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Defining Arts Integration  
 

Across the nation there has been a growing interest in arts integration as an approach to 

teaching in which the arts leverage learning in other subject areas such as science, 

language arts, mathematics, and social studies. 

Since 1999, the Kennedy Center has been working in an intensive and ongoing way with 

a network of partnership schools in the Washington DC metropolitan area to provide 

professional learning experiences for teachers to learn about and implement arts 

integration.   The program, known as Changing Education Through the Arts (CETA) uses 

a comprehensive definition of arts integration as its foundation.  This definition helps 

over 400 teachers in the program know exactly what arts integration is and how it differs 

from teaching the arts or just using the arts in the classroom.  

The Definition 

 
Arts Integration is 

an APPROACH  to TEACHING  
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Inside the Definition  

The definition includes terms that have deep connections to the arts and education.  The 

following sections examine each key term.  

Arts Integration is  

an APPROACH  to  TEACHING … 

approach (n) - a path, road, or other means of reaching a person or place 

This definition begins with the assertion that arts integration is larger than an activity. 

Rather, arts integration is an approach to teaching that is embedded in one’s daily 

practice.  

An “approach to teaching” refers to how something is taught rather than what is taught. 

Every teacher has an approach to teaching, whether or not they are aware of it. 

Approaches fall along a continuum from traditional, teacher-centered instruction to more 

progressive, student-centered instruction. Ultimately, our approach is based on our beliefs 

about how students learn.  As an approach to teaching, arts integration relies heavily on 

the progressive, student-centered end of the continuum.   

This approach to teaching is grounded in the belief that learning is actively built, 

experiential, evolving, collaborative, problem-solving, and reflective. These beliefs are 

aligned with current research about the nature of learning and with the Constructivist 

learning theory. Constructivist practices that align with arts integration practices include:  

�v Drawing on students prior knowledge 

�v Providing active hands-on learning with authentic problems for students to solve 

in divergent ways 

�v Arranging opportunities for students to learn from each other to enrich their 

understandings 
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�v Engaging students in reflection about what they learned, how they learned it, and 

what it means to them 

�v Using student assessment of their own and peers’ work as part of the learning 

experience 

�v Providing opportunities for students to revise and improve their work and share it 

with others. 

�v Building a positive classroom environment where students are encouraged and 

supported to take risks, explore possibilities, and where a social, cooperative 

learning community is created and nurtured. 

 

Students construct and demonstrate  

UNDERSTANDING … 

understand (vt.) – (1) to get or perceive the meaning of; to know or grasp what is meant by; 

comprehend (2) to gather or assume from what is heard; to infer 3) to know thoroughly; grasp or 

perceive clearly and fully the nature, character, functioning, etc. of 4) to have a sympathetic 

rapport with 

Constructing understanding of one’s world is an active, mind-engaging process.  

Information must be mentally acted upon in order to have meaning for the learner.1

Arts integration provides multiple ways for students to make sense of what they learn 

(construct understanding) and make their learning visible (demonstrate understanding). It 

goes beyond the initial step of helping students learn and recall information to 

challenging students to take the information and facts they have learned and do 

something with them to build deeper understanding. 

 

“In the arts students have central and active roles as meaning makers. This role 

demands that they not only acquire knowledge but they develop the capacity to 
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be “messy.”  It is difficult to predict what will happen, be discovered, or emerge during 

the process. Learners engage in inquiry and experimentation as opposed to following 

rigid, step-by-step rules. Some ideas, once explo
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connections as two intersecting lines, mutually-reinforcing connections function as a 

cycle. 

For example, students are challenged to create a tableau (motionless stage picture) that 

depicts a defining moment of the Trail of Tears.  They must examine the social studies 

content, find out what led to the United States government forcibly relocating the Native 

Americans west of the Mississippi River, and determine the impact the dislocation had on 

the Native Americans. They must then distill their understandings into a tableau, which 

requires them to consider stage composition, characters, actions, relationships, and 

expression.  Because a tableau is so concise, students must return to the social studies 

curriculum to determine the most significant information.  Once the tableau is created, 

students are challenged to compose short statements that they will speak within the 

tableau.  Again, they must return to the social studies content, synthesize it, and make 

inferences. With each rotation through the cycle, student learning in both theatre and 

social studies is reinforced and deepened. The more they learn about the Trail of Tears, 
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must also evolve if students are to remain challenged. A student does not learn to express 

ideas through dance in one session. Objectives evolve and unfold over time as 
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ARTS INTEGRATION CHECKLIST  

APPROACH TO TEACHING  

1. 
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