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ABSTRACT 
 

MIDDLE SCHOOL PRINCIPALS’ PERCEPTIONS ON THE INCLUSION OF THE 

ARTS IN NEW YORK SCHOOLS: A QUALITATIVE STUDY 

John Barnes 
 
 
 

 

The purpose of this study was to identify the perceptions of middle school 

principals regarding the implementation of the arts. Although the New York State 

Education Department (2015) has mandated arts curriculum into all grade levels within a 

middle school environment, not all schools comply. The purpose of this qualitative 

exploratory case study was to explore the perceptions of middle school principals and to 

gain a better understanding of why their schools may not be fully following the specific 

learning requirements of the arts, the challenges principals face when implementing arts 

education into their curricula, and the social issue where students lacking access to a 

strong arts curriculum were not being provided with a well-rounded educational 

experience. The method included semi-structured interviews, a focus group, and an 

analysis of course catalogs provided by the participants. The themes that were most 

prevalent were that the arts provide middle schoolers with an outlet for creativity, with 

the principals realizing the need to increase choices for students to select arts programs of 

interest. In addition, the school leaders discussed that a lack of time and access to 

certified arts teachers are barriers to implementation. The final theme was understanding 

the reason for incorporating the arts. The results of this study will be able to provide a 

greater insight into the challenges that middle school principals encounter when 



 
 

implementing arts curriculum into their schools, which in turn could provide information 

on how they can be better supported within the current educational landscape. Allowing 

certified teachers to obtain extensions and certifications to teach within the arts and the 

provision of integrated learning opportunities should be visited as solutions to the barriers 

of access and time constraints. Governing bodies must ensure adherence to policies and 

begin following up with middle schools to provide additional support and assist with 

overcoming the implementation challenges faced by schools.  Future research should 

focus on the perceptions of others within the school and other geographical areas within 

the United States.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The New York State Department of Education (2021) requires that 10% of school 

time be apportioned to the arts. Students in a middle school setting in the state of New 

York are required to complete specific learning standards in the arts and complete visual 

arts, music, dance, or theater classes in grades five and six (New York State Education 

Department, 2015). Students studying within grades seven and eight are required to 

complete one half unit of study in the visual arts and another half unit of study in music 

(New York State Education Department, 2015). This equates to approximately 10% of 

school time, or 93 hours of arts education over the entire school year (New York State 

Department of Education, 2021). 

   All public middle schools in the state of New York must follow the education 

department’s learning standards of the arts. However, despite these standards, schools 

continue to struggle to offer this required curriculum to their students (Stringer, 2019). 

Stringer (2019) reported that throughout New York State, 28% of schools lack one full-

time certified arts teacher. This translates to 22% of all middle schools throughout the 

state. Additionally, 16% of all New York State schools do not have any arts partnerships, 

with 10% not having a dedicated room to complete these required classes (Stringer, 

2019). To demonstrate that this problem has existed over the past two decades, Medina 

(2008) highlighted that roughly 30% of middle school students in New York City were 

not receiving state mandated arts classes. Medina reported that principals were provided 

additional funding to boost arts instruction within their schools through the Project Arts 

Program. The Project Arts Program provided New York City schools with $67.5 million 

dollars to increase arts offerings to students. However, although Medina (2008) reported 

that principals had increased their arts spending by 3%, there appears to be a continued 
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experience of middle schools not meeting the mandated arts requirements in New York 

State. Medina’s (2008) report coincided with a review of arts education and graduation 

rates from The Center for Arts Education (2009), which reported that nine percent of 

middle schools in New York City had no arts programs at all.  

Additionally, Shaw (2021) purported that in 2011, from a national level, 94% of 

public elementary schools offered music programs and 83% offered visual arts. However, 

theater and dance programs were rarely offered in elementary schools with only four 

percent offering theater and three percent providing dance classes to students (Shaw, 

2021). Shaw (2021) also reported that, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the arts have 

continued to suffer. Teachers were instructed not to hold live virtual classes with 

students, decreasing engagement with their assignments. Pandemic-related issues 

continued when students returned to face-to-face instruction, especially within music 

programs. Due to COVID-19, schools had to follow recommended social distancing 

guidelines that made it difficult to teach both music and visual arts classes (Shaw, 2021). 

Therefore, the aim of the current research study was to explore the perceptions of middle 

school principals to understand why their schools had not been fully incorporating the 

New York State Education Department's specific learning standards of the arts, as well as 

the challenges that they experienced when implementing arts education into their 

curriculums.  

This chapter will introduce the research by discussing the problem and purpose, 

as well as the theoretical framework that will guide the study. The researcher will then 

provide an overview of the significance of the study and how this research connects with 

social justice. The chapter will then conclude with the identification of the research 

questions and the definition of commonly used terms. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The New York State Education Department (2015) requires middle school 

students in the fifth and sixth grades to complete visual arts, music, dance, or theater 

classes; students in grades seven and eight are required to complete one half unit of study 

in the visual arts and another half unit of study in music (New York State Education 

Department, 2015). The problem being studied within this research is that although the 

New York State Education Department (2015) mandates arts curriculum into all grade 

levels within a middle school environment, not all schools comply due to a lack of 

resources. For example, Stringer (2019) reported that 22% of all middle schools in the 

state of New York do not even have one full-time arts teacher, 16% do not have any arts 

partnerships, and 10% do not have a dedicated room to complete these required classes. 

Additionally, Medina (2008) stated that the problem of middle schools not complying 

with state mandated arts offerings to their students has occurred over the past two 

decades, as roughly 30% of middle school students in New York City were not receiving 

state mandated arts classes. Additionally, the Center for Arts Education (2009) reported 

that nine percent of middle schools in New York City had no arts programs at all, despite 

New York City schools being offered additional funding to increase arts offering to their 

students through the Project Arts Program. Therefore, exploring the perceptions of 

middle school principals in the State of New York will allow for a stronger understanding 

of why principals decide to include or not to include arts education into their schools’ 

curriculum. 

