

clubs, but in small group academic remediation.  Children also received a wide array of 

related services to address their learning needs, such as speech-language therapy, 

occupational therapy, and psychological counseling within a caring and nurturing 

environment.  It is difficult to completely attribute the results of this study to arts-based 

and arts-integrated instruction, as this is but one aspect of the total approach at the AFLS.  

 The final limitation, researcher bias, has been addressed in the validity section of 

chapter 3.  I attempted to respect the integrity of this study by using verbatim transcripts 

of the interviews, descriptive note taking and audio recording of observations, member 

checks, and discrepant data.  

Recommendations 

 The following section reviews the implications for future research.  This includes 

questions for exploration in future research.  

Implications for Future Research 

 Current literature recognizes the need for research that explains how the arts 

enable educators to access and develop the potential of children with disabilities 

(Keirstead & Graham, 2004).  The results of this study have implications for future 
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research on arts-based, arts-integrated, and project based instruction in the field of 

learning disabilities.  The study’s purpose was to examine an exemplary educational 

model for children with learning disabilities that places arts and arts-integrated 

instruction at the heart of its curricular model.   This in-depth qualitative study provided a 

comprehensive picture of the role of the arts in educating children with learning 

disabilities.  The current study extends beyond the literature in special education and arts 

education by presenting a conceptual model of the knowledge, skills, and dispositions 

that children acquire through arts-based and arts-integrated instruction.  Considerations 

for replication and extension of this study lead to more questions that could be 

investigated.  Questions that would extend this research include:  

1. Is there transfer of the components of the conceptual model to other areas of 

learning?  

2. How does the full model at AFLS contribute to the development and achievement 

of children with learning disabilities?  

3. What other specific knowledge, skills, and dispositions do children with learning 

disabilities develop in arts courses? 

4. Is there a significant quantitative change in children’s self-efficacy within the 

children at AFLS? 

5. Does an analysis of achievement data show that children at AFLS make 

significant achievement gains over time in content areas?   



 

   268 

6. Does a follow-up of AFLS graduates reveal higher college graduation rates, job 

attainment, and a range of career choices in comparison to the population of 

individuals with learning disabilities? 

7. How does this conceptual model fit within other schools that support arts-based 

and arts-integrated instruction? 

8. What are the benefits of including more arts instruction in project based learning 

models within content areas such as science?  
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Appendix A 

 

 
 
Margo A. Mastropieri and Jennifer Durham 
(703) 993-4136; (703) 237-5549; FAX (703) 993-2063 
Email: mmastrop@gmu.edu   durhams@mac.com 
 

Art and Club Teacher Permission for Participation in Research: 
Informed Consent 

 
Project Title: The Arts and Clubs at the Lab School 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
This research is being conducted to examine the ways in which art and club classes 
contribute to the learning processes of students with learning disabilities. If you agree to 
participate, you will be asked to take part in a one-to-one interview that will last 45-60 
minutes. These interviews will be audio recorded to ensure that your thoughts are 
captured accurately. I would also like to observe your class 2 – 6 times. . These 
observations will also be audio recorded.  I may ask you some follow-up questions about 
the lessons I observe at a time convenient for you. I would also like to take photographs 
of you working with your students during class times. If you agree to being 
photographed, they may also be used in publications.  

RISKS 
There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research.  

BENEFITS 
There are no direct benefits to you for participating. However, this research may  
contribute to the knowledge about how arts and clubs benefit students with learning 
disabilities.  
  
CONFIDENTIALITY 
All student data will be kept confidential. No student in your classes will be referred to 
by name and pseudonyms will be given. The name of The Lab School will be used in the 
final report. In addition, since The Lab School is a relatively  small school with a limited 
number of staff who teach arts and clubs, your name may be used if you agree.  If you do 
not choose to have your name used, a pseudonym will be used , but the name of your 
course or club will  be used in the reports. All audio recordings and photographs will be 
locked in a file.  
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PARTICIPATION 
Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 
any reason. If you decide not to participate, there is no penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you or your students are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you, your 
students, or any other party.  

CONTACT 
This research is being conducted by Jennifer Durham through the Graduate School of 
Education at George Mason University. She may be reached at 703-237-5549 for 
questions or to report a research-related problem. Her research is being supervised by Dr. 
Margo Mastropieri who can be reached at 703-993-4136. You may also contact the 
George Mason University Office of Research Subject Protections at 703-993-4121 if you 
have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in the research. 
 
This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 
governing your participation in this research.  

CONSENT 
I have read this form and agree to participate in this study. 
 
