
ARTS EDUCATION IS INSTRUMENTAL IN TEACHING EXCEPTIONAL STUDENTS �1

Arts Education is Instrumental in Teaching Exceptional Students 

Anna-Lisa Notter 

Seattle Pacific University 

 



ARTS EDUCATION IS INSTRUMENTAL IN TEACHING EXCEPTIONAL STUDENTS �2

       Arts Education is Instrumental in Teaching Exceptional Students  

 Arts Education is essential in bridging the gap of general education students and students 

with disabilities. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) stipulates that children 

with disabilities must receive a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) and that all 

children must also be given the opportunity to learn in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). 

This movement towards inclusion blends children, able and disabled alike, seamlessly in one 

learning environment. Due to the current implementation of these acts and policies, we are 

needing more than ever to bring back an Arts Education to the classroom to create a space of 

inclusiveness and creativity (Gerber & Horoschak, 2012). For the purposes of this assignment, I 

intend to focus on the general and broad benefits of an arts education and how they can pertain to 

students varying from the wide spectrum of learning and physical disabilities, as well as to socio-

economically challenged students and gifted students. The arts classrooms have the amazing 

potential to incorporate all students and, with more research and funding, I believe that arts 

inclusion would have incredible effects on the student body as a whole.  

             Arts Education Increases Social-Skill Outcomes  

Through research and practice, it has been found that integrating the Arts in the core  

curriculum or teaching Art as separate subject areas can lead to increased academic, social and 

functional skill development and knowledge (Catterall, 2009; Deasy, 2002). Children are 

searching for a self-identity that includes a sense of competence and empowerment, and there 

can be a host of negative consequences if children lack positive and accessible ways to achieve 

this developmental necessity. Knowledge and skills developed through the Arts can play a crucial 

role in the overall success for all students, but particularly for students with disabilities. (Mason, 
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Steedly, & Thormann, 2008).  

 Certain myths in regard to the student with disabilities (autism in particular), such as 

lacking individuality and being unable to make eye contact or show emotion, can be dispelled. 

The nature of the process extends their attention span and greatly develops their social skills. 

Remaining attentive during an art class is extended beyond what is normally witnessed during 

other academic classes, because the nature of the medium demands it (Deasy, 2002). The visual 

tools and media greatly assist the off- task student to return to their creation if they lose focus at 

some point during the lesson. I would argue that this positive classroom learning experience then 

bleeds into their other academics.  

 Art creates a community, not only within the classroom among peers, but also reaches 

beyond and extends the invitation to parents, families and staff. Art projects can allow for a 

gallery showing of work to be admired by all. This not only brings out pride and confidence 

within the student, but it offers parents the opportunity to participate and witness the creation of 

the classroom (Dorff, 2012). Collaboration within the classroom is extremely formative for 

students’ personal growth and social skill development. “Much of the attraction to participating 

in school music (or theater) programs is due to the socialization that occurs at rehearsals, on 

performance trips, and just hanging out in the room before and after school. Educators can assist 

in the social development of students with disabilities by providing opportunities for 

interpersonal interactions, and encouraging and monitoring such interactions” (Adamek & 

Darrow, 2012). Theater is the ultimate opportunity for students to collaborate and develop their 

social skills, not only amongst each other, but by studying and presenting the mannerisms and 

emotions of a character within a story. Furthermore, participation in the arts during the school 
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years only enhances the chances for students with disabilities to engage in community life as 

adults by encouraging participation in the local arts, music and theater scene beyond life in the 

classroom. In a study put on by the VSA Arts Affiliate Project, it was said that “Time and again, 

teachers related that the arts are a way for their students, who often fall outside of rigidly defined 

notions of success, to contribute to the community. The crucial act of finding your voice, your 

way to communicate and contribute within the world, is central to the pursuit of what it means to 

be human. Students with disabilities must be afforded the opportunity to find and explore their 

voice through engaging in the arts” (Mason, Steedly, & Thormann, 2008).  

