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The Statewide Arts Education Assessment (SAEA) was developed by the state arts agencies of  
Idaho, Montana, Utah, and Wyoming. The study was administered in collaboration with the state 
offices of education and public instruction in the four states. The principal research was 
conducted by Bothell Assessment and Research. The project was managed by the Western 
States Arts Federation.

Reports Available:  In addition to this four-state technical report of the SAEA survey, full 
state-specific reports will be available for the states of Idaho, Montana, Utah and Wyoming.  
A state-specific brochure that summarizes the report findings is available for each state is also 
available.  Finally, a PowerPoint presentation is available for use in presenting the findings of the 
study. 

For additional copies of this report and/or information about this project, please contact: 

Western States Arts Federation
Ryan Stubbs
Director of Research

ryan.stubbs@westaf.org
303-629-1166
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Introduction

The arts are defined as a core subject in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). However, in order 
to fully realize the role of the arts in the NCLB environment, parents, arts advocates, and arts 
educators need better data about the status of arts education in the schools. With such data, they 
can more effectively inform and positively influence education leaders regarding the value of arts 
education in the schools. Unfortunately, for a variety of reasons related to resource and project 
priorities, reports that present a quantitative snapshot of the status of arts education have not 
been available. To remedy this situation, the state arts agencies of Idaho, Montana, Utah and 
Wyoming, in collaboration with their state offices of education/public instruction invited all schools 
in their states to complete a survey, the Statewide Arts Education Assessment (SAEA). The 
survey was administered in each state during the 2009-2010 school year. 

Now is an important time to focus on arts education. Research suggests that arts education 
fosters the critical thinking skills deemed necessary for success in the workforce of the 21st 
century. Research also suggests that graduation rates increase in schools with more involvement 
in the arts, thereby producing a return on investment for arts education. Further, early research 
suggests that arts education increases emotional intelligence, a highly desirable attribute in a 
climate where technology often fills voids in social relationships. More information and examples 
of this research may be found by going to the Arts Education Partnership web site: 
www.aep-arts.org/publications/index.htm.

While arts-education research has explored the effects of arts education, there is an absence 
of data regarding the resources dedicated to the delivery of arts education and, in particular, to 
the structures through which arts education is delivered. The SAEA research will allow state arts 
agencies and state departments of education to assess the status of arts education regularly, 
providing consistent and credible data for parents, educators, and policy makers. 

This report will serve as a valuable resource for all who want to advocate for a high-quality, well-
rounded education for students. Those interested in overcoming the obstacles that hinder the 
treatment of the arts as a core subject can use the findings in this report to identify areas at the 
local and state levels that need attention and support. The initial four-study partner states of 
Idaho, Montana, Utah and Wyoming are now better positioned to understand the strengths and 
opportunities for improvement of arts education within their states. With an aim of providing 
quality arts education to every student in every school each year, please join with Idaho, 
Montana, Utah and Wyoming leaders and the Western States Arts Federation in supporting 
regular assessments of arts education that will lead to improved availability and quality of arts 
education for all. 
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Design of the Survey Instrument 

To create a successful survey instrument and survey method, three groups collaborated on the 
overall design of the study. The arts-education directors of the state arts agencies of Idaho, 
Montana, Utah, and Wyoming had the original idea for the study and took the lead in the design 
of the content and presentational format of the survey. Tim Bothell of Bothell Assessment and 
Research of Salt Lake City assumed the role of principal researcher. The staff of the Western States 
Arts Federation (WESTAF) provided advice and overall project-management support to the project. 

Each state arts agency worked closely with its state department of education to secure its 
assistance in notifying schools of the upcoming administration of the surveys, endorsing the 
importance of the survey and assisting with the preparation of the list of schools and school 
principals needed for the proper administration of the survey.

The SAEA survey contained questions in five key areas:

The survey questions were crafted to secure quantifiable information and also to evaluate each 
school’s situation in the offering of the arts as a core subject. The data sought included the 
number of minutes of instruction in the arts, subjects offered, levels of  teacher preparation, 
assessment practices, standards employed, and space and resources available for the arts. 
The survey was developed to be administered online using  iSalient survey software. To view a 
copy of the survey instrument, see Appendix A. 

S
ta

te
w

id
e 

A
rts

 E
du

ca
tio

n 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t

 • Demographics

 • Student learning

 • Teachers

 • Professional development 

 • Space and resources
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Sampling Procedure and Sample 

The initial goal of the survey design was to obtain a stratified sample that represented 30 
percent of the total schools in the state. The stratified sample was designed in the following 
manner: a) Schools in each state were grouped by types of schools (e.g., elementary, junior high, 
high, charter and private schools); and  b) From each list of schools by type, for each state, a 
random sample was drawn that represented 30 percent of each list.  The researchers sought to 
ensure adequate sample representation from each school type by seeking a 30 percent response 
rate from each randomly selected sample pool. 

Table A  summarizes the number of surveys received by each state. Three states achieved a 
response that totaled more than 30 percent of all schools in the state; Idaho fell only marginally 
short of the 30 percent goal.  Table A reports the total number of  K-12 schools that responded 
for each state and the number of districts that were represented by the school responses. Given 
the high number of school responses and the high number of districts represented, the samples 
for each state can be considered sufficient to reliably report the status of arts education across 
each state.

