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Abstract 

A lackluster attitude towards art projects can lead to students that do not value art or creativity. 

Instilling a reach beyond the school population and completing art projects that hold intrinsic 

value adds meaning to the works being produced. If time is taken out of other curriculum to 

focus on the arts, it is in students’ and teachers’ best interests to have that class time have real 

significance. Staff and parents of Clinton Elementary were interviewed for their views on 

creating opportunities to imbue meaning to art curriculum. After the data was compiled and 

analyzed, several action options were created. A public auction of student artwork was the 

highest recommended action option. The auction allowed students to see their work posted in 

various places in the community and imparted meaning into their work. Students’ ability to take 

pride and ownership in their work allowed them to find meaning in their work. 
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Meaningful Art 

I remember learning about George Washington, and the arts integration section of that 

lesson being: color George Washington’s uniform! There is no emotional impact in an 

assignment like that. Coloring some dead guy’s uniform tells you nothing about who I am as a 

student. How I am processing this information. What I feel. Assignments like that do not affect 

you emotionally. It is just a sheet of paper created to meet certain criteria in the classroom. There 

is no true meaning in that.  

Many people recognize the power of art and creativity in the classroom. Because of that, 

many schools are integrating art into their curriculum. Arts integration is a very logical reaction 

to learning about the benefits of arts education. There is one big drawback to integration though. 

It focuses on the primary subject being taught and the art section of the lesson is left behind and 

often not explored fully. Just like the George Washington coloring assignment. I love creating 

things. There is a lot to be said about making something. It creates a sense of self-satisfaction. It 

boosts confidence and creativity. It brings joy to you and hopefully others. It helps release 

feelings that we are unable to let out sometimes. Art can help you find your voice or express 

yourself where your words might fail. It can bring people together that might not have known 

about each other otherwise. That is why I love art. 

The majority of the artwork I created in elementary school was never designed to last 

beyond the summer. It was not designed to be seen by other people besides my parents seeing it 

in a folder at the end of the school year. Sure, my parents said my stuff was well-done and they 

were proud of me, but there was not anything in there that I felt any connection to. And not just 

visual art, but singing, dancing, and theater. We never had a class play. We only sang songs 

written by other people that did not consist of lyrical content we could relate to. We learned how 
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to play Mary Had a Little Lamb on recorder. None of these things hold any meaning. Many of 

my classmates, including myself, could have used the positive side-effects of creating 

meaningful art.  

 I see very disheartening parallels between my art education and my daughter’s art 

education thus far. And she loves art. She paints, sculpts, draws, and dances. My wife and I 

encourage her to explore these creative outlets. We have some of her paintings hanging around 

the house, and they hang in some of our other family members’ homes as well. I know my 

daughter feels proud when she sees her painting framed and on the wall at her cousin’s house. I 

would love for her classmates to feel that as well. That is why I am here. I want to give these 

students the opportunity to find their voice. To express those feelings they don’t know how to. 

To make something for others to appreciate. To create something meaningful. Art is only art, if it 

is meaningful to someone. Most of all, it should be meaningful to the creator.  

Literature Review: What is the Problem/Opportunity? 

 The lack of meaningful art can lead to a lackluster sense of creativity in students. 

Creativity is hailed as a positive trait found in many people that succeed in their fields. Instilling 

a sense of creativity in students at a young age can lead to greater success as productive members 

of society. Grytting (2000) states: 

We hope that our students will be successful in their chosen fields and, no matter what 

the field may be, creativity is among the tools required for success. Creativity is 

necessary to generate scientific theories and mathematical models. It is needed to develop 

new software. (p. 1)  

Creating art that can be performed, shared, and helps students find their voice can spark a sense 

of creativity in students. The Content Standards for California (2018) state: “The arts convey 



BRINGING MEANING BACK                                        5 

knowledge and meaning not learned through the study of other subjects. Study in and through the 

arts employs a form of thinking and a way of knowing based on human judgment, invention, and 

imagination (p. ix).” This shows that the board of education fully recognizes the importance of 

proper arts education in our curriculum. Various studies have shown that integrating art into 

curriculum has a positive impact on students’ learning. If we treat art as something to be proud of 

that creates emotional impact, then the positive effects of teaching can only be increased. Art 

allows students to self-express in ways that no other subject allows.  

The lack of meaningful art is an issue I am interested in because although art may be 

integrated into the curriculum, there is no lasting work beyond the scope of the school year. 

There are no works that students can look back on years later and think, “I made that, and I 

enjoyed making it.” Many art projects are forgotten rather quickly and hold no lasting 

significance for its young creators. Most artwork is easily forgotten over the summer between 

grades. It is difficult to properly define “meaningful art,” but I will try. Meaningful art could be 

defined as an art project that is meant to have a bigger impact on students beyond filling up a 

folder at the end of the school year. Different art forms besides drawing and painting could 

increase the impact of certain artwork. Group-based projects that are too big to take home but are 

easily viewed by the school/community can also carry significance. Ultimately, meaningful art is 

a work that requires deep understanding and self-expression. 

Why is it an issue? 

 Lack of meaningful art education in curriculum is an issue in elementary schools that 

have difficulties completing all mandatory standards. Art is often integrated into other subject 

work and is more of an “add-on” to the primary subject being taught.  
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 Adding art lessons as an afterthought to other subjects removes the benefits of proper art 

education from the art lessons being given. The lack of proper arts education can lead to a lack of 

creativity in students. Dwyer (2011) states, “decades of research show strong and consistent links 

between high-quality arts education and a wide range of impressive educational outcomes” (p. 

vi). Proper arts education fosters creative thinking. It is when we stifle that creativity that we end 

up with lackluster students and eventually lackluster adults. Truly successful people can express 

their creativity in their work, no matter what field they work in. Innovation is where creativity 

meets skill. We are only teaching skills to students when we ignore arts curriculum. Skill without 

creativity is a dull knife. It is a tool that could function much better with some simple honing.  

