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The transition into high school is a critical and creative juncture for adolescents. Too often it sets the stage for students to lose interest in school. Art-making is a natural activity that helps students integrate both the excitement and anxiety of transition into a safe, meaningful and successful experience. 

The transition to high school is my area of emphasis because I am a 9th grade teacher in an alternative school for 9th graders who have failed their 8th grade exit exams, have a GPA below 2.0, and score Below or Far Below Basic on the CST.  All my students have a history of academic failure. They come to my school with hope buried beneath a thick layer of 14-year old bravado, raging hormones, low reading skills, weak visualization skills, poverty, and more. Reaching these kids is challenging. Art-making activities are something that my kids already enjoy. Through art we can hook up to kids emotions, to their talents and abilities, and to their dreams. I want to find out how to engage these kids to guide us in new ways to support them academically. These kids are the bane of many administrators. Why are so many of our young people dropping out before graduating from high school? This question must be addressed, the cause of the problem must be clarified and the solution enacted.

The United States has a very serious problem with students who drop out before graduation from high school. The facts reveal that students across the country are dropping out of school at frightening rates. “Thirty percent of all students entering ninth grade in public schools across the country will drop out of high school.” Barton (as cited in Stevenson & Deasy 2005, p.91). The highest special education dropout rate reported for the 2006-07 school year was 33.6%. (National Dropout Prevention Center for Students with Disabilities, 2008). Half of Black and Hispanic students will not graduate. Green & Winters (as cited in Stevenson & Deasy, 2005, p.91). Almost one-third of all public high school students in America fail to graduate. (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006, p.1). Educators, parents, business people and government officials must explore the unique challenges facing millions of ninth grade students. Our society needs young people. They are our future.

One cause of the dropout problem is the lack of community in our classrooms and in our society. One solution is to employ art education to rebuild a genuine sense of community in both our classrooms and our society. Art has been a key ingredient in community building for thousands of years. Art education will be revealed in this paper as a valid, safe, and effective way to engage middle school and 9th grade students in school.

This paper provides some of the latest research on the dropout problem. It explores new studies that show how art education benefits student achievement. It looks at ten schools that have saturated the core curriculum with art education programs to engage the creative potential of young people and motivate them academically. It explores an art therapy program used in a Chicago school district and an art program in Massachusetts that supports middle school students transitioning to high school. Finally, this paper steps forward with an idea for a national art education program to rebuild community in the classroom and in society.


The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation funded a research survey in response to this problem with high school students. This survey, conducted by the Peter D. Hart Research Associates firm, interviewed more than 500 former students who had dropped out of high school. Student responses formed the basis of The Silent Epidemic, a 2006 report by Civic Enterprises, a public policy development firm dedicated to informing discussions on issues of importance to the nation. “The central message of the report is that while some students drop out because of academic challenges, most dropouts are students who could have succeeded in school.” (Bridgeland et al., 2006, p.iii). The students gave five major factors for dropping out: 47% said classes were not interesting. 43% said they missed too many days. 42% said they spent time with people uninterested in school. 38% said they had too much freedom and not enough rules. 35% said they were failing. (Bridgeland et al., 2006, p.3).


While most dropouts in the survey blamed themselves for failing to graduate and some said there was nothing their school could have done to convince them to stay, others pointed out five things schools could have done to help them finish: 1) Improve teaching and curricula to make school more relevant and engaging and enhance the connection between school and work. 2) Improve access to supports for struggling students. 3) Build a school climate that fosters academics. 4) Ensure strong adult-student relationships within the school. 5) Improve the communication between parents and schools. (Bridgeland et al., 2006, p.13).


Our challenge is to make school a meaningful experience for every student. Fortunately, within every problem, there is a solution waiting to be revealed. In response to the student-dropouts who said we needed to make school more relevant and engaging, research shows that the arts make school more relevant and engaging because, “In the arts, students have central and active roles as meaning makers.” (Stevenson & Deasy, 2006, p.37). It is common knowledge that children and adolescents enjoy art activities. The kinesthetic and visual processes involved in making art enables human beings of any age to calm down, focus their attention, clarify their thoughts and feelings and then put their feelings and thoughts outside themselves onto a piece of paper or canvas or into clay, song, performance. 


There is another challenge. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 mandates that all students, regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, and income will be ‘proficient’ on state standardized tests by the 2013-2014 school year. How are schools going to accomplish this with the high dropout rate? There is evidence that the arts help students improve test scores. Critical Evidence is a research paper produced by the National Assembly of State Art Agencies and the Arts Education Partnership. It documents many examples where art education helped student achievement. In one case in Chicago, a public school brought local artists and teachers into partnerships to develop curricular units in which an art form was integrated with an academic subject. The students in these schools performed better on standardized tests than the students who attended schools that did not integrate the arts into academics. (Ruppert, 2006, p.15). 


In another case, seventh grade boys in special education, described as learning disabled, were encouraged to use visual forms of expression to convey their understanding of reading assignments. The visual arts helped them become more sophisticated, less reluctant readers, and they also took a more active role in reading and began to interpret text rather than passively reading it. (Ruppert, 2006, p.14). 