Given that this is the first year of data collection, this report only provides descriptive data of 
each question within the survey. As the methodology is refined and multiple years of data are 
collected, future year reports will include inferential analyses. The initial intention of this survey is to 
establish a baseline collection of data related to fundamental aspects of arts education participa-
tion by schools, students and teachers within the four-state study area. To maximize the response 
rate, the following procedures were implemented:

S
ta

te
w

id
e 

A
rts

 E
du

ca
tio

n 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t

• Repeated e-mail invitations to complete the survey were sent 
 to all schools in each of the four states. 

• E-mails were sent from the state department of education offices 
 or state arts agencies or to limit the possibility that the messages 
 would be caught in junk-mail or spam filters

• Each invitation to participate explained the importance of the study

• High-level education leaders endorsed the e-mailed invitations 
 and encouraged responses to the survey

• A period of two months was provided to respond to the survey

• In the days  preceding the deadline, telephone calls were made 
 to school administrators who had not responded or had only 
 partially responded to the survey

• In an effort to avoid bottlenecks in principals’ offices, principals 
 were encouraged to delegate the responsibility of completing the survey

• Respondents were promised individual reports comparing their school to others

7





Survey Responses by Location, Four States

The following map illustrates the dispersion of survey responses across all four participating 
states. This visual representation shows that responses were received from a wide variety of 
geographies in all four states. Additionally, Table A shows very high participation rates in terms of 
the number of districts responding in each state. 
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SAEA Four-State Arts-Education Survey 2009-2010

Source: Bothell Assessment and Research and WESTAF 2010   



• More than half of the districts in three of the states 
 did not treat the arts as a core subject. 

• Arts teachers had very high and challenging 
 student-to-teacher ratios.

• Dance education barely existed in the four-state area, 
 except in Utah, where it was often made available. 

• The item most frequently mentioned as most helpful 
 to the improvement of learning in the arts across all 
 four states was the ability to obtain a visual arts specialist.

• Some states seemed to be successfully obtaining and 
 maintaining art teachers who are specialists.

• District workshops had the highest participation rates 
 of any form of professional development for art teachers. 

• Utah experienced greater increases in student participation 
 in the arts than the other three states.

• The primary obstacles cited to the advancement of arts 
 education were money, priorities, and time.

• Across all four states, administrators and arts-education 
 personnel of approximately half of  all schools did not know 
 they could seek financial support through their state arts agencies.
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Student and Teacher Demographics by State
Average Enrollment and Teacher-to-Student Ratios 

The SAEA survey collected profile information about student enrollment and teachers, 
allowing for a composite portrait of an average school to be developed for each of the states 
studied. Table D lists the average student enrollment by type of school and by state. A large 
disparity existed among the states in the area of student enrollment. On average, Utah 
had the highest student enrollment and Montana the lowest. These background facts are 
important to the interpretation of this research. For example, because it has especially 
high-enrollment levels, Utah had a different environment than the other three states included in 
the study. 

Table E lists the average number of full-time teachers teaching in an average school in each state. 
Table F reports the number of arts specialists teaching in an average school in each state. Art 
specialists are teachers who are full-time teachers who are licensed, endorsed, and certified with 
a college degree in the art form they teach. 

Large class sizes can be managed effectively when many teachers share in the task of 
instructing students; however, arts specialists are often alone in the function of teaching an 
art form and are often tasked with reaching all students in the school. The result can be a 
significant challenge for an arts specialist. Low teacher-to-student ratios make the work of arts 
teachers difficult. Three of the four states surveyed did not have the equivalent of one FTE arts 
specialist teaching in the average elementary school (see Table F). In these environments, 
the probability that all students received arts instruction from a highly qualified teacher is low. 
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Source: Bothell Assessment and Research and WESTAF 2010   
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* Art specialists are teachers who are full-time teachers who are licensed, endorsed, and certified with 
a college degree in the art form they teach. 

SAEA Four-State Arts-Education Survey 2009-2010

Source: Bothell Assessment and Research and WESTAF 2010   



* Art specialists are teachers who are full-time teachers who are licensed, endorsed, and certified with 
a college degree in the art form they teach. 

Enrollment Trends  

Enrollment patterns are constantly changing, as are state populations. One general constant is 
that student enrollment typically increases from year to year. The SAEA survey requested three 
years of enrollment data, including the percentage of the total number of students participating in 
arts instruction by art form. The following bar charts illustrate the direction of change in enrollment 
patterns for each state. The figures depict the change or difference at the completion of school 
year 2006-2007 compared to the 2009-2010 school year. There was little change in average total 
enrollment per school. Enrollment did increase, but the average enrollment per school did not 
change substantially when new schools were built.  
    