__________________________   _____________________________ 
Name (print)                                                               Signature  

       _____________________________ 
       Date of Signature 

I consent to the audio recording of my interview. 

_____ Agree   ____ Disagree 

I consent to the audio recording of my classes. 

_____ Agree   ____ Disagree 

I consent to the photographing of myself working with students, which may also be 
published. 

 _____ Agree   ____ Disagree 

I consent to having my real name used in the final report. 

 _____ Agree   ____ Disagree (I prefer a pseudonym) 
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Appendix B 

 

 
 
Margo A. Mastropieri and Jennifer Durham 
(703) 993-4136; (703) 237-5549; FAX (703) 993-2063 
Email: mmastrop@gmu.edu   durhams@mac.com 
 

Parent Permission for Participation in Observational Research: 
Informed Consent 

Project Title: The Arts and Clubs at the Lab School 
 
RESEARCH PROCEDURES: Your child’s art (music, dance, drama and visual arts) 
and club classes are being asked to participate in a study to investigate the ways in which 
the arts and clubs contribute to their learning. Some students will be in classes that I will 
be observing. I will be watching and audio recording arts and club classes to learn how 
teachers teach during arts and club lessons.  
 
I would like to take photographs of your child’s work completed in arts and club classes. 
I would also like to take photographs of your child working with his or her art and club 
teachers. If you agree to having photographs of your child taken, they may be published. 
Any information collected, including photographs and audio files, will be kept 
confidential by maintaining all materials in locked files. Once the information is 
collected, student numbers will be assigned, and student identifying information will be 
discarded.  
 
This consent form and a student assent form were distributed to your child in his or her 
homeroom class by Jennifer Durham, a Ph.D. student at George Mason University. At 
that time the information contained in this letter and their assent form was described and 
any questions were answered. Students were encouraged to take their forms home and 
discuss the project with you before signing them and returning them to a designated place 
in the school.  
 
RISKS: There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research.  
 
BENEFITS: There are no benefits to you or your child. There may be benefits to 
knowledge about the ways in which art and club classes help children with learning 
disabilities learn for future teachers and students.  
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CONFIDENTIALITY: The data in this study will be confidential. All information 
collected will be identified only in terms of a coded identification number and all 
information reported will use pseudonyms and therefore not identifiable to any 
individual. Any photographs used in the final report will not contain any student names. 
However, the name of the Lab School will be used in the report. 
 
PARTICIPATION: Your child’s participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw your 
child from the study at any time for any reason. If you decide not to have your child 
participate or if you withdraw your child from the study, there is no penalty or loss of 
benefits to which you and your child are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you or 
your child.  
 
CONTACT: This research is being conducted by Jennifer Durham, a Ph.D. student from 
George Mason University and supervised by Dr. Margo A. Mastropieri, a professor in the 
College of Education and Human Development at George Mason University. They may 
be reached at (703) 237-5549 (Jennifer) and (703) 993-4136 (Margo) to answer any 
questions or to report a research-related problem.  
 
You may contact George Mason University Office of Research Subject Protections at 
(703) 993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant 
in the research. This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University 
procedures governing your participation in this research.  
 
CONSENT: I have read this form and agree to participate in this study.  
 

 
Name 
 

 
Date of Signature 
 
 
 
______ I agree to audio recording 
 
______ I do not agree to audio recording  
 
 
______ I agree to having photographs taken of my child and my child’s work, which may  

  also be published 
 
______ I do not agree to having photographs taken of my child and my child’s work 
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______ I agree to having photographs taken of my child working with his/her art/club  

  teacher which may also be published 
 
______ I do not agree to having photographs taken of my child working with his/her  

  art/club teacher 
 
 
Version date: 04/15/09 
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Appendix C 
 

 

 
 
Margo A. Mastropieri and Jennifer Durham 
(703) 993-4136; (703) 237-5549; FAX (703) 993-2063 
Email: mmastrop@gmu.edu   durhams@mac.com 
 

Student Permission for Participation in Observational Research: 

Informed Assent 

Project Title: The Arts and Clubs at The Lab School 
 
WHAT YOU HAVE TO DO 
This study is to find out how important art and club classes are to you. Your 
teachers won’t be doing anything different.  I will be watching in some of 
your classes. I would like to record what people say.  I would like to look at  
your class projects. I would like to take pictures of some of your work. I 
would like to take pictures of you working during class. You won’t have to 
do anything extra.   
 
There are no prizes or money being paid in this study. I may find out why art 
and clubs are important classes.  
 