Lastly, researchers from the University of California at Los Angeles found students with high arts involvement performed better on standardized achievement tests than students with low arts involvement. Moreover, the high arts-involved students also watched fewer hours of TV, participated in more community service and reported less boredom in school. (Ruppert, 2006, p.8).


Something is happening to our young people around the ages of 12 to 14, between 8th and 10th grade. More students fail ninth grade than any other grade. (National High School Center, 2007, p. 1). “The move to a larger environment, the reduction in personal support, and the greater academic challenge posed by high school courses is too often problematic for rising ninth-grade students.” (Smith, 2007, p.1). This is an age when young people seek independence, when they are confronted with jarring changes in their bodies and minds, when they begin to reject parental role models. (Giordano & Derby, 2008, p. 2.) The transition into high school is a critical juncture for students.” (Herlihy, 2007, p.1.) 


It is important to note that while transitions in life are natural and normal, they can be problematic without supports. It is significant that today our society as a whole does little to honor the transition of our young people from childhood to adulthood. The high school dropout rate is a signal from our young people telling us to pay attention to this socially vital life passage! What kind of precedent do we have for this? “Long ago, everyone in indigenous cultures drew, painted, sculpted, sang, chanted and danced to connect with the ancestors, the environment, one another. Everyone was an artist.” (Williams, 2002, p.11). “Indigenous societies have practiced unique rituals for thousands of years to mark important life passages such as marriage, birth of a child, initiation into adulthood, initiation of the new tribal leader and of course, death.” (Williams, 2002, p.174). It is clear that art has a long history of supporting people as they move through transitional times.


Research resoundingly affirms that art education has a role to play in supporting student achievement in school and in making school more relevant connected with work. “The arts are a very good way to promote artistic-skill building in conjunction with the personal, social and cognitive assets that facilitate youth development.” (Giorgano & Derby, 2008, p. 4). Classroom teachers know the importance of background knowledge in reaching students where they live. The Arts Literacy Project Director at the Dyett Academic Center on the South side of Chicago, addresses background knowledge and the arts. “A lot of these kids are behind curtains of various kinds. You don’t know who they are. If you don’t find ways to get them to embody, physically their learning, you’re not going to be able to have any sense of where they are socially, cognitively or academically. The arts allow kids to really embody and make their learning visible in a variety of ways.” (Stevenson & Deasy, 2005, p.70).


Art therapy is a wonderful way to safely support young people as they move through changes. In The Fine Art of Helping Kids at Risk, Letitia Star writes about the Art Therapy Connection, a non-profit organization located in Chicago’s Cabrini-Green neighborhood. It has helped over 115 students in several of the Chicago public schools in the 2005-2006 school year. Teachers and administrators identify the children who need the most help. The Art Therapy Connection comes in and helps those students to process difficult emotions, increase concentration levels, build self-esteem and practice self control. Darius was one angry boy who regularly communicated his rage by throwing chairs. He was failing math and unable to read at his grade level. His mother was in prison for life. Through art therapy Darius was able to focus on schoolwork and improve his grades. (Star, 2005). Art making is, by its nature, therapeutic and beneficial to all people.


There is an art program in Massachusetts that uses art to support young people transitioning from middle school to high school and on to college. The Art Jump Off! Program is located in one of Boston’s most challenged neighborhoods,“where, in 2003, 51% of the students who started 9th grade did not graduate.” Sum, 2005, (as cited in Giordano & Derby, 2008, p. 1). Art Jump Off! is an after-school arts program in partnership with the Lila G. Frederick Pilot Middle School, the Boston Arts Academy high school and the Massachusetts College of Art and Design. A team of adults collaborates with young people in a program that meets once a week for nine weeks each fall and spring. The partners from the three schools (art teachers, principals, social workers, other faculty and college students) carefully constructed the program to best meet the needs of middle school students. They felt that the middle school students could be helped through the developmental challenges of the middle school years by placing a high value on the visual arts and also on student choice in how they engage the visual arts experiences. The adult art teachers trained college art education students to guide the middle school students in the after school art program. They used a centers format so middle school students could choose between visual art, 3D clay hand-building, mixed media, video and animation, and fabric dying and construction. The intergenerational setting came to be a place where discussion, focused work and a sense of community are all present. Interestingly, discipline issues are practically nonexistent.


One of the authors of the essay, Art Jump Off!, is John Giordano, a visual artist and associate professor at Massachusetts College of Art and Design. He writes about how this program is a collaboration of individuals in K-16 education, the arts, philanthropy, government, social work, mental health and community development. And specifically, he points out how the common goals of all these individuals focused on supporting youth development are creating synergistic results and making this program a success.


Third Space, a book published by the Arts Education Partnership, suggests an alternative vision of school reform. It profiles ten schools in geographically diverse urban and rural communities in which art saturated the curriculum. These schools demonstrate that art makes students’ knowledge, insight and experiences visible and that is when learning begins to matter. “In the arts, students become members of a community instead of subservient within it.” (Stevenson & Deasy, 2006, p.93).  Learning matters to students and also to adults. In one school, Grizzly Hill School, in San Juan, California, the local community had a negative view of the students. To counter this image, the school made students’ talents visible in the community through visual artwork and performance. The school placed artwork in the local post office. Adults began to learn how talented the kids were. “For the kids, it gives them a wonderful sense of pride.” (Stevenson & Deasy, 2006, p. 98).