The perceptions of middle school principals, why schools do not fully follow the 

requirements of the learning standards in the arts, and the challenges of offering arts 

programming to students due to this highlighted problem are not fully explored by 
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existing literature. Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative exploratory case study was to 

explore the perceptions of middle school principals and to gain a better understanding of 

why their schools may not fully follow the New York State Education Department's 

specific learning requirements of the arts. A secondary purpose was to better understand 

the challenges that middle school principals experience when implementing arts 

education into their curriculums. The purpose of this study addressed a social issue where 

students were lacking a strong arts curriculum, which was not necessarily providing them 

with a well-rounded educational experience as required and was possibly stunting their 

readiness for tertiary education or a strong career (English et al., 2017; Kos, Jr., 2018; 

Stringer, 2019). 

Additionally, from a social perspective, there are many identified benefits of 

integrating strong arts programming into middle school environments. Middle school 

students who are exposed to arts education have been found to experience a plethora of 

benefits such as that of improvement in critical thinking and problem-solving skills 

(Maneen, 2016), a stronger development of creativity and imagination (Ozkan & Umdu 

Topsakal, 2021), an increase of both social and emotional growth (Müller et al., 2018), 

and stronger connections and engagement throughout their educational journeys (Müller 

et al., 2018). Therefore, by addressing this study’s problem, a stronger understanding of 

why arts programming was not integrated in middle school settings could assist in 

strengthening the growth of students both inside and outside academic settings. 

Theoretical/Conceptual Framework 

This study was guided by three theoretical frameworks: (a) curriculum theory, (b) 

decision-making theory, and (c) leadership theory.  
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Curriculum Theory 

Curriculum theory is defined as a framework that explains how an educational 

institution decides what programs to teach and how learning will be measured 

(Beauchamp, 1968). Therefore, curriculum theory can direct and guide administrators in 

planning, developing, implementing, supervising, and evaluating curriculum 

(Beauchamp, 1968). Curriculum theory was appropriate for this study, as this research 

aimed to explore curriculum more so than pedagogy (Beauchamp, 1968). Curriculum 

theory focuses on curriculum specifically because the framework is more interested in 

how administrators decide what curricula they will offer to assess and monitor whether 

learning objectives have been met (Beauchamp, 1968). 

The benefits of curriculum theory are that it can encompass various perspectives 

that include educational, philosophical, psychological, and sociological viewpoints 

(Beauchamp, 1968). This was particularly important for this study, as it explored what 

challenges middle school principals in New York experienced when incorporating the 

New York State Department of Education’s specific learning standards of the arts. 

Therefore, curriculum theory supported understanding differing experiences that evolved 

from educational, philosophical, psychological, and sociological viewpoints. 

   When developing a curriculum, there are processes that schools take to build and 

implement a program of study. Within the processes, there are seven steps that schools 

should follow that are in alignment with curriculum theory: (a) intent, (b) program 

building- content, (c) program building- teaching and learning, (d) program building- 

assessment, (e) implementation and organization, (f) monitoring and evaluating, and (g) 

analyzing (Watagodakumbura, 2017). Figure 1 highlights the curriculum development 
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process that schools should follow when designing and developing a curriculum, as 

illustrated by Watagodakumbura (2017). 

Figure 1 

Curriculum Development Process (Watagodakumbura, 2017) 

 
 
   Curriculum theory as a theoretical lens guided the research design because the 

researcher was completing a qualitative exploratory case study. A case study is 

exploratory in nature as it allows for a more comprehensive understanding of a complex 

issue (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Therefore, this theoretical lens ensured that the researcher 

was focusing on curriculum issues versus that of pedagogy and aligned the open-ended 

and semi-structured interview questions with curriculum theory and the seven processes 

that schools should follow when building and implementing an arts program. 

Decision-Making Theory 

 The second theoretical framework that guided this study was decision-making 

theory. Decision-making theory aims to assist in a stronger understanding of how 

individuals should behave under experiences of risk and uncertainty (Simon, 1979). 

Simon (1979) purported that it is essential for leaders to make decisions as soon as they 
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can, because a lack of a decision can impact an organization negatively. Additionally, 

Simon reported that it is not only important to understand why a leader makes a decision, 

but also why they do not make a decision. Simon argued that there is not necessarily one 

course of action that can be taken and that leaders must consider internal factors that can 

affect their decision-making processes. For example, some internal decision-making 

factors include stress levels and personal motivations that can affect their capacity to 

solve problems.   

 Decision-making theory as a theoretical framework is in alignment with this 

current study because it allows for a better understanding of how middle school 

principals make decisions and the internal factors that they experience in the face of such 

decisions. Simon (1979) also reported that there are three steps in a decision-making 

process: 

1. Intelligence activity stage. 

2. Design activity stage. 

3. Choice activity stage. 

The author purported that during the intelligence activity stage, individuals identify 

problems in an organization and offer solutions through analyzing the problem and 

discussing how it can be resolved. During the design activity stage, individuals examine 

different strategies that they could choose from, highlighting the pros and cons of such 

decisions. In the final stage, the choice activity stage, Simon (1979) purported individuals 

made a choice from a list of suitable options. Placing the need for this theoretical 

framework in the understanding of Simon (1979), middle school principals may 

experience stressors or have personal motivations when deciding to include or not to 
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include arts programming in their schools; this theory can assist in better understanding 

their decision-making reasonings and processes.  

Leadership Theory 

 The third theoretical framework that guided this study was leadership theory 

Lewin (1944). In his leadership theory framework, Lewin (1944) identified three 

different types of leadership: (a) autocratic leadership, (b) democratic leadership, and (c) 

laissez-faire leadership. Autocratic leadership is when a leader makes all decisions, which 

increases productivity in the short run, but decreases engagement, motivation, and 

creativity of the followers over time (Wheeler, 2008). Democratic leadership is a 

leadership style where the leader involves the entire team in decision-making processes 

(Wheeler, 2008). Finally, laissez-faire leadership is when the leader allows team 

members to make decisions, highlighting a hands-off approach (Wheeler, 2008).  

 This theoretical framework aligned well with this study because it assisted in 

better understanding the nature of the leader when it came to decision-making. For 

example, this framework assisted in understanding the traits and characteristics of middle 

school principals that influenced decision-making processes regarding including or not 

including the arts in their schools’ curriculum.  