 Students that show more creativity feel better prepared for the future (Susnea, Pecheanu, 

Dumitriu, & Cocu p. 325). Removing that stress from students early on allows them to feel more 

at ease with their learning. Most of us can agree that the less stress put on our students, the better. 

The reduction of stress allows for better learning to take place and allows for students to open up 

and find their voice when they would otherwise be uncomfortable doing so. That is made easier 

when given a method to express themselves through the arts.  

What should be done? 

There should be more art programs in schools. Integration is one way that is often used, 

but it only teaches that art is a secondary subject in school. It teaches that art is not important. If 

the number of hours of art education is impossible to increase, then the work coming out of that 

time should hold some more meaning. A class mural designed to last and be appreciated by the 

rest of the student body and community fulfills many of these necessities. A class play can fulfill 

these as well. A class movie does the same thing. There are many ways of learning the basic 

building blocks of arts education while creating something meaningful. There are two ways to 
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give meaning to artwork. The easiest and most obvious way is to make it BIG! A mural, a 

concert, a play. These are all ways of creating something that is too big to ignore. It is designed 

to be seen by a community. If a student helps create something with their classmates, they are 

more likely to get a sense of accomplishment or draw meaning from their artwork.  

Teaching art curriculum in a meaningful manner is the simple answer. Although, just 

because it is simple does not mean that it is easy. It costs money to fund the arts programs at 

schools and more money is always needed in our educational systems. Art is often integrated into 

other subjects at school, and it is obvious that it is not working. In addition to these factors, it is 

difficult to create something that holds meaning to each student. It is up to instructors to create 

curriculum that can hold meaning for students. Hiring outside artists to help create said 

curriculum is one way to tackle that problem. Longo (2010) states: 

Every group of students that passes through the school doors brings a different level of 

understanding, energy, and creativity. Regardless of state mandates, we must deliver a 

curriculum that is motivating, properly aligned to state frameworks, and applicable to 

real-life events through the medium of inquiry learning. 

We must do better for our students. If we do not, how can we expect them to do better for us in 

the classroom? 

The benefits of creativity extend far beyond the classroom and school. Shively, Stith, & 

Rubenstein write: “Specifically, creativity promotes healthy psychological functioning, student 

intrinsic motivation and creative self-efficacy, learning and long-term knowledge retention, and 

prepares students to make meaningful societal contributions (2018).” It is not only in teachers’ 
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best interests to teach students to be creative, it is in society’s best interest.  

Conclusion 

 There is a growing need for meaningful artwork in our education system. Adding the 

meaning behind arts education is a key component in fostering creativity in our students. 

Creative students prosper in school and beyond. Arts education is often taught without that 

personal meaning for students. By adding that meaning, we can foster creativity and better 

prepare students for the future.  

Method 

 What do Clinton Elementary parents and staff have to say about the current status of 

long-term and/or meaningful art and how to increase opportunities for it?  

Fostering creativity by adding personal meaning to art projects is something that all schools 

could benefit from. Some examples of meaning in art projects are: projects that are designed to 

last beyond the school year, projects that involve the community, and projects that are reflective 

of the artists’ viewpoints. After interviewing Clinton Elementary parents and staff, I will use 

what I have learned to positively address the lack of meaningful and community-based art 

opportunities. This is important because various studies have proven the positive benefits of art 

education both inside and outside of the classroom. 

Context 

 The site for this research is a K-6 elementary school in the city of Lactuca1, California 

with a Spanish language dual-immersion program. Lactuca is a world leader in agriculture and 

its economy reflects that. From a series of Native American tribes, to a Spanish settlement, to an 

                                                 
1
 Pseudonym used to maintain confidentiality 
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international agricultural powerhouse; Lactuca has a rich history of growth and development. 

The racial makeup of Lactuca is 45.8% White, 2.0% African American, 1.3% Native American, 

6.3% Asian, 0.3% Pacific Islander, 39.2% from other races, and 5.1% from two or more races. 

People that identified as Hispanic or Latino of any race were 75.0% (www.census.gov). 

 The student population at the Clinton Elementary School2 consists of 0.9% African 

American, 0.3% American Indian or Alaska Native, 0.7% Asian, 79.9% Hispanic or Latino, 

14.3% White, 3.8% Two or More Races, and 0.2% Not Reported. Although the school is a Dual 

Immersion Spanish program, it still has a 29.6% (172/581) population of English language 

learners. The staff at the dual-immersion school consists of 50% Caucasian teachers, 42.3% 

Hispanic or Latino teachers, and 7.7% teachers of other races (www.ed-data.org).  

 Clinton Elementary has a spacious lot with plenty of space for outdoor activities. It has a 

wonderful courtyard with gardens and a multi-purpose room that serves as the lunchroom, 

theater room, music room and art room. It was built in 1924 and has kept up with technology, 

despite having such an old architecture. The school was part of a dual opening with Roosevelt 

Elementary in 1924 with rising population due to the rising economic impact of local agriculture. 

 

Participants and Participant Selection 

I interviewed 3 parents and staff members from Clinton Elementary. This group of prospective 

participants were invited to participate because they have a child enrolled at Clinton School or 

their relevant experience in teaching various subjects at Clinton School. 

John Doe. A white male parent of a third-grade girl in Mrs. Rossi’s class. 

 

                                                 
2
 Pseudonym used to maintain confidentiality 

http://www.census.gov/
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