I WON’T TELL 
Your name will not be used. Pictures of your work won’t have your name on 
them. Pictures of you won’t say who you are. I will never tell anyone who 
you are. I may write about  things from your classes. I will use the Lab 
School’s name. But I will never tell anyone your name.   
 
DO YOU HAVE TO DO THIS  
You don’t have to do any of these things if you don’t want to. You can 
change your mind anytime. You can stop. It is OK. I will not get mad.  
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IF YOU HAVE MORE QUESTIONS 
My name is Jennifer Durham and I am a student at George Mason 
University. You can call me with questions. My number is (703) 237-5549. 
Dr. Margo Mastropieri is a teacher at George Mason University. She is 
helping me with this project.  You can call her with questions. Her number is 
(703) 993-4136. 
The George Mason University Office of Research Subject Protections knows 
about my project. They said it was OK for us to do it. You can call them at 
(703) 993-4121. You can ask questions about being a part of this study.  
 
I WANT TO HELP 
I have read this form. Someone has read it to me.  I agree to be part of this 
study.  
 

 
Name 

 
Date of Signature 
 
 
______ I want to let you  audio tape 
 
______ I do not want to let you audio tape 
 
______ I want to have my work photographed and the photographs may be  

published 
 
______ I do not want to have my work photographed 
 
______ I want to have myself photographed and the photographs may be 
 published 
 
______ I do not want to have myself photographed 
 
 
 
 
Version date: 04/15/09 
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Appendix D 
 

 

 
 
Margo A. Mastropieri and Jennifer Durham 
(703) 993-4136; (703) 237-5549; FAX (703) 993-2063 
Email: mmastrop@gmu.edu   durhams@mac.com 
 
Classroom Teacher and Jr. High/High School Art Teacher Permission 

for Participation in Research: Informed Consent 
 

Project Title: The Arts and Clubs at the Lab School 
 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
This research is being conducted to examine the ways in which art and club classes 
contribute to the learning processes of students with learning disabilities. If you agree to 
participate, you will be asked to take part in a one focus group interview with 3-5 other 
teachers that will last 45-60 minutes. This interview will be audio recorded to ensure that 
your thoughts are captured accurately. I will schedule the focus group at a time 
convenient for you.  

RISKS 
There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research.  

BENEFITS 
There are no direct benefits to you for participating. However, this research may 
contribute to the knowledge about how arts and clubs benefit students with learning 
disabilities.  
  
CONFIDENTIALITY 
All information that could identify you (including consent forms and audio recordings) 
will be kept strictly confidential and in a locked file. Some of your words may be used in 
the final report, but pseudonyms will be used. Your name will never be identified in 
reporting the findings; however, the name of The Lab School will be used in the final 
report. 

PARTICIPATION 
Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 
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any reason. If you decide not to participate, there is no penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you or any other party.  

CONTACT 
This research is being conducted by Jennifer Durham, a student in the College of 
Education and Human Development at George Mason University. She may be reached at 
703-237-5549 for questions or to report a research-related problem. Her research is being 
supervised by Dr. Margo Mastropieri who can be reached at 703-993-4136. You may 
also contact the George Mason University Office of Research Subject Protections at 703-
993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in the 
research. 
 
This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 
governing your participation in this research.  

CONSENT 
I have read this form and agree to participate in this study. 
 
__________________________   _____________________________ 
Name (print)                                                               Signature  

       _____________________________ 
       Date of Signature 

I consent to the audio recording of my focus group interview. 

_____ Agree   ____ Disagree 

 

 

 

Version date: 04/15/09 
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Appendix E 

 

 
 
Margo A. Mastropieri and Jennifer Durham 
(703) 993-4136; (703) 237-5549; FAX (703) 993-2063 
Email: mmastrop@gmu.edu   durhams@mac.com 
 
Parent Permission for Participation in Case Study Research: Informed 

Consent 
Project Title: The Arts and Clubs at the Lab School 

 
RESEARCH PROCEDURES: Your child’s art (music, dance, drama and visual arts) 
and club classes are being asked to participate in a study to investigate the ways in which 
the arts and clubs contribute to their learning. Some students will be asked to answer 
questions about their experiences with arts and clubs at the Lab School of Washington. I 
would like to audio record these interviews. These questions will take about 30 minutes 
to answer and will not interfere with any other school activities.  
 