What about the idea of school as community? Thomas Sergiovanni, author of Building Community in Schools, says, “Though most principals, superintendents and teachers have a desire to do better and are working as hard as they can to provide a quality education to every student, the road is rough and the going is slow. The lead villain in this frustrating drama is the loss of community in our schools and in society itself. If we want to rewrite the script to enable good schools to flourish, we need to rebuild community. Community building must become the heart of any school improvement effort.” Sergiovanni, T., Building community in schools, 1994. (As cited in Stevenson & Deasy, 2006, p. 91). Sergiovanni continued. There has traditionally been a “rift” between young people and adults running schools. The “rift” has become a “chasm”. For schools to be truly effective, they must adopt strategies aimed at helping students and adults come together to construct a standard for living in their schools together. “In this context, the ability of the arts to bridge students’ and teachers’ experiences is especially important.” (Stevenson & Deasy, 2006, p. 93).


In summary, the transition into ninth grade is a critical phase in students’ lives and academic careers. Many students drop out of high school, one reason being that they feel school is not relevant to their lives. The Art Jump Off! Program, and other examples, show that art education does help make school more relevant for students. A primary objective of the No Child Left Behind Act is to close achievement gaps and bring all students to proficiency by 2013. Ample evidence shows that proficiency increases when art education programs are integrated into core curriculum like reading and math. The 2006 research paper, Critical Evidence, How the Arts Benefit Student Achievement, describes in non-technical terms how the study of the arts contributes to academic achievement and student success.


John I. Wilson, Executive Director of the National Education Association, says, “Diverse arts education programs can be an equalizer for low-income students, and a very important component in the equation to close the student achievement gaps.”(Stevenson & Deasy, 2005, front inside). The American Association of School Administrators focused on the challenges of the ninth grade in a 2005 article titled, The Ninth Grade Bottleneck. “Grade enrollment numbers for the past 30 years show the transition between grades 8 and 10 is increasingly difficult for many students.” (Wheelock & Miao, 2005, p.2). They offered this recommendation: “We believe improving practice in the 9th grade in particular can significantly boost the number of students who progress into grade 10 and graduate on time.” (Wheelock & Miao, 2005, p.4). How is practice to be improved? Art education incorporated into the core curriculum of 9th grade will improve practice, make school more relevant and engaging for students and help them stay in school and graduate. 


There are three skills that I am interested in developing more and using in the classroom: visualization skills, community building skills, and grant writing skills. I have learned a great deal about how to mentally visualize words and concepts in the English language in my present teaching position as a reading intervention specialist employing the Lindamood Bell Program. I have come to appreciate the great difficulty my students experience in visualizing words and concepts. Now, I am developing ways to incorporate specific drawing exercises into my reading program. Drawing is a way for students to visualize and retain their understanding of concepts and objects. Drawing helps kids trust their own eyes and validates their visual thinking skills. 


The second skill to develop further is community building. This interests me because it brings students, parents, teachers and community organizations together to focus on student achievement. I especially want to bring parents into the schools more.


The third skill to develop is writing grants. I intend to write several grants both for my classroom and for the Young Artist’s Gallery. I am the director of the Y.A.G. at the Vista Art Foundation in downtown Vista. For the last two years, I have organized monthly student artwork shows featuring the artwork of students in the Vista Unified School District. I look forward to bringing in student artwork showing mastery of core subjects such as math, science, history and literature in grades K-12. Grant writing skills will help me in this endeavor and the next.


Further research is needed to support student transitions to high school through art. It is not enough to have a few schools incorporating art education. A national art education program is needed. It could be a program similar to the 1930s Civilian Conservation Corps. The CCC was a work relief program for young men, established in 1933 by Franklin D. Roosevelt as part of the New Deal during the Great Depression. Today, we have a similar economic crisis plus we have millions of young people who are dropping out of school. In this idea, young people entering 9th grade would be given a choice: attend school full time or sign up for a one-year national art education service plan. Exactly how it would work needs much more attention indeed. Perhaps students would be involved in community beautification projects like murals and landscape design. Maybe half day community projects and half day school projects. Perhaps art teachers, community business leaders and community organizers would collaboratively create apprenticeship-style programs to engage students and teach them skills at the same time. Skills in technology need to be part of the program as well as drawing, painting, dancing, writing, weaving, sculpting, singing, playing musical instruments and performing.



My mother saw a tiny sprout of talent in my drawing when I was a little girl. Her simple words of encouragement at various times in my life helped me to continue practicing and eventually the tiny talent developed into a skill. Our young people must be encouraged to discover their talents and to develop them into skills. It is unthinkable to ignore the gifts of millions of young people in the next generation. None of us really knows what the future holds for our young people. Creativity will always be an important attribute and therefore, art education is the key to unlock the door to making public education relevant.
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