Utah experienced the most positive growth in the average percentage of students enrolled in all 
four art forms. Only theatre experienced an increase in all four states. Other than the state of 
Utah, the number of students enrolled in activities related to the other three art forms declined. 
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SAEA Four-State Arts-Education Survey 2009-2010

Source: Bothell Assessment and Research and WESTAF 2010   
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Student Learning
High-Quality Instruction  

To evaluate the standing of the arts as a high-quality core academic subject as outlined in the 
No Child Left Behind Law (NCLB), the following criteria were employed: 

• Instruction is sequential and follows an ongoing arts curriculum

• Instruction is aligned with state and/or national arts standards

• Instruction is taught by a certified/licensed and endorsed specialist

If students received instruction that did not meet these criteria, the instruction was not counted 
as an art form students studied in the schools. Thus, the SAEA survey produced data concerning 
the schools in each state that provided high-quality arts experiences that met the criteria, but it 
did not provide data concerning the number of schools that provided forms of arts instruction that 
did not meet the criteria. 

SAEA Four-State Arts-Education Survey 2009-2010

Source: Bothell Assessment and Research and WESTAF 2010   



In all four states, more schools provided instruction in music than any other art form. Visual 
art was the next most popular art form, and theatre was the third. Dance instruction was the 
art form provided the least.  Depending on the state, five percent to twenty-one percent of 
the schools did not provide any arts instruction that met the high-quality criteria. These are 
designated in the table as “None of the Above.” Those schools may have provided some form of 
arts instruction that was not high-quality, as defined above, or they may have provided no arts 
instruction of any type. An example makes these figures more meaningful. If, as found in the 
survey, 21 percent of  Utah’s elementary schools provided no arts instruction, 54,000 students did 
not receive any arts instruction in that state. 
  
The findings in Table G suggest much more needs to be done to provide high-quality arts 
instruction for all students in every school as mandated by No Child Left Behind. If state 
administrators wanted every student in every school in the state to experience visual art 
instruction from a specialist, they would have to hire, place and fund, on average across the four 
states, a full-time arts specialist in  an additional 32 percent of the schools.

Minutes Per Week Spent Studying Art Forms

The minutes students spent studying each art form varied greatly from elementary school to 
junior high and high school, and the minutes varied greatly from state to state. Table H, Table I, 
and Table J depict the minutes per week of arts instruction. Montana and Wyoming tended to have 
longer periods for their arts classes than Idaho and Utah at the elementary level. At the junior high 
level, the opposite occurred, with Utah having longer class periods. Montana had the longest 
contact time at the high-school level. 
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District Support
When asked whether their districts treated the arts as core curriculum, “no” was the most 
common answer in three of the four states surveyed. The exception was Utah, where 65 percent 
of the respondents answered “yes.” The responses from Idaho indicated a particularly low level 
of district support for the arts as core curriculum.  District support can improve the quality of 
instruction and the number of students who participate and make it easier for school principals to 
integrate the arts into the curriculum. Schools that suffer from a lack of district support often fail to 
meet their arts-education goals. 

SAEA Four-State Arts-Education Survey 2009-2010

Source: Bothell Assessment and Research and WESTAF 2010   



Schools' Commitment to the Arts and to Arts Standards

Including and clearly articulating the arts in a school’s improvement plan are not requirements 
in some of the states. Thus, if the arts are included in an improvement plan, such inclusion can 
indicate a commitment to the arts. Almost half of the schools in Montana and Utah included the 
arts in some way in their school-improvement plans. Less than a third of the schools in Idaho and 
Wyoming did so (see Table L). 

When schools are familiar with state standards for arts instruction, the quality of arts 
instruction tends to improve, and the commitment to the arts is typically higher in schools 
that strive to adhere to state curriculum standards. The level of familiarity with state 
standards was lower in Idaho and Utah than in Montana and Wyoming. Generally, a high 
percentage of schools were familiar with the state curriculum standards. Nevertheless, such 
familiarity does not mean that schools follow or adhere to the state standards. 

In addition to following state standards and including the arts in school-improvement plans, 
students’ participation in co-curricular activities or other arts-education activities may demonstrate 
a commitment to the arts. Table N and Table O report the level of potential arts commitment 
through these types of activities. The activities that received the greatest participation among 
schools were: band/choir, instrumental or music performances/rehearsals, theatre productions, 
assemblies, and visiting performing groups.
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SAEA Four-State Arts-Education Survey 2009-2010
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• Availability of arts-curriculum standards

• Availability of more arts supplies or equipment 
 (for any arts discipline)

• Availability of more curriculum materials (textbooks)

• Certified specialist for teaching visual art

• Certified specialist for teaching dance

• Certified specialist for teaching music

• Certified specialist for teaching theatre

• Change in school board and/or administrative 
 policies and procedures

• District arts coordinator

• Facilities and classroom space

• Funding for community and state arts resources

• More flexibility in scheduling

• Planning time with other teachers

• Professional development opportunities for teachers

• Training for classroom teachers in arts education

• Training in integrating the arts into other subjects
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Most Helpful to Improve Learning in the Arts
  
To discover what would be considered of greatest assistance in efforts to improve learning in the 
arts for students, each state was asked to rank its top-five choices from among the items on the 
following list:

23



Diversity of Arts-Education Assessment Methods
Schools that use state-developed and required assessments are more likely to be aligned 
with states’ curriculum standards for arts instruction and arguably provide higher quality arts 
instruction. The percentage of schools in each state that used state-developed and required 
arts assessments was low for all four states (see Table Q). For example, only approximately 10 
schools out of 200 in Idaho used state-developed assessments. 