Significance/Importance of the Study 

This study is significant on many levels. For example, because the New York 

State Education Department (2015) mandates arts curriculums to be included in all grade 

levels in a middle school environment, the problem being explored is therefore 

highlighted as National Educational Goals not necessarily being met; students in a middle 

school setting are not being provided with equitable educational opportunities (20 U.S. 

Code 5812 National Education Goals). The results of this study provide a greater insight 
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into the challenges that middle school principals have when implementing arts 

curriculum into their schools, which in turn could provide information on how principals 

could be better supported to successfully implement arts curricula within the current 

educational landscape. 

   This study is significant from an empirical research basis. Because there appeared 

to be limited research completed within this area, this study aimed to bridge the gap that 

had been identified within the literature. The gap in the literature highlighted that 

although the New York State Education Department (2015) had implemented specific 

arts education learning standards, schools were not providing adequate resources to their 

students to complete these standards and fully immerse themselves in these subjects 

(Medina, 2008; Stringer, 2019; The Center for Arts Education, 2009). Therefore, through 

research, this study aimed to address the challenges that middle school principals 

experienced when implementing arts curriculum as 22% of all middle schools in the state 

of New York did not even have one full-time arts teacher, 16% did not have any arts 

partnerships, and 10% did not have a dedicated room to complete these required classes 

(Stringer, 2019). Additionally, Medina reported that in 2008, that roughly 30% of middle 

school students in New York City were not receiving state mandated arts classes, while 

the Center for Arts Education (2009) stated that nine percent of middle schools were not 

offering arts education of any kind. 

   Finally, this study is also significant because it could aid in extending theory. 

Because this study was guided by curriculum theory, it allowed this phenomenon to be 

explored through a curriculum lens versus that of pedagogy. Because pedagogy is more 

concerned with the methods or practices of teaching, a curriculum theory allowed for a 

stronger understanding of the design and implementation of arts education in middle 
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school settings (Griffin, 2018). Therefore, curriculum theory could continue to be 

expanded into arts education, demonstrating the importance of curriculum design from a 

global perspective. 

This research focused on a connection with social justice. For example, both the 

New York State Education Department (2015) and Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) 

mandate that all students should receive a well-rounded and comprehensive educational 

experience. Within the state of New York, the Education Department has mandated 

specific requirements for middle school students to be exposed to a variety of arts 

programming. For example, students in grades five and six are required to complete 

visual arts, music, dance, or theater classes, and students in grades seven and eight are 

required to complete one half unit of study in the visual arts and another half unit of study 

in music (New York State Education Department, 2015). However, because previous 

research indicated that 22% of all middle schools in the state of New York did not even 

have one full-time arts teacher, 16% did not have any arts partnerships, and 10% did not 

have a dedicated room to complete these required classes (Stringer, 2019), this 

highlighted a social justice issue. Middle school students in the state of New York may 

not be experiencing a well-rounded educational experience as nine percent of middle 

schools in certain areas of the state were not offering any arts education programs at all 

(Center for Arts Education, 2009), providing them with a major disadvantage. 

Additionally, English et al. (2017) argued that both college and career readiness begins 

with a well-rounded education; if students are not provided with an optimal educational 

experience, then they can experience setbacks in their futures. 

   From a student perspective, there are other areas of social injustice that could 

occur from not exploring this topic. For example, research concluded that middle school 
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students who were not exposed to arts education experienced a plethora of drawbacks in 

their growth, such as that of a stunted development of critical thinking and problem 

solving skills (Maneen, 2016), a weaker development of creativity and imagination 

(Ozkan & Umdu Topsakal, 2021), a decrease of both social and emotional growth 

(Müller et al., 2018), and weaker connections and engagement throughout their 

educational journeys (Müller et al., 2018). 

Connection With Social Justice and/or Vincentian Mission in Education 

This research was further connected to social justice from an institutional 

perspective because it aimed to understand the challenges that middle school principals 

experienced when implementing arts education curriculum. If principals are not 

providing students with qualified arts teachers, appropriate learning spaces, and 

connections with outside arts partnerships, they are not demonstrating serious 

commitment in their overall curriculum alignment. A lack of arts teachers or unqualified 

arts teachers signals that the arts are not taken seriously in a middle school environment, 

further providing a significant disadvantage to students. Therefore, uncovering barriers 

for educational systems improvement could allow for a stronger and more 

comprehensive, well-rounded education for all students. 

Research Questions 

The following three research questions guided this study: 

RQ1: What are the perceptions of principals regarding the inclusion of the arts in 

middle schools in New York State?  

RQ2: What challenges do middle school principals in New York experience 

when incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts? 



 

 
 

12 

   RQ3: How do middle school principals in New York overcome any challenges 

when incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts?  

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are used frequently throughout this dissertation and are 

therefore defined as follows: 

Arts education. Arts education is the learning and teaching of both visual and 

tangible arts (Dinham, 2019). Visual and tangible arts could include subjects such as 

music, theater, visual arts, and dance. 

Curriculum. Curriculum includes the subjects that comprise a course of study in 

a middle school (Pierson et al., 2017). 

Curriculum theory. Curriculum theory is a theoretical framework that focuses 

on curriculum specifically because the framework is more interested in how 

administrators decide what curricula they offer to their students, teach, and measure 

learning objectives (Ingman et al., 2018). Curriculum theory encompasses various 

perspectives that include educational, philosophical, psychological, and sociological 

viewpoints (Griffin, 2018). 

Dance education. Dance education is a specific practice that teaches students the 

art of dance, as well as the different genres that it encompasses (Kassing & Jay, 2020). 

Dance education should occur from a professionally trained dance instructor (Risner & 

Schupp, 2020). 

Decision-making theory. Decision-making theory is a theoretical framework that 

facilitates a stronger understanding of how individuals should behave under experiences 

of risk and uncertainty (Simon, 1979). Decision-making theory has three processes that 
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include: (a) the intelligence activity stage, (b) the design activity stage, and (c) the choice 

activity stage. These processes assist individuals in making decisions (Simon, 1979).  

Every Student Succeeds Act (2015). The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 is 

a law of the United States that governs K-12 education policy (Adler-Greene, 2019). The 

Act replaced the No Child Left Behind Act and aims to ensure that all public schools 

provided a quality education for all children (Egalite et al., 2017). 