This consent form and a student assent form were distributed to your child in his or her 
art or club class by Jennifer Durham, a Ph.D. student at George Mason University. At 
that time the information contained in this letter and their assent form was described and 
any questions were answered. Students were encouraged to take their forms home and 
discuss the project with you before signing them and returning them to a designated place 
in the school.  
 
RISKS: There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research.  
 
BENEFITS: There are no benefits to you or your child. There may be benefits to 
knowledge about the ways in which art and club classes help children with learning 
disabilities learn for future teachers and students.  
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: The data in this study will be confidential. All student 
information collected will be identified only in terms of a coded identification number 
and all information reported will use pseudonyms and therefore not identifiable to any 
individual. However, the name of the Lab School will be used in the report.  
 
PARTICIPATION: Your child’s participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw your 
child from the study at any time for any reason. If you decide not to have your child 
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participate or if you withdraw your child from the study, there is no penalty or loss of 
benefits to which you and your child are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you or 
your child.  
 
CONTACT: This research is being conducted by Jennifer Durham, a Ph.D. student from 
George Mason University and supervised by Dr. Margo A. Mastropieri, a professor in the 
College of Education and Human Development at George Mason University. They may 
be reached at (703) 237-5549 (Jennifer) and (703) 993-4136 (Margo) to answer any 
questions or to report a research-related problem.  
 
You may contact George Mason University Office of Research Subject Protections at 
(703) 993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant 
in the research. This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University 
procedures governing your participation in this research.  
 
CONSENT: I have read this form and agree to participate in this study.  
 

 
Name 
 

 
Date of Signature 
 
 
 
______ I agree to audio recording 
 
______ I do not agree to audio recording  
 
 
 
Version date: 04/15/09 
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Appendix F 

 

 
 
Margo A. Mastropieri and Jennifer Durham 
(703) 993-4136; (703) 237-5549; FAX (703) 993-2063 
Email: mmastrop@gmu.edu   durhams@mac.com 
 
Student Permission for Participation in Case Study Research: Informed 

Assent 
 

Project Title: The Arts and Clubs at the Lab School 
  
WHAT YOU HAVE TO DO 
This study is to find out how art and club classes are important to you. I 
would like to ask you some questions about your art and club classes. I 
would like to record you when we talk. Asking questions will only take 
about 30 minutes. It will not get in the way with any other schoolwork.  
  
There are no rewards or money being paid in this study. I may find out why 
arts and clubs help kids learn.  
 
I WON’T TELL 
Your name will not be used. I may use your words in my report, but I will 
never tell anyone who you are. I will use the Lab School’s name. But I will 
never tell anyone your name.  
 
DO YOU HAVE TO DO THIS 
You don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to. If you change your mind 
after we start talking and want to stop that is OK. I will not get mad.  
 
IF YOU HAVE MORE QUESTIONS 
My name is Jennifer Durham. I am a student at George Mason University. 
You can call me with questions. My number is (703) 237-5549. Dr. Margo 
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Mastropieri is a teacher at George Mason University. She is helping me with 
this project. You can call her at (703) 993-4136 with questions.  
 
The George Mason University Office of Research Subject Protections knows 
all about my project. They said it was OK for us to do it. You can call them 
at (703) 993-4121 with questions about being a part of this research.  
 
I WANT TO HELP 
I have read this form. Someone has read it to me. I agree to be part of this 
study. 
 
 

 
Name 

 
Date of Signature 
 
______ I want to let you audio tape me 
 
______ I do not want to let you audio tape me 
 
 
 
 
Version date: 04/15/09 
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Appendix G 
 

Interview guide for art teachers 
 

Date/Time: 
Name: 
# of Years teaching:  
# of Years at Lab School: 
•Background Information (education, artistic, reasons for coming/staying at LSW): 
 
•What types of skills/ benefits do you believe that the arts bring to student learning? 
 
•Why do you think that arts education is important for children with learning disabilities? 
 
•How do you think that arts instruction contributes to the development of cognitive skills 
for children with learning disabilities? 
 
•How do you think that arts instruction contributes to the development a student’s ability 
to take risks? Increase confidence?  Problem Solve? Persevere?  
 
•In what ways do you see students growing in your class? You may think of a particular 
case where (the specific art form) was particularly powerful for a child’s learning. 
 
•Do you have anything else you would like to add that we may not have discussed? 
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Appendix H 
 

Interview guide for Club Leaders 
 
Date/Time: 
Name: 
# of Years teaching:  
# of Years at Lab School: 
•Background Information (education, reasons for coming/staying at LSW): 
 
Describe your clubs curricular purpose and special dramatic framework. 
 