The most popular method for assessing the arts in all four states was the use of teacher 
developed assessments. Arts subjects are often perceived as difficult to assess; consequently, 
many teachers are more comfortable designing their own assessments. A low percent of schools, 
however, did not assess the arts at all: 45 out of 200 schools reported no assessment methods, 
and Idaho had the highest percent of schools that did not assess their art programs. 

The most popular choice was to have a certified specialist available for teaching visual art. The 
second most popular choice was to have a certified specialist available for teaching music. Third 
was to have funding for community and state arts resources. Finally, the availability of more arts 
supplies or equipment was considered a priority.  See Table P for states’ rankings of the preferred 
ways to improve learning in the arts.

SAEA Four-State Arts-Education Survey 2009-2010

Source: Bothell Assessment and Research and WESTAF 2010   



Elective Course Offerings

At the junior-high and high school levels, the number of elective course offerings available 
either limit or increase students’ contact with the arts. Utah offered the highest number of elective 
courses in the arts, with its secondary schools offering an average of more than eight additional 
options than the other three states surveyed. Utah also had the highest percentage of students 
choosing to take some form of the arts as an elective. Table R presents the average number of 
electives offered in each state and the percentage of all electives that were arts electives. Also 
included in Table R are the percentages of all students who took electives who selected an arts 
elective. 
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Teachers

Teachers with varying levels of preparation provided arts education across all four states. Idaho 
and Utah used more volunteers and parents in arts-education instruction than did Montana and 
Wyoming. Montana and Wyoming used the greatest number of arts specialists with college 
degrees in their art forms. In Wyoming, 62 perccent of the arts classes were taught by 
specialists. With only 33 percent of its arts classes taught by specialists, Utah had the lowest 
number of students receiving arts instruction from an arts specialist. Table S summarizes these 
findings.
 
Increasing the level of instruction provided by a specialist is desired by all four states. Given 
the great disparity of success in obtaining and using specialists, there is likely much that can 
be learned as each state’s personnel discusses strategies and approaches to funding, hiring 
and deploying specialists. In addition, given the amount of instruction provided by core subject 
classroom teachers and paraprofessionals, access to professional development and training for 
arts endorsements and licensing remain important challenges for each state. Results of the SAEA 
survey indicate that, on average, across all four states, two teachers per school were working on 
arts endorsements or degrees. 

Among the art forms taught in the schools, music was taught with the greatest number of 
specialists, followed by theatre and visual art (see Table T through Table W). 
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Given today’s economic situation and the reduction in school budgets, one might expect large 
overall reductions in arts full-time employees (FTEs). However, results of the SAEA survey found 
such losses to be small. From the school years 2008 to 2009 and 2009 to 2010, few schools 
across the four states lost FTE positions in the arts. Table X outlines the number of schools 
that lost an arts FTE position by art form and by state. Approximately 11 percent of schools in 
Idaho lost arts FTEs. In Montana and Utah, the loss was approximately 14 percent. Wyoming 
experienced the lowest FTE loss, with a loss rate of only 8 percent. Although the losses may 
appear small in comparison to what may have been expected, significant challenges can emerge 
when arts FTEs are lost. In some cases, the lost FTE will be replaced by a volunteer or core 
classroom teacher, in which cases professional development challenges occur. In other cases, 
there is no replacement, and students suffer from a loss of arts instruction. 
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Professional Development 

According to data inTable Y, district worskshops had the highest arts education participation levels. 
Instruction and mentoring from professional artists also provided a large amount of professional 
development for teachers and administrators. Workshops offered by arts organizations and by 
universities and community colleges were additional sources of professional development. Little 
arts-education professional development was found to occur through state-level workshops and 
national conferences. 

Approximately half of the states’ school administrators participated in professional development 
in the arts during the year. This finding may come as a surprise, given the pressure placed on 
school administrators to improve test scores and develop students' skills in reading, writing, and 
math. The results of the survey suggest that, despite this pressure, a high number of school 
administrators view the arts as important enough to spend their time in pursuit of arts-related 
professional development. 

Among the four states, Utah had a much higher rate of participation in professional develop-
ment  activities among teachers. Wyoming and Montana had the least teacher involvement in 
professional development offerings in the arts. Wyoming and Montana teachers also had the least 
amount of awareness concerning what was offered by the state arts agency (see Table Z).
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Communicating Arts-Education Information  
 
Teachers and administrators turned first to their state departments of education or their offices of 
public instruction to obtain information about arts education. Followed by their state arts agencies 
(see Table AA). A  high percentage of teachers, however, were not familiar with the professional 
development opportunities offered by their state arts agencies. This finding may suggest that 
state education offices might improve communication with their respective state arts agencies 
regarding opportunities offered through state arts agencies. 
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Arts Professional Development Incentive Methods
     

The most popular incentive method for arts educator professional development varied from 
state to state. Montana and Wyoming favored credits for recertification and release time, while 
Utah employed credits for professional development and compensation. Idaho used both 
credits for recertification and professional development and compensation. Table AB presents 
the incentive methods used by the states for professional development of their art teachers.