Exploratory case study design. An exploratory case study aims to explore 

specific phenomena that are complex that have limited previous research completed 

(Creswell & Poth 2016) and typically consists of more than one data collection method 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This qualitative research design allows the researcher to 

gain a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 

2017). 

Leadership theory. Leadership theory is a theoretical framework that, in this 

study, supported understanding leaders’ traits and characteristics. Within this framework, 

Lewin (1944) identified three different types of leadership: (a) autocratic leadership, (b) 

democratic leadership, and (c) laissez-faire leadership. Autocratic leadership is when a 

leader makes all decisions, which increases productivity in the short run, but decreases 

engagement, motivation, and creativity of the followers over time (Wheeler, 2008). 

Democratic leadership is a leadership style where the leader involves the entire team in 

decision-making processes (Wheeler, 2008). Finally, laissez-faire leadership is when the 

leader allows team members to make decisions, highlighting a hands-off approach 

(Wheeler, 2008).  

Learning standards of the arts. The New York State Department of Education 

(2021) requires that students in a middle school setting in the state of New York complete 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

The perceptions of middle school principals, why they have not been fully 

following the requirements of the learning standards in the arts, and the challenges of 

offering arts programming to their students due to this highlighted problem has not been 

thoroughly studied. Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative exploratory case study was 

to explore the perceptions of middle school principals in New York and to better 

understand why their schools were not fully following the New York State Education 

Department's specific learning requirements of the arts. A secondary purpose was to 

better understand the challenges that middle school principals experienced when 

implementing arts education into their curriculums. 

This chapter will present the study’s method. The chapter will begin by discussing 

the methods and procedures that the researcher will follow. The researcher will restate the 

research questions, provide a discussion on the appropriateness of the method and design, 

highlight the study’s setting, and provide a description of the participants. This chapter 

will then provide an overview of the data collection procedures, how trustworthiness was 

upheld, and the ethical considerations that the researcher followed. This chapter will then 

conclude with the data analysis approach that the researcher took, as well as his role 

during the study. 

Methods and Procedures 
Research Questions 

The following three research questions guided this study: 

RQ1: What are the perceptions of principals regarding the inclusion of the arts in 

middle schools in New York State?  
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RQ2: What challenges do middle school principals in New York experience 

when incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts? 

   RQ3: How do middle school principals in New York overcome any challenges 

when incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts?  

Sampling Method 

 The researcher recruited 20 middle school principals for the semi-structured 

interviews from New York State Middle School Principals Associations. However, he 

only accepted 12 individuals for the semi-structured interviews and three for the focus 

group. The final number of participants for the semi-structured interviews was dependent 

on data saturation. Additionally, the New York State Middle School Principals 

Associations were found throughout the State of New York, where middle school 

principals meet on a regular basis to discuss educational topics. Therefore, before 

recruiting middle school principals to this study, the researcher contacted Middle School 

Principals Associations in New York to receive permission (see Appendix B). After 

receiving approval from an organization, the researcher requested permission to send out 

a recruitment email to their association members (see Appendix B). The email contained 

information about the study, what was expected of the participants, the criteria needed to 

participate, and how confidentiality would be maintained. Individuals who were 

interested in participating in the study reached out directly to the researcher either via 

telephone or by email. There were no biases in this site, as the researcher did not actively 
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recruit or discuss the study, or topic, at any of the Middle School Principal Association 

meetings he attended for his region in New York State.  

 The researcher selected three different individuals for the focus group, all of 

whom came from schools that demonstrated a variety of demographic characteristics. 

This was so that the researcher could better understand the phenomenon being studied 

from individuals who led middle school communities with students from different 

backgrounds. For example, Focus Group Participant 1 (FGP1) reported coming from a 

school that served almost 85% Caucasian students, of which about 10% were 

economically disadvantaged. The participant reported that their school recognized that 

the arts is vital to the core curriculum, stating that they have developed a strong visual 

arts programming that is aligned throughout all grade levels within their school district. 

In addition, the middle school students are given opportunities to work with different 

mediums in an exploratory manner throughout their middle school years.  

Focus Group Participant 2 (FGP2) reported coming from a school that served 

almost 25% economically disadvantaged students, with 50% of the student body 

identifying as being Caucasian. FGP2 further reported that the school offers a variety of 

arts programming that included music, theater, and art. FGP2 stated that their school 

offers drama clubs for students with at least a third of the students from their entire 

district participating every year in the district’s music program. Students also have access 

to take a high school course, Studio in Art, while in middle school. Finally, Focus Group 

Participant 3 (FGP3) reported coming from a school that served almost 70% Hispanic 

students and with 80% of the students qualifying for free lunch. FGP3 stated that their 

district has been recognized nationally for their strong and robust music program. 
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Additionally, the participant reported that their district has a strong visual arts program 

that includes ceramics, sculpturing, digital technology, and photography. The middle 

school also offers their students theater arts, which includes concentrations on both 

production and performance components. 

Participants 

This researcher recruited a total of 15 participants: 12 participants for the semi-

structured interviews and three participants for the focus group, all of whom identified 

that they were currently employed as middle school principals in the state of New York. 

The researcher completed semi-structured interviews and a focus group to collect the 

data, as well as a document review requesting a course catalog from each of the 

participants that depicted the subjects currently offered to the middle school students in 

their schools. The final number of participants was dependent on data saturation. Data 

saturation occurred when the researcher began experiencing redundancy in the answers 

provided to him by the participants, where he gleaned no new information (Fusch & 

Ness, 2015). Data saturation signified that the data collection process could come to an 

end. The researcher experienced data saturation after the tenth interview.  

   The researcher followed a purposive sampling method, which was non-probability 

sampling, where he recruited individuals based upon his own judgments and strict 

criteria. To participate in this study, participants met the following criteria: 

1. Each participant was currently working as a middle school principal in the state 

of New York. 

2. Each participant was a member of a New York State Middle School Principals 

Association. 

3. Each participant had worked in their position for a minimum of one year. 
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4. Each participant had experience in building and implementing arts education 

curriculum. 

 
Any participants who did not meet all criteria listed above were not able to 

participate in this study. When recruiting individuals, after they had met the criteria, the 

researcher asked them specific demographic information, such as their age range, 

education level, and years of experience, as depicted in Table 4. 