 When looking at developmentally delayed children, it has been found that the performing 

arts are helpful with shy children. An example in the VSA study was a third-grade boy who never 

spoke in class, until the day he recited a poem. “He did several renditions, no less in a southern 

accent (he does not have an accent) of a poem, ‘Honey I Love’ by Eloise Greenfield.” Another 

teacher in the same focus group remarked that students are motivated to change their behaviors 

and their mannerisms to portray a character.  

   Arts Education Encourages Character Development  

 There are endless ways to apply students’ individual strengths, which boosts their self-

esteem and fosters socialization, in art or theater class (Andrus, 2012). Choice is central to the 

art-making enterprise. Art allows and encourages independent decision-making. Students not 

only have the opportunity to create and share their own personal story, they also have the choice 

of color, composition, media and content to support that narrative. “In art class, children are 

often praised for the uniqueness of their work, rather than its conformity to a predetermined 

standard or response” (Hurwitz & Day, 2012). This is particularly important for students with 
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disabilities who engage in art making in an educational context. So much of life is scripted for 

individuals with disabilities, and when well crafted, the educational experience of making art 

puts the script in the hands of the individual. Through the arts, students who are typically never 

asked how they view the world are given the opportunity to share their thoughts (Mason et al., 

2008). The art room and theater seem to be the primary environments which celebrate 

uniqueness and individuality within the schools’ walls.  

 Christine Y. Mason, Mary S. Thormann and Kathlyn M. Steedly wrote an article through 

VSA arts, the international organization on arts and disability, which was founded to provide arts 

and education opportunities for people with disabilities and increase access to the arts for all. The 

authors go on to say that choice cultivates autonomy. The arts continually engage students with 

disabilities in the acts of observation, rehearsing, weighing, judging all of which are essential 

tools for learning in general. As they decide how paint goes on canvas, what they say on stage, or 

how to format a poem, they are honing the highly critical capacity of decision making that will 

enable them to be active and independent members of society.  

   Arts Education Supports Critical Thinking  

 Art facilitates problem solving. For example, sequencing is necessary to create art. 

Students need to think through what to do first, second, third, etc. A large part of the arts is 

synthesizing and applying learning to demonstrate understanding. Theater has an impact on 

critical thinking and problem solving skills, indicating that “certainly in theater work with 

students one of the basic things was to get someone to step away from just what do you want, 

and who are you like and to to think, what would this character want?” The very act of 

portraying a character is a step toward critical thinking because it takes you outside yourself. 
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(Mason et al., 2008). Research links specific types of training in some art fields, such as music 

and drama, to growth in specific cognitive skills; more importantly, however, the arts offer 

students a way of thinking that is not available in other disciplines (Hetland & Winner, 2001).  

Students who are less communicative or struggle to express their emotions have a great 

opportunity through art class to speak their truth. “Selecting, combining, representing, 

conserving, classifying, ordering, etc. are all cognitive skills that do not depend upon language 

for their development or expression. Silver’s research identifies discrimination skills, recall 

skills, and the ability to process spatial information. Children with language impairment not only 

develop such skills no less than “normal” children, but often have stronger visualization powers 

or can learn such visual/cognitive abilities more quickly and with superior competence” (Rawley, 

2011). When students feel heard, they can remain calm, controlled and confident. Because 

artwork is unique and individual, students are able to translate their personal life experiences 

through their creation. From the teacher’s perspective, artwork can be crucial information to 

access when they are attempting to connect with a particular student, especially one with 

disabilities that may be harder to reach. Artists use art as language, so we are clued into their 

internal lives. “A child’s drawing is a pictorial device that can represent reality vicariously and 

economically and thus reflect his thinking” (Rawley, 2011). Students use artwork as a safe place 

to escape and vent their frustrations in addition to their inner joy, and often having the ability to 

express oneself artistically is not only therapeutic, but informative for a teacher who needs to pay 

particular attention to a student who may be struggling internally. Gerber and Fedorenko wrote 

that art teachers are “inclusion pioneers” (2006) who welcome all students into their classrooms. 
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Arts Education Promotes Academic Learning  