Collaboration Among Teachers

Utah reported the greatest level of collaboration among arts specialists. Wyoming 
reported the greatest level of collaboration of arts specialists with teachers of other 
disciplines. In the average school across the four states, approximately one hour per week was 
spent in collaboration to plan arts instruction or to integrate the arts with other core subjects. 
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Space and Resources
Space for the teaching of various art forms was limited or lacking in the four-state region, 
as Table AD suggests. A large number of schools in each state reported a lack of room/
space designed and equipped for the effective teaching of the arts. Dance and theatre were 
reported to have the greatest lack of available dedicated space, while music was reported 
to have the lowest need for space. 
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Funding and Other Resources
Like space and equipment, the availability of funding, internships, artist residencies and technical 
assistance all can impact the availability and quality of arts education. State arts agencies can provide 
some of these resources, but only a modest percentage of the schools surveyed were familiar with 
resources available through state arts agencies (see Table AF). Although familiarity with what is offered 
does not guarantee schools will attempt to obtain such support, knowing the resources are available 
seems to be a useful first step. Table AG illustrates that a high percentage of schools across all four 
states did not receive money for arts education in the most recent year from a list of possible sources. 
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Collaboration with artists or art companies can be employed as a means to meet arts-education 
goals. Such partnerships can extend resources and improve the amount and quality of arts- 
education for students. Montana, Wyoming, and Utah built a number of these types of 
relationships, while Idaho reported fewer of these partnerships.
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Obstacles to Arts Education

When asked about the obstacles preventing schools from making use of outside arts 
education resources, the schools surveyed first noted a lack of funds. Respondents 
then cited time in the school day, followed by competing priorities as the most significant 
obstacles. Two of the most highly competitive priorities were time allocated for testing and 
remediation efforts pursued to meet policies and guidelines such as those found in the 
No Child Left Behind mandate. Insufficient space and facilities were rated to be obstacles 
approximately equal to lack of information about available arts programs. 
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Analysis of Comments

The SAEA survey provided an optional opportunity for respondents to comment on any aspect 
of the subject matter covered in the survey. The majority of the respondents commented on: 
a) how schools were utilizing arts teachers or what they were doing with the arts in their schools; 
and b) how various obstacles were hindering schools from fully and effectively implementing 
arts education. Utah asked an additional open-ended question concerning the benefits of 
providing arts education in schools. For that question, the top response related to providing a 
holistic education or educating the whole child and developing well-rounded students. The 
second most frequent response related to students doing better in other core subjects and 
improved test scores as a result of arts education in the schools. The third most common 
response pertained to reaching students who were struggling to achieve or excel in other 
curriculum areas. Comments of this nature often referred to building students’ self-esteem 
and confidence. 
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Examples of the Impact of Arts Education in Four States
To further illustrate the importance of providing every K-12 student with the opportunity to  
experience high-quality arts education, the sponors of this report  present the following examples 
of positive effects the arts can have on the lives of students. 

While research is a valuable tool for relating hard data to stakeholders, policy makers and the 
public, describing the current status and benefits of arts education, the intrinsic values of arts 
education is not always apparent. In order to tell the individual stories of the effectiveness of arts 
education, the narrative portion of this study relates anecdotal evidence of arts education and 
its social benefits. As the effectiveness and prevalence of arts education is monitored through 
statistical analyses such as the SAEA survey, it should be taken in mind that the numbers are not 
faceless. As more students experience the benefits of a well-rounded education, one that includes 
a sufficient portion of arts learning, the more stories will emerge such as the ones told within this 
document.

The below individual accounts of arts education in action llustrate the impacts of arts education 
through the innovations of individual teachers, partnerships with community arts organizations, 
and the cross-cultural importance of arts education. 
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Idaho Music Project Connects 

Students and Local Composers
By Naomi Zeveloff

High school orchestra is typically the domain of long-dead composers. Students labor over Brahms or 
Beethoven, composers whose work has outlived them for centuries. Such was the case at public high 
schools in Idaho, until Dr. Peggy Wenner, the Arts and Humanities Coordinator with the Idaho State 
Department of Education, enlivened orchestras statewide with an injection of contemporary music. 
Wenner’s 2008 project, which recruited Idaho composers to write music for school bands and 
orchestras across the state, was born after the Department of Education received an unexpected 
$22,000 from the state’s attorney general, Lawrence Wasden. 

Wasden, along with the attorney generals of several other states, had successfully launched 
a case on behalf of Idaho citizens to sue CD distributors for their violation of the state’s 
anti-trust law. After Idaho consumers received their share of the settlement, Wasden gave the 
remaining sum to the Department of Education—with the caveat that the funds be used toward 
music education. Wenner, who was charged with administering the funds, thought long and hard 
about what to do. “I tried to figure out something that would benefit a large number of children. I 
thought of the typical things like giving money to a school for instruments. But that just seemed 
so limited,” she says. “But then I thought of the gift of music and composition. I thought we could 
have concerts performed throughout the state to highlight the work of local composers.” 