Table 4 
 

Description of Participants 
 

Demographic 
Characteristics 

Number of 
Participants 

Age  
      40-50 years 10 
      50-60 years 4 
      >60 years 1 
  
Education  
      Masters 12 
      Doctorate 3 
  
Years as Principal  
      1-10 years 10 
      10-20 years 5 
  
Race/Ethnicity  
      Caucasian 14 
      African American 1 
  
Gender  
      Male 9 
      Female 6 

 
Data Collection Procedures 

Before beginning the study, the researcher ensured that he received approval from 

St. John’s University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). Additionally, the researcher 
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ensured that he received approval from the New York Middle School Principals 

Associations to begin contacting potential participants. The researcher did not begin data 

collection until he had received both permissions (see Appendix A). The researcher then 

contacted individuals from the New York Middle School Principals Associations to start 

recruitment. When recruiting individuals, the researcher provided the group with an 

informational email (see Appendix B) that highlighted the purpose of his study, what was 

expected of the participants, and the researcher’s contact information. Interested 

individuals contacted the researcher via telephone or email. Once individuals reached out 

to the researcher to express interest, the researcher checked to ensure that they met all 

criteria to participate. Once the criteria of all participants had been checked, the 

researcher then sent them an informed consent via email. The informed consent 

highlighted the purpose of the study, how confidentiality would be maintained, what was 

expected of the participants, how the participants could remove themselves from the 

study at any time and without any repercussions, and the level of risk in participating in 

the study. The level of risk associated in participating in this study was minimal, as the 

participants were only providing their perceptions and experiences of challenges they 

perceived when building and implementing an arts curriculum. Each participant reviewed 

and signed the consent form and returned it to the researcher, who then scheduled their 

semi-structured interview or focus group session. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

During the semi-structured interviews, the researcher met with each of the 12 

participants virtually. Utilizing a video conferencing program allowed the researcher to 

complete interviews electronically so that he was in alignment with the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) social distancing guidelines in response to 
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COVID-19. During the semi-structured interviews, the researcher asked each of the 

participants the same eight open-ended questions in the same manner. The participants 

were able to answer any questions in any manner that they saw fit, and the researcher was 

able to ask follow-up questions to deepen the participants’ responses or clarify any 

information that they provided. Each of the semi-structured interviews were 

electronically recorded and transcribed. Each of the semi-structured participants were 

asked the following eight open-ended questions: 

1. Tell me how classes in the arts could benefit your students. In what way/s? 

2. Are you aware of the New York State Education Department of Education’s 

specific learning standards/program requirements for the arts at the middle school 

level? 

3. Please tell me about the type of arts curricula that is offered at your school.  

● How are your art classes aligned to the learning standards/program 

requirements?  

● What are the reasons the courses you offer are provided to students?  

4. How does your school select the type of art classes offered to your students? 

• Is it a different process than when selecting the core curriculum? If so, 

how? 

• Who decides whether a specific type of arts class is included in the 

curriculum and offered to students? 

5. What are the types of art classes that you think should be offered to middle school 

students? Why?  

● Do you offer music? To what grades 



 

 
 

71 

● Do you offer visual arts? To what grades 

● Do you offer theater? To what grades 

● Do you offer dance? To what grades  

6. If the NYSED required you to offer music, art, theater, dance to your middle 

school students, what challenges would you have when working to implement 

these courses into your middle school community?  

7. If you were trying to implement a new arts program, how would you anticipate 

overcoming any challenges that may emerge 

8. Is there anything else you would like to tell me regarding this topic? 

Each semi-structured interview lasted between 45 minutes to one hour in length. 

Although the researcher only conducted one semi-structured interview per participant, he 

did conduct member checking with the participants after he had the recordings of the 

interview transcribed. During this process, the researcher emailed a copy of the transcript 

to each participant where they reviewed it for accuracy. Each of the semi-structured 

interview participants reported no inaccuracies within their transcripts.  

Focus Group 

During the focus group session of three individuals, the researcher met with the 

group virtually and asked them eight open-ended questions. Each participant in the group 

had an opportunity to answer each of the questions in any manner that they saw fit and 

then had an opportunity to respond to other group member’s responses. The focus group 

lasted for one hour, as the aim of a focus group was not only to understand the 

perceptions and experiences of individuals, but also to understand how they felt about 

other group members’ perceptions and experiences, providing a more comprehensive 

understanding of the phenomenon being explored (Creswell & Poth, 2016). The focus 
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group session was electronically recorded and transcribed. During the focus group, the 

participants were asked the following eight open-ended questions: 

1. Please tell us your first name and your current role. 

2. What was your exposure to the arts, while in school, before you entered high 

school? 

3. Do you think it is important for schools to offer arts education to middle 

school students during the regular school day? Why or why not? 

4. What arts programs should be offered at the middle school level, if any, in a 

perfect world?  

5. If you feel the arts should be offered at the middle school level, how should 

they be offered at the middle school level? What is your opinion? 

6. Do you believe the state should mandate arts programming in New York State 

middle schools? What would be the pros and cons be of such mandates? 

7. If you had to rank the importance of theater, dance, music, and visual arts 

programing, how would you respond and rank each one from most important 

to least important. Why?  

8. If you had to pick the main reasons why some middle school students are not 

being offered the arts, what would the reasons be? What would need to 

change? Why?  

After the focus group had been completed and transcribed, the researcher then 

completed member checking. Member checking was a process where the researcher 

provided each participant with a transcript of their focus group and allowed them to 

check for consistency. If any participants reported that the focus group was not 
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transcribed to represent what they specifically said, the researcher would have made 

changes. This aided in reducing any instances of researcher bias. Researcher bias occurs 

in research when the researcher injects his personal values, thoughts, and opinions into 

the study, possibly affecting the results (Gao, 2020). The focus group participants did not 

report any instances of inaccuracies in the focus group transcripts. Before each 

participant completed their semi-structured interview or focus group, they were asked to 

provide the researcher with their middle school’s course catalog that depicted the current 

subjects and programs offered to students. 

Trustworthiness of the Design 

When completing the study, the researcher ensured reliability and validity. 