Students who use English as a second language (ESL) have a great opportunity within the 

arts to increase their vocabulary and improve writing. One teacher explained how ESL students 

search for words to describe their art, “They really work at that, finding the words to express 

ideas. If a student is painting a picture, then she is talking about that picture more. Art provides 

more opportunities for productive, expressive talk, which in reality leads to better writing, and 

leads to better reading because you understand more language structures. This is especially so for 

bilingual children who may have difficulty expressing themselves in a second language (and 

other children who have difficulty with language)” (Mason et al., 2008).  

   Arts Education Reduces the Drop Out Rate by Promoting High Morale  

For students who have experienced failure, including students at a juvenile detention 

center where one of the teachers taught, the art and the success it brings “makes their failures 

bearable” and allows students to carry on. “It upsets the cycle of destruction and engages 

them” (Mason et al., 2008). For some students, then arts bring an opportunity for success and 

that impacts their attitude and their lives. It’s well known that many students with special needs 

struggle with reading, language arts, or math and by the time they are of middle school age they 

often develop negative, and even angry, attitudes towards school and learning. For students with 

special needs, even for those without artistic talent, art plays an important and positive role. 

Many teachers noted that when student’s attitudes improve, their enthusiasm also improves. 

Several teachers commented on how the arts improve participation in school and reduces 

absenteeism. (Mason et al., 2008)  

  Arts Education Challenges Students who are Gifted and Talented 

The arts - music, visual arts, creative writing, theater, and dance - foster the development 
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of skills that are critical for the development of innovation and design in emerging technologies 

(Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2010), cultural appreciation, and fine and gross motor skills 

(Catterall, 1998; National Assembly of State Art Associations, 2006); moreover, education in 

each arts discipline is important in its own right. Other research identifies benefits to the work of 

professionals in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics and indicates that nationally 

and internationally eminent scientists often credit the arts with giving them additional insight 

into problem-solving strategies in their fields. (Root-Bernstein & Root-Bernstein, 2004, 2013).  

Arts education that includes a meaningful integration of the arts across the curriculum is 

especially responsive to gifted children who benefit academically from interdisciplinary 

approaches that allow them to make meaningful connections across subject-area domains. Such 

integrated and interdisciplinary approaches also facilitate greater conceptual understanding and 

expression of complex ideas (National Coalition for Core Arts Standards, 2014).  

           Arts Education Promotes Inclusivity 

 As the introduction stated, art classes can be accessible and beneficial to every student 

imaginable, with an accommodated and inclusive approach implemented by the teacher.  

Students identified as having learning disabilities, behavioral disorders, physical and health 

impairments, visual and hearing impairments, ADHD and Autism Spectrum Disorder can all 

participate in a Visual or Theater Arts class. In addition to that demographic, there are many 

benefits for culturally and linguistically diverse students, those at risk for school failure and 

students categorized as gifted and talented. The notion of access is explored by the VSA arts, and 

described as providing a conceptual bridge that can be used to connect the idea of voice and 

choice to the larger arts, education, and disability conversation. Access within this context refers 

to the opportunity to fully engage in the curriculum, participate in the school and community, 
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and contribute in ways that allow students to reach their full potential. Student, school, and 

community are strengthened when true access is achieved. (Mason et al., 2008).  

 The model of sharing art, knowledge, mutuality and respect between the person with a 

disability and the teacher or mentor gives new meaning to the notions of normalcy. In many 

instances children with developmental disabilities have revealed fully awake lives and high 

levels of cognition, notwithstanding bodily tics, compulsive rituals, and verbal preservation. We 

cannot know what to expect of children with Down syndrome, for example. Early-intervention 

programs have made such dramatic differences in their lives over the past few decades that we 

simply do not know what the range of functioning looks like, and therefore do not rightly know 

what to expect. We must contest our own expectations time and time again (Berube, 2008).  