Wenner issued a call for composers, and 12 Idaho musicians responded. She then 
selected six, each of whom received $2,000 to create original compositions that were 
later made available to public school teachers through the Idaho Music Educators web site. 
One composer named Jim Cockey, a well-known Idaho musician who was quickly gaining 
national attention for his rhythmically unusual pieces, was selected to write a piece for one of 
the best student orchestras in the state—the Madison High School orchestra in Rexburg, Idaho. 

Cockey penned his composition—a meandering, technically difficult piece called “Ritmo Gizmo”—
with his own high school experience in mind. Cockey’s favorite orchestra composition at the 
time was a piece called “Outdoor Overture” by Aaron Copland. Copland had written the music 
specifically for young music learners and Cockey was touched by the famous composer’s 
dedication to youth. “When I was given the opportunity to write for the student orchestra, I looked 
back on that touchstone experience,” says Cockey. “I remembered how special it felt to be playing 
that piece and how much I liked it. That pushed forward my love of music.” 

For “Ritmo Gizmo,” Cockey maintained his signature eccentric rhythm. But he made sure to 
stretch out each rhythmically distinct section so that the students would have time to get used 
to the beat before it changed. “I tried to write something that the kids would like and something 
that would fall into a mid-range of challenge,” says Cockey. “Not too easy and not too difficult. I 
wanted to give them something to strive for but make it attainable and fun. That is exactly what 
the Copland piece was for me.” 



Cockey had the opportunity to hear from Madison High School students firsthand when 
he sat in on an orchestra practice session ahead of the students’ performance at the 2008 
Governor’s Awards in the Arts program, at which their teacher, Rick Hansen was to receive an 
Excellence in Education award. 

“It was great that I could just show up and the students could see that I’m just a 
regular guy who writes music,” says Cockey. “It helped the kids realize—either consciously or 
subconsciously—that this is something they can do. They can write the next piece.” 

“It was neat,” says Andrew Gordon, a former Madison High School cello player who 
performed “Ritmo Gizmo” at the awards dinner. “When the kids met the composer some of them 
might have been inspired to think ‘If he can do it I can do it.’ It’s not some dead person who passed 
away. He is the evidence of his music.” 

“Ritmo Gizmo,” along with the five other compositions in the Department of Education 
project, will be performed and recorded this year at a statewide school music conference. 
Though the project is a one-time venture, Cockey and others hope that other states will take a 
cue from Idaho. “Yes, the kids are influenced by learning a piece by a local composer. But it is a 
two-sided coin,” says Cockey. “It was exciting for me to write for local kids. It is a project that 
energizes everybody and should be replicated.”  
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Montana Elementary School Students Learn History, 
Math, and Science Through Arts Integration

By Naomi Zeveloff

Last year, when the fourth grade teachers at Graff Elementary School in Laurel, Montana, 
started to teach their students about geometry, something unusual happened. Rather than stare 
dismally at their workbooks, the students—even those who seemed to hate math—became 
excited about polygons. They already knew that term, they told their teachers. In fact, to their teachers’ 
amazement, they were familiar with octagons, pentagons, quadrilaterals, and hexagons. 

After a bit of sleuthing, the fourth grade teachers learned that the math savvy students had one 
thing in common: they had all participated in third grade teacher Karen McDonald’s polygon 
workshop. And they all remembered the concepts perfectly. The key, says McDonald, is that 
she taught math using a performance art technique called “reader’s theater,” in which students 
create a skit to dramatize a written concept. The entire class participates and then presents the 
play to other students in the school. In the polygon reader’s theater, the students came up with a 
skit about a teacher named Professor Polygonius. When he taught his students about geometry, 
one pesky pupil forgot the lessons as soon as he heard them. “Hold the phone!” the student actor 
said. “What’s a quadrilateral?” he asked, repeating the line four times to represent the four sides 
of a quadrilateral. “The curriculum in repetition helped them to remember it,” McDonald says. 

Reader’s theater is just one of several art tools that McDonald uses to teach subjects like 
history, math, and reading. As one of Graff Elementary School’s most innovative teachers, 
McDonald has been instrumental in establishing the school as an arts integration site, where 
teachers use art concepts to ensure that their students retain the material in their minds. Graff was 
established as the Laurel School District’s first—and to date, only--arts integration site three years 
ago after Superintendent Josh Middleton attended a workshop at the Kennedy Center for the 
Performing Arts in Washington, D.C. The Kennedy Center, which hosts thousands of musical and 
theatrical performances each year, has a nation-wide arts education focus, in which trained arts 
professionals coach school teachers to integrate the arts in their instruction. Middleton attended the 
Washington, D.C. workshop with Andrea Fischer, a former Graff principal who now serves as the 
district’s director of curriculum. Bess Fredlund, the education director at the Alberta Bair Theater, a 
performing arts center in Billings, Montana, was also in attendance. The three were intrigued to 
learn about the ways that arts strategies can deepen a student’s nterest in and retention of school 
material. “By the end of that conference, we looked at each other and said, ‘We can make this 
happen at Graff,’” recalls Middleton. 