In what ways are the arts integrated into the (specific club name) club? Can you give 
specific examples? 
 
What types of skills/ benefits do you believe that the clubs bring to student learning? 
 
How do you think the arts and the club methodology contribute to the cognitive 
development of students? 
 
Why is this important for students with learning disabilities? 
 
In what ways do you see students growing in your class? You may think of a particular 
case where (the specific art form) was particularly powerful for a child’s learning. 
 
How do you think that clubs contribute to the development a student’s ability to take 
risks? Increase confidence?  Problem Solve? Persevere?  
 
 
Do you have anything else you would like to add that we may not have discussed? 
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Appendix I 
 

Sample e-mail to be sent to all teachers after interviews/focus groups 
 

 
<Date> 
 
Dear <teacher’s name>,  
 
 Thank you for taking the time to speak with me. I enjoyed being able to discuss 

your perceptions regarding the Lab School’s program. Your input is important in creating 

a detailed and rich picture of the Lab School in my research. If you have anything else 

you might like to add that we did not discuss, or think of something later that you might 

want to add, please do not hesitate to contact me.  

 

Sincerely,  

 Jenn Durham  
 Durhams@mac.com 
 (703)237-5549 
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Appendix J 
 

Observation guide to be used in both art and club observations 
 

Date/Time: 
Location: 
Class/Teacher: 
# of Students/Grade level: 
 
•Detailed description of the physical classroom and accompanying photograph (to be 
taken with teachers permission and for initial observation only) 
 
 
•Lesson Overview 
 
 
•Evidence of teachers making explicit connections between content areas 
 
•Evidence of students making connections to other content areas 
 
•Evidence of student engagement, risk-taking, confidence, persistence 
 
•Description of students interactions with materials 
 
•Evidence of students interaction with or construction of content knowledge as it relates 
to presented lesson 
 
•Evidence of student creativity, imagination (imagining other alternatives), and problem 
solving 
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Appendix K 
 

Preliminary Interview guide for classroom teacher focus group 
 

Date/Time: 
Names in order from left to right: 
# of Years teaching:  
# of Years at Lab School: 
•Background Information (education, reasons for coming/staying at LSW): 
 
•Can you describe the content you are responsible for teaching? 
 
Related to arts instruction: 
 
•How do you integrate the arts into your classroom instruction? 
 
•What types of skills/benefits do you believe that the arts bring to student learning? 
 
•Why is this important for students with learning disabilities? 
 
•What types of connections do you see students making between things learned in art 
classes and content learned within your classroom? 
 
•How do you use the students knowledge gained in art classes to make connections 
within the classroom? 
 
•Can you describe a particular student for which the arts have particularly powerful in 
opening pathways to learning? 
 
Related to club instruction: 
 
•What types of skills/benefits do you believe that the clubs bring to student learning? 
 
•Why is this important for students with learning disabilities? 
 
•How do you see students integrating club learning into the classroom setting? 
 
•Can you describe a particular student for whom the clubs have been an important part of 
their learning? 
 
General: 
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•In what ways do you think that the Lab Schools approach to learning contributes to a 
child’s ability to take risks? Increase confidence? Problem solve? Persevere? 
 
•In what ways do you think the Lab Schools approach contributes to students cognitive 
development (learning to learn)?  
 
• Do you have anything else you would like to add that we may not have discussed? 
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Appendix L 
 

Preliminary Interview guide for student case studies 
 
Date/Time: 
Location: 
Student Name: 
Age/Grade:  
# of years at LSW: 
Primary Disability: (to be obtained from teacher input) 
Previous school placements/length: 
 
•Tell me a about where you used to go to school? What was it like? Did you like it? Why 
or why not?  
 
•How is the Lab School different from your other school? 
 
•Tell me what you like best about being here? 
 
•What art courses have you taken at LSW? 
 
•What types of things have you learned in your art courses? 
 
•Why are these things important? 
 
•How do you use what you learn in your art courses in the classroom when working with 
other content? 
 
•How do you use what you learn in your other classes in creating art? (this could be 
music, drama, visual arts, etc) 
 
•Why do you think it is important that art be part of your class schedule? 
 
•What clubs (if the student was at LSW before the age of 13) have you taken here at 
Lab? 
 
•What is the best thing about the clubs? 
 
•What types of things did you learn in the clubs? 
 
•How have you used what you have learned in clubs in your life or in your other 
schoolwork? 
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•How do you think of yourself as a “student?” 
 
•When you are working on something (art or not) what types of things do you do when 
you come to a problem that needs to be solved? 
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