Having a classroom where students can all be held to the same standard and expectations 

of participation is essential to the emotional development and inclusiveness of all students; 

especially when they are able to meet and surpass that which is required of them through art 

making and its successful, diverse results. We have seen students with disabilities relinquish 

control and withdraw in various ways, often sliding into what many call “learned helplessness.” 

This occurs when those around them underestimate their potential for achievement and fail to 

provide the kinds of worthy learning experiences that help nurture a self-identity of competence 

and self-esteem. Without the right kind of support from home and school, a special education 

label can negatively impact identity development and students’ sense of self (Andrus, 2012).  

 There is much research on the negative effects of labeling, and ideally the arts can help to 

even the playing field for students of all abilities. The Journal of Learning Disabilities states that 

“because students with LD (learning disabilities) often experience significant difficulty in school 
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in terms of both academic performance and peer acceptance, they are generally viewed as being 

at risk for low self-concept.” (Elbaum, 2003). That being said, one can see how the ramifications 

of labeling extend in various disciplines; they are not limited solely to classroom performance, 

which means that the low self-concept that results from LD labeling has an effect on labeled 

students’ social and personal aspects, as well. Additionally, gifted students tend to show declines 

in academic self-concept over time (Marsh et al, 1995), implying that as they mature, labeled 

students realized that they are distinguished from their peers for a specific reason, and as a result, 

their self-concept declines and becomes more negative. The confidence that accompanies 

students with a high self-concept is a key factor in motivating students to perform well in school 

(Cauley & Tyler, 1989), and if students do not have high expectations of their own based on their 

self concept, they cannot perform well in school” (Cauley & Tyler, 1989).  

         Conclusion and Future Study 

 There is always more research that can be done in order to procure more funding for the 

arts in our public school system. I would be interested in more research regarding the affects of 

specific arts curriculum for the multitude of diverse demographics discussed here. It would also 

be beneficial if there was more research on programs that have integrated the complete spectrum 

of students with disabilities into the general population of students within the theater or art class. 

Some questions posed by ArtsEdSearch in regards to future research include: What types of arts 

integration are best suited to develop which student academic and cognitive outcomes at 

particular grade levels? How do various types of arts education experiences affect brain 

development in formative elementary years? How are students from various backgrounds 

affected by arts education, when it comes to social, emotional, personal, cognitive, and academic 
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development? A particularly interesting topic that ArtsEdSearch explored was research 

incorporating more arts technology in the classroom. Given the prominent role of newer and 

emerging art forms - such as media arts, spoken word, and hip hop - in your people’s lives, an 

insufficient number of research studies currently examine the impacts of learning in these art 

forms on young people’s development. In particular, studies examining the role of arts education 

in preparing students for success in college and career, should look closely at these media which 

figure prominently not just in social, cultural, and educational arenas but in economic ones as 

well (ArtsEdSearch, 2013). We are approaching a world that is encouraging students with 

disabilities to pursue careers in architectural engineering and industrial design (for example) in 

order to have a more ergonomic future in a world demanding inclusion. We need to use the arts 

to encourage innovative and creative solutions moving forward in a country that is becoming 

more diverse year by year.  

I believe firmly in the transformative power of the arts and that it’s inclusion in our 

education system is essential for the success of all students. Research has shown that the arts 

have the potential to drastically improve the educational environment and social learning for 

students with disabilities across the spectrum, students from diverse social and economic 

backgrounds, as well as the gifted and talented. I have learned through research that there is hope 

for a swing back towards funding Arts Curriculum within our schools, in large part due to IDEAs 

new inclusion policies. I am hopeful for the future, as both an educator and a parent, that Arts 

Education is being recognized as a valuable addition to every student’s educational experience 

yet again.  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