Upon their return to Montana, Fischer reached out to a core group of Graff teachers, including 
McDonald, who showed a proclivity for arts integration. “I was ready for some fun,” says 
McDonald, who acquiesced gladly. The teachers participated in a series of workshops hosted by the 
Alberta Bair Theater in which Kennedy Center instructors explained the four major teaching tools 
in arts integration: reader’s theater, word painting, visual thinking, and tableau (in which students 
create a frozen “picture” of a historical or fictional event). This fall, the Kennedy Center awarded 
at $15,000 matching grant to Laurel School District and Billings School District—which is doing 
a similar arts integration project—to assess the districts’ progress and provide extra coaching. 
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Superintendent Middleton says that it may be too early to judge Graff’s success with the arts. 
“We are only in our third year of creating an arts focused school. We are still working out many 
things and discovering what it takes to be effective and efficient.” But, he says, he sees anecdotal 
evidence that students are more excited about classroom material. Teachers, too, seem to be 
re-energized. “Some teachers have said ‘I was thinking about retiring but now that I have had this 
professional development, now that I am part of an arts-focused school, retirement is nowhere in 
my sight.” McDonald, for her part, says that arts integration has touched students with learning 
difficulties. “Traditional teaching reaches students with a particular learning style. Arts integration 
can reach those kids who have a hard time. Those kids don’t learn by listening, they learn by 
seeing.” 

“With arts integration we’re getting kids out of the box that we’ve put them in and we’re letting 
them use the creative side of their brains to figure things out,” she continues. “They are learning 
how to learn. It has been amazing.” 
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Utah Teacher Kim Schaefer Connects 

to Reservation Students Through Music 
By Naomi Zeveloff

Whitehorse High School in Montezuma Creek, Utah, is not the easiest place to be a new 
teacher. Located on a Navajo reservation in the southwest corner of the state, the school and its 
surrounding community exist in isolation. It’s an hour’s drive to the nearest grocery store and an 
hour more to the doctor’s office. The school counts around 300 students, a third of whom never 
graduate. And while the student population is almost entirely Navajo, most of the teachers and 
school administrators are not, a fact that foments racial tension between the school and the 
surrounding community. 

No wonder, then, that most unseasoned teachers turn tail just a year after their arrival. But not 
so with Kim Schaefer. With 11 years under her belt, Whitehorse High School’s music teacher is 
the exception to the rule. In fact, Schaefer’s dedication to her students’ success in music won 
her the Utah Teacher of the Year award in 2007. But what’s more, Schaefer—a 35-year-old white 
woman—has earned the respect of her Navajo students and neighbors. 

“Part of what makes the families in the community accept me is that for the first time in their child’s 
school experience, that kid is having success,” says Schaefer. “The kid didn’t have success in 
reading or math in elementary school and they didn’t have success in junior high school. They 
come to me and I accept them for who they are and what they present and then I say, ‘Let’s go 
on from here.’” 



Schaefer’s empathy coupled with her high expectations has made Whitehorse’s music program 
one of the most popular activities in the school. More than 40 percent of the students participate 
in either band or piano lessons. “She encourages us to play music and teaches us how music can 
impact life and how it relates to life,” says Arwin Lansing, a 17-year-old senior at Whitehorse who 
will enroll in Southern Utah University in the fall. “It really gets your feelings and emotions out in a 
way.  And that’s what I like about Ms. Schaefer. She relates to the students personally.” 

Though Schaefer is devoted to Montezuma Creek, she also acknowledges the community’s 
limitations. She has spent countless hours acquiring grant money to show her students the music 
world beyond their small southern Utah corner. 

For instance, last year Schaefer received a grant from the Utah Arts Council to bring five 
students to the Grand Canyon Music Festival, a series of chamber music concerts in Grand Canyon 
National Park. The students worked with Raven Chacon, a Navajo musician, to write and perform 
their own composition at the festival. Schaefer also regularly brings her students to classical 
music venues in western cities. Most recently, she took a class to Abravanel Hall in Salt Lake City, 
where the state’s symphony and opera company perform. Schaefer used a Utah Arts Council 
contact to land a tour of the opera costume shop. 

“We are incredibly blessed to have her in the school,” says John Fahey, principal of Whitehorse 
High School. “When I want to move the staff forward to a higher level she is the one I go to. She 
has ideas to bring the kids to a higher level—not just the kids in band, but everybody. She is an 
example to us all.” 

But Schaefer’s tenure at Whitehorse has not been without controversy. Three years ago, when 
the school was drafting its mission statement, Schaefer and a few Native American teachers 
advocated writing the document in both Navajo and English. Several other teachers disagreed 
and the discussion came to a stalemate. In another instance, Schaefer and a Native American 
teacher proposed a program in which Navajo students would teach their non-Native instructors 
their language. But that too was shot down. 