Reliability and validity are the degree of confidence that the results could provide 

(Kyngäs et al., 2020). Therefore, to increase the confidence of the results, the researcher 

aimed to limit any instances of researcher bias. The first way in which the researcher 

reduced researcher bias was by employing a panel of experts that reviewed his semi-

structured interviews and focus group questions. After developing the list of 8 open-

ended questions for the semi-structured interviews and 8 open-ended questions for the 

focus group, the researcher employed three individuals who had experience working as 

middle school principals in New York, and who would not participate in the study, to 

review the questions to ensure that they were in alignment with the study’s problem, 

purpose, theoretical framework, research questions, and methodology. If any of the 

members of the panel reported any misalignment, they would make recommendations to 

the researcher to amend the questions. 

Another way that the researcher increased validity and reliability was by the 

completion of member checking. After the semi-structured interviews and the focus 
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group had been transcribed, the researcher sent a copy of the transcript to each participant 

to review for accuracy. If any participants reported inaccuracies, they would inform the 

researcher who would then make any changes as requested to reflect exactly what the 

participants said (Candela, 2019). 

Finally, because the researcher was collecting data via three collection methods, 

he triangulated the data to provide him with a more comprehensive understanding of the 

phenomenon. The data were triangulated from the semi-structured interviews, the focus 

group, and the copies of the middle school course catalogs which allowed the researcher 

to complete cross-validation to test the consistency of the findings (Renz et al., 2018). 

To limit any instances of researcher bias, the researcher engaged with an 

individual who was an expert in qualitative analysis. This individual reviewed the study’s 

problem, purpose, research questions, theoretical framework, and methodology, as well 

as the non-identifiable transcriptions of the study’s semi-structured interviews and focus 

group. The process ensured there was validity and reliability in the data analysis process 

and that the different thematic categories were in alignment with the collected data 

(Liamputtong, 2009). If any themes were found that were not fully substantiated by the 

dataset, the expert would then recommend the researcher to make changes so that the 

findings were in direct alignment with the data (St. Pierre & Jackson, 2014). This process 

not only ensured alignment of the results, but also identified any other thematic 

categories that the researcher may have otherwise missed, providing a more 

comprehensive analysis of the dataset (Liamputtong, 2009). 

Research Ethics 

There were specific ethical procedures that the researcher considered. The first 

ethical procedure that the researcher ensured was that he received approval from both St. 
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John’s University’s IRB and site approval from the New York Middle School Principals 

Associations. The researcher did not begin the study, nor did he begin contacting 

participants, until he had received approval from both bodies. Another ethical 

consideration was that of informed consent. Before participating in the study, the 

researcher ensured that the participants reviewed and signed an informed consent form. 

The informed consent provided specific details on the study such as the purpose, what 

was expected of the participants, how confidentiality would be maintained, how 

participants could remove themselves at any time from the study without repercussions, 

and the level of risk associated with participation. The researcher ensured confidentiality 

by not referring to the participants using any identifying information. For example, the 

researcher referred to the participants in a numerical order (e.g., Participant 1, Participant 

2, etc.), and he referred to the school that the principals’ worked at in alphabetical order 

(e.g., School A, School B, etc.). When collecting demographic information from the 

participants, he only received age-ranges so it would be difficult for anyone to ascertain 

their identities. 

Finally, the researcher appropriately stored all data and documents in alignment 

with confidentiality. For example, he stored all electronic data on a password-protected 

flash drive that was locked inside a filing cabinet inside his personal residence, and a 

password-protected cloud file on his personal and private computer devices. Additionally, 

he stored all paper documents inside the same locked filing cabinet. All data will be 

destroyed after a period of three years, which is in alignment with St. John’s University’s 

IRB policies and procedures. 
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Data Analysis Approach 

The researcher completed the qualitative analysis using Dedoose. Dedoose is a 

qualitative software program that manages large amounts of data while assisting with the 

coding process (Elliot, 2018). After the interviews were completed, the researcher 

transcribed the data in preparation for analysis. The researcher followed a constant 

comparative qualitative analysis. This form of analysis allowed the researcher to 

constantly compare existing findings as they emerged from the dataset (Richards & 

Hemphill, 2018). The researcher followed five steps as outlined by Patton (1980): 

1. Interim analysis 

2. Memoing 

3. Data entry and storage 

4. Coding and Developing Category Systems 

5. Corroborating and validating results 

Interim Analysis 

 The first step in the data analysis procedure was to complete an interim analysis. 

Interim analysis highlighted how the analytical process was cyclical and continuous until 

all relative themes had been uncovered (Patton, 1980). This meant that the researcher 

continuously went through the analysis and different procedures until the process had 

been exhausted and the topic had been understood (Patton, 1980).  

Memoing 

 When completing the study, the researcher completed memoing. Memoing 

occurred when the researcher recorded notes that were reflective on the data and the 

processes that he had utilized to collect and begin the interim analysis (McGrath, 2021). 
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Therefore, when the researcher experienced any ideas and insights regarding the data, he 

recorded them in writing and included this information to be analyzed (McGrath, 2021).  

Data Entry and Storage 

 When completing the analysis, the researcher prepared the data by ensuring that it 

was appropriately transcribed. Therefore, the researcher utilized the assistance of a 

professional company that transcribed the semi-structured interviews and the focus group 

word-by-word. This transcript was verbatim. However, because the researcher was 

completing memoing during his study, if he noticed any non-verbal behaviors, he 

recorded these and included them in his transcriptions. Once the researcher had 

completed verbatim transcription of the data, he then began coding.  

Coding and Developing Category Systems 

The researcher conducted coding by identifying commonly used words, thoughts, 

ideas, and phrases of the participants (McAlister et al., 2017). These phrases were 

continuously broken down and then placed into categories, which then continued being 

broken down into themes that acted as the findings of the study. When working to 

develop category systems within coding, the researcher approached coding using a priori 

coding. A priori coding occurred when the researcher did not have any preconceived 

ideas about the codes and allowed codes to emerge organically from the dataset (Elliot, 

2018). This type of coding was also referred to as an inductive coding process, which was 

beneficial because it allowed for ideas, concepts, and patterns to emerge from the data 

without restraints from previously imposed methodologies (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 

2019). When completing inductive coding, the researcher completed a line-by-line review 

of the data, highlighting commonly used words, phrases, and ideas of the participants. 

