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Many of our potential allies aren’t buying 
the crucial importance of art education. 
Art educators frequently report adminis-
trators allocating insufficient space, time, 
and funds; coworkers undervaluing and 
disrespecting the field; and art education 
still represented as a special “extra.” 

Though there are certainly examples of 
supportive administrators and colleagues, 
many art educators feel isolated from and 
unsupported by the school community.  
Coupled with near-constant refrains of 
funding threats and diminished student 
access to art instruction, the world of art 
educators can at times seem bleak. Inter-
estingly, art educators increasingly report 
the added burden of administrators’ and 
colleagues’ requests to provide arts-based 
professional development and activities. 

For many art educators, it is tempting to 
succumb to defeatist outlooks in light of 
seemingly antagonistic or exploitative 
demands. . . .Yet what if these complaints 
actually constitute some of our greatest 
advocacy opportunities?  Requests for 
(or our own initiatives toward) art-based 
staff activities represent an incredible 
opportunity to change perceptions sur-
rounding art education.  

Not your job? Think again…
Phillip Dunn broadcast a frank message 
to K-12 art teachers in his work Promoting 
School Art: A Practical Approach: “The 
burden for communicating to and educat-
ing your peers about the value of school 
art falls directly on you” (Dunn 1987, p. 
22). Over the three decades since Dunn 
penned those words, changing public 
policy and sentiment have only escalated 
this reality for all art educators. 

While you are likely not contracted to 
spearhead the painting of bathroom stalls 
or to lead staff paint nights, consider this: 
relatively small investments to invite 
colleagues and supervisors into personal 
art experiences carry potential for big 
impact. This is equally true for all NAEA 
divisions. When the people closest to us 
recognize transformative benefits of art, 
this translates to increased understand-

Practical tips for inviting support 
through art encounters:
With supplies as basic as recycled maga-
zines, it is easy to invite your colleagues 
into art encounters through the same 
general framework we use for students:

• Introduce compelling contemporary 
work for Response through visual 
thinking strategies  or other arts-
based discussion techniques. Doing so 
provides an immersive participatory 
example of how art can elicit inquiry 
and display thinking.  

• Expose participants to intriguing ex-
amples of how artists Create, perhaps 
with an Art21 segment or other clip to 
inspire their own creations.   

• Produce a work through exploration 
of materials or themes. Scaffold with 
constraints, demonstrations, and 
encouragement!

• Collaborate to Connect these experi-
ences to personal and social context, 
including other content areas and 
classroom applications.

Don’t just “sell”—invest in those 
around you to build a community that 
values art!  
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ing of impact for students… and we all 
benefit.  

When we consider the demands of teach-
ing, it should come as no surprise that 
those who do not understand the power 
of art do not make time for, allocate 
resources to support, or generally value 
art education in the lives of students and 
society. 

In addition, we must understand that 
many of our colleagues have had negative 
or few art education experiences them-
selves. This is precisely why our facili-
tation of meaningful art encounters for 
the adults who make decisions can be so 
powerful. As we well know, even relatively 
simple art encounters hold potential for 
profound effects.  

Appeal with more than reason: Give 
them a taste.
In my university course for preservice ele-
mentary generalists, many of my students 
are initially intimidated by art. Nearly all 
of them confess they have not considered 
the benefits of art education for their 
students. After just a few simple studios, 
however, these future teachers internal-
ize a greater understanding of the role of 
art in education and society; furthermore, 
they report increased peace, clarity, and 
connection to peers. Such affective per-
sonal responses help formulate support 
for art education.  

In response to lack of recognition for the 
importance of art education, we often 
scurry to arm ourselves with reason with 
which to argue our cause. Yet we often 
overlook the power of art itself. 

John Dewey elaborated the immersive 
potential of art experiences: “Art is thus 
a way of having the substantial cake of 
reason while also enjoying the sensuous 
pleasure of eating it” (Dewey, 1934, p. 
269). Enticing our colleagues, admin-
istrators, and policy makers through 
personal encounters with artmaking and 
art viewing is a transformative means to 
sell both the potential and the primary 
importance of art education.

FIRST STEPS TOWARD POLICY INFLUENCE: SELLING OUR COLLEAGUES  
ON THE POWER OF ART EDUCATION 

Relatively small 
investments to 
invite colleagues 
and supervisors 
into personal art 
experiences carry 
potential for big impact. 