“The people with power at our school are non-Native,” says Schaefer, who is the only white 
teacher in the school that lives on the reservation. “We have lots of disagreements over what 
should be done in the school. Non-Natives say it ought to be one way, but that doesn’t always 
jive with the Native people who have been here.” Yet while Schaefer at times finds herself at odds 
with her fellow teachers, she feels she has connected to the people that matter—her students. 
“The real reason that kids come to music and stay is not because I care about them but because 
I accept them for where they are and I challenge them to go further than they thought they could 
go,” she says. “They have a good feeling about their own accomplishments and that makes them 
want to continue.” 
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Wyoming Art Symposium Highlights Student Work 
by Naomi Zeveloff  

Holloway grew up as an only child in Rock Springs, Wyoming, a town of 20,000 people in the 
southwest corner of the state. Without siblings to entertain her, Holloway took to drawing and 
painting her way out of boredom. Her hobby continued throughout high school, but it wasn’t until 
Holloway attended the Wyoming High School Arts Symposium that she began to envision her 
future in an art career. 

The Wyoming High School Art Symposium, which takes place every April at the Casper Events 
Center, is the largest art show of its kind in the United States. The event is a miniature Mecca for 
student artists; 15,000 high schoolers from across the state gather to display and view a dizzying 
4,000 works of painting, drawing, sculpture and installation. 

When Holloway first set foot into the Casper Events Center, a colossal building that typically hosts 
monster truck shows and rock concerts, she was moved by the number and variety of art pieces. 
Now 22 years old, Holloway remembers back to that first visit her sophomore year of high school 
when she realized that she wasn’t the only teenager obsessively dedicated to art. “It was so 
inspiring,” she says. “It was great to know that so many people had the same passion. It was 
like they were giving something to you and you were giving something to them. It was this great 
exchange of ideas.” 

That exchange of ideas is what first fueled two Wyoming art teachers to initiate the symposium 
41 years ago. What began as a small Laramie show with four participating high schools quickly 
ballooned into a statewide event held in one of Wyoming’s largest arenas. Today the symposium, 
which features mural contests and games in addition to the main art show, is organized by a 
group of public school teachers called the Wyoming Secondary Art Educators Association. The 
organization boasts 70 individuals who work year round to plan the $17,500 function, which is 
funded by student submission fees, teacher dues, and various grants. 

“We have a belief that art is created to be displayed,” says Shari Kumer, past president of the 
Wyoming Secondary Art Educators Association. Kumer, who teaches art at East Junior High 
School and Independence High School in Rock Springs, says the symposium goes beyond 
showcasing excellent student work. It’s meant to demonstrate to state lawmakers the importance 
of funding art in public schools. Kathleen Clymer Clarke, another past president of the Wyoming 
Secondary Art Educators Association, agrees. She often accompanies state legislators on tours 
of the symposium, showing off the thousands of teacher-selected student works. “Every person I 
have ever shuttled around says, ‘I had no idea that high school kids could do this amazing work,’” 
she says. But convincing them to expand funding for the arts is another story. “The idea that art 
is good for kids’ brains, that it is healthy for their psyche, that this is what they need emotionally, 
well, they don’t get that part. When I have gone to talk to legislative committees to try and secure 
funding, that is a hard row to toe.” 
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Yet while Clarke and Kumer see the symposium as a catalyst for policy change, Holloway thinks 
back on the way it jumpstarted her art career. After winning a slew of honors, including the 
Peoples’ Choice Award for best art piece her senior year of high school, Holloway was offered 
a half-tuition scholarship to the Rocky Mountain College of Art and Design in Denver. She 
graduated as valedictorian in the spring and is now displaying her realist paintings in Denver and 
Wyoming galleries. 

“I think it is hugely impactful,” she says of the symposium. “If it didn’t exist or I didn’t participate in 
it, I am not sure that I would have gone into art.” 
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Schools and Districts that Responded
Idaho Respondents
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Idaho Respondents
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Montana Respondants
School Name District School Name District

55



S
ta

te
w

id
e 

A
rts

 E
du

ca
tio

n 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t

Montana Respondants
School Name District School Name District

Utah Respondants
School Name District School Name District
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Montana Respondants
School Name District School Name District

Utah Respondants
School Name District School Name District
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Utah Respondants
School Name District School Name District
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Wyoming Respondants
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Idaho Commission on the Arts
2410 Old Penitentiary Road
Boise, ID 83712-8253
ruth.piispanen@arts.idaho.gov
208-334-2119

Idaho State Department of Education
P.O. Box 83720
Boise, ID 83720-0027
pjwenner@sde.idaho.gov
208-332-6949

Montana Arts Council
PO Box 202201 
Helena, MT 59620
bemclaughlin@mt.gov 
406-444-6522

Utah Division of Arts and Museums’
Utah Arts Council
617 East South Temple
Salt Lake City, UT 84102
jirwin@utah.gov  
801-320-9794

Utah State Office of Education
250 East 500 South/P.O. Box 144200
Salt Lake City, UT  84114-4200
carol.goodson@schools.utah.gov
801-538-7500

Wyoming Arts Council
2320 Capitol Avenue
Cheyenne, WY 82002 
celant@state.wy.us  
307-777-5305

Western States Arts Federation
1743 Wazee, Suite 300
Denver, CO 80202
ryan.stubbs@westaf.org
303-629-1166

Bothell Research and Assessment
967 South 700
East Centerville, UT  84014
bothellt@msn.com 