The researcher completed this multiple times with each participant’s dataset and 
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continued to do so until the codes appeared exhaustive and could be broken down into 

thematic categories. For example, the researcher created a master list of codes and 

continued adding to this master list throughout the process, reapplying them to new 

segments of data each time they were encountered (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). 

During the coding process, the researcher created hierarchical category systems where he 

organized the code into different hierarchies (Elliot, 2018). Each time a code was 

encountered, the researcher completed enumeration. Enumeration occurred when the 

researcher counted the number of times that the code appeared in the dataset (Cohen et 

al., 2017) and assisted in showing relationships between the categories. Finally, the 

thematic categories acted as the findings of the study and were reported in Chapter 4 of 

this dissertation.  

Corroborating and Validating Results 

 The final step in completing the analysis included the researcher corroborating 

and validating the results. Therefore, the researcher completed triangulation by cross-

checking the results through the three different types of data that were collected (Natow, 

2020). Within this step of the analysis, the researcher ensured both reliability and validity 

by completing member checking and utilizing the assistance of an individual who was an 

expert in qualitative analysis. This individual reviewed the study’s problem, purpose, 

research questions, theoretical framework, and methodology, as well as the transcriptions 

of the study’s semi-structured interviews and focus group. The process ensured validity 

and reliability in the data analysis process and confirmed that the different thematic 

categories were in alignment with the researcher’s collected data (Liamputtong, 2009). If 

any themes were found that were not fully substantiated by the dataset, the researcher 

would then make changes so that the findings were in direct alignment with the data (St. 
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Pierre & Jackson, 2014). It was important to note that although the individual who 

reviewed the analysis would be considered an expert in qualitative studies, it is the 

researcher who led and validated the research. Therefore, the expert cross-checked the 

researcher’s work to ensure that alignment was found within the dataset, the analysis, and 

the results.   

 After the semi-structured interviews and the focus group had been transcribed, the 

researcher completed member checking. Member checking occurred when the researcher 

emailed each participant a copy of the transcript from their interview so that they could 

check for accuracy (Candela, 2019). If any participant reported any instances of 

inaccuracies, they recommended changes to be made. In these instances, the researcher 

made any changes as recommended by the participant so that the transcripts reflected 

exactly what the participant said.  

Researcher Role 

As a graduate from the Hartt School of Music with a Bachelor of Music degree, 

the researcher was one of the only incoming freshmen, majoring in music theater, that 

had never taken a private acting, dancing, or singing lesson. He was the product of a 

public school system that valued the arts for all students in kindergarten through grade 

eight. While not all, or even a majority, of students in a designated high school choose to 

go to a postsecondary arts institution, the same access and exposure is supposed to be in 

place for children to know what they may have an affinity or passion to pursue. The 

advantage of having years’ worth of performing experiences, resulted in a teacher who 

easily engaged an audience and a school administrator who could facilitate an assembly 

to over one thousand students or adults with ease. Because the researcher actively worked 
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within middle school environments, his role was to ensure that the data collected was 

completed ethically and responsibly.  

The research site for this study included middle schools located in the state of 

New York. The researcher aimed to recruit participants from the New York State’s 

Middle School Principals Associations, organizations open to middle school principals 

throughout the state. The principals meet to discuss various challenges, successes, and 

issues related to middle school education throughout different regions of New York. The 

associations meet on a regular basis and are open to all middle school principals who 

currently worked in New York State. The researcher reached out to these organizations to 

receive permission to ask if any of the middle school principals were interested in 

participating in the study. The researcher provided them with an informational email that 

highlighted the purpose of the study, the criteria needed to participate, what was expected 

of them as participants, and the researcher’s contact information. Middle school 

principals of New York contacted the researcher via email or phone in order to participate 

in the study. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative exploratory case study was to explore the 

perceptions of middle school principals in the state of New York, to better understand 

why their schools were not fully following the New York State Education Department’s 

specific learning requirements of the arts. A secondary purpose was to better understand 

the challenges that middle school principals experienced when implementing arts 

education into their curriculums. This chapter discussed this proposed study’s 

methodology. The next chapter, Chapter 4, will provide an overview of the findings and 

results from the data that was collected. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

 The purpose of this qualitative exploratory case study was to explore the 

perceptions of middle school principals in the state of New York, to better understand 

why their schools were not fully following the New York State Education Department’s 

specific learning requirements of the arts. A secondary purpose was to better understand 

the challenges that middle school principals experienced when implementing arts 

education into their curriculums. The following three research questions guided this 

study: 

RQ1: What are the perceptions of principals regarding the inclusion of the arts in 

middle schools in New York State?  

RQ2: What challenges do middle school principals in New York experience 

when incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts? 

   RQ3: How do middle school principals in New York overcome any challenges 

when incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts?  

 The researcher collected data via semi-structured interviews with 12 participants, 

and a focus group with three participants. The researcher also collected documents from 

the participants, completing a document review that highlighted the participants’ schools’ 

course catalogs, completing triangulation of the data. Triangulation allowed the 

researcher to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon being explored. 

When completing the data analysis, the researcher utilized the assistance of Dedoose and 

a qualitative codebook. The researcher completed inductive coding where, with the 

assistance of Dedoose, he reviewed each transcript to identify commonly used words, 
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phrases, and ideas of the participants. This information was continuously broken down 

until they were placed into thematic categories, which will act as the findings of this 

study. This chapter will report the study’s results and findings by highlighting the themes 

that emerged under each research question. The researcher will then conclude the chapter 

with a discussion on the triangulation of data and an overview of the results.  

Findings 

 The results of this study highlighted four themes from the semi-structured 

interviews, the focus group, and the document review. Table 5 highlights the interpretive 

themes, the data source that contributed to the theme, and the method of trustworthiness.  

 As highlighted in Table 5, five themes emerged from the dataset: (a) an outlet for 

creativity, (b) increased choices of arts programming, (c) lack of time, (d) certification 

issues, and (e) understanding the reasoning for incorporation. Themes one, two, and five 

were substantiated by both semi-structured interviews and focus group participants, the 

third theme was substantiated by the focus group and the document review, and the 

fourth theme was substantiated by semi-structured interview participants. When it came 

to trustworthiness, each of the themes experienced trustworthiness, as the researcher 

completed member checking to ensure that the participants reviewed the transcripts to 

ensure that the information reflected exactly what they said. Additionally, to ensure 

trustworthiness, the researcher employed a panel of experts to review the questions asked 

to both semi-structured interviews and focus group participants, as well as working with a 

qualitative expert who reviewed and checked the coding procedures and subsequent 

themes.   
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Table 5 
 
Interpretive Themes in Relation to the Research Questions (RQs)  
 

RQ Theme Name Keywords Frequency Number of 
Participants 

1 Theme 1: Outlet 
for Creativity 

Creativity 
Creative students 
Creative outlet 
Think creatively 
To be creative 
Creativity exists 
Creative thinking 
 

15 
2 
2 
3 
2 
2 
1 
 

9 Semi-Structured 
Interview 
Participants 
 
3 Focus Group 
Participants (75%) 
 

1 Theme 2: 
Increased 
Choices of Arts 
Programming 

Choice 
More choice 
Limits who can attend 
More options 

3 
2 
1 
1 

3 Focus Group 
Participants (100%) 

2 Theme 3: Lack 
of time 
 

Time 
Enough time 
Typical scheduling challenges 
Squeezing an awful lot in 
Limited instructional time 
Non-fluidity of the bell 
schedule 
Rigid common core demands 
Just be time 
Something fit in 
Where time comes from 
 

13 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
 

12 Semi-Structured 
Interview 
Participants (100%) 
 
3 Focus Group 
Participants (100%) 
 

2 Theme 4: 
Certification 
Issues 

Certification 
Certified staff 
Different certification areas 
Very specific certifications 
Where are the certifications 
Finding certified staff to teach 
 

7 
4 
2 
1 
1 
1 
 

8 Semi-Structured 
Interview 
Participants (67%) 

3 Theme 5: 
Understanding 
the Reasoning 
for 
Incorporation 

Reasoning 
Meaning 
Importance of the classes 
Clear philosophical statement 
 

9 
3 
2 
1 

9 Semi-Structured 
Interview 
Participants (75%) 
 
3 Focus Group 
Participants (100%) 
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 Figure 3 shows the ways in which the themes emerged and the overlaps that 

occurred in relation to the highlighted theoretical frameworks. There are intersections that 

assist in identifying correlations to the decisions being made, or not made, when 

implementing the arts in middle schools and understanding the principals’ perceptions in 

how their schools are currently offerings arts to their students in their schools. The first 

column signifies the challenges, with the second column identifying the emerging 

themes. The third column shows the relation between the theme and the theoretical 

frameworks applied to this study.  

Figure 3 

Emergence of Theme Deduction and Relations to Theoretical Frameworks 

 
 

The next section will provide a report of the themes that were identified in 

relation to each research question that guided this study. 
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RQ1: What are the perceptions of principals regarding the inclusion of the arts in 

middle schools in New York State?  

 The first research question aimed to understand the perceptions of principals 

regarding the inclusion of the arts in middle schools in New York State. Under this first 

research question, two theme emerged from the dataset: (a) an outlet for creativity, and 

(b) increased choices of arts programming. The first theme was substantiated by both 

semi-structured interview and focus group participants, while the second theme was 

substantiated by the focus group participants and the document review.  

Theme 1: An Outlet for Creativity  

The first theme that emerged from the dataset included the participants perceiving 

that including the arts in their schools’ curriculum was an outlet for creativity for the 

students. Seventy-five percent of the semi-structured interviews contributed to this theme, 

while 100% of the focus group participants contributed to this theme.  

Within this theme, the participants were able to discuss how they perceived the 

inclusion of the arts as assisting in developing their students’ creativity. For example, 

Participant 1 (P1) from the semi-structured interviews discussed the importance of the 

arts allowing students to become the creators not just consumers in education: 

When you think of the skills that students can get from art class when it's properly 

taught and framed out in the curriculum in a way that not just encourages our kids 

to become the creators rather than the consumers, but also does that around 

critical thinking skills (P1). 

Additionally, Participant 4 (P4) discussed how the arts acts as a creative outlet for middle 

school students: 



 

 
 

86 

Well, I think there's a few ways, the first right now I will say is for many kids, it's 

an outlet right now. It's a creative outlet, it is something that they can get lost in, 

and it is a stress relief, so there's that social, emotional piece that, I think, the arts 

play a huge role in. Secondly, I think it's that creative thinking, it's developing the 

creative thinking that is going to be so important in their lives beyond school. 

All focus group participants contributed to this theme. For example, Focus Group 

Participant 3 (FGP3) stated that exposing students to different avenues of subjects serves 

as increasing their creativity: 

I think one is it's exposing kids to different avenues and different creative outlets. 

I do think kids tend to use a different side of their brain and try to connect things 

and think in a different way, which I think is important. 

Theme 2: Increased Choices of Arts Programming  

The second theme that emerged from the dataset under the first research question 

included the focus group participants perceiving that middle school would benefit from 

an increased choice of arts programming. All focus group participants contributed to this 

theme discussing the importance of providing students with increased choices regarding 

arts classes.  

For example, FGP1 reported that it would be beneficial for middle schools to 

offer increased electives of arts programming, but in shorter periods to better expose 

students to the arts: 

If you almost had shorter stints of things that kids could choose from elective-like 

where you could really explore, I don't know if it's graphic design, or if it's clay, 
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or if it's guitar, to me, I think giving kids options to try different things. I'd love to 

see more choices for the kids. 

FGP2 stated that it is imperative for middle schools to start thinking in different ways so 

that students can be exposed to increased choices of arts programming: 

I was thinking this CTE requirement that New York State has for middle school, I 

really do think we need to start thinking in a more creative way, and by we, I 

mean, New York State to really think about how we can provide more choice. 

RQ2: What challenges do middle school principals in New York experience when 

incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts? 

 The second research question aimed to understand what challenges the 

participants perceived experiencing when incorporating the New York State Department 

of Education’s specific learning standards of the arts. Two themes emerged from the 

dataset within this research question which included: (a) lack of time and (b) certification 

issues. These themes were substantiated by both semi-structured interview and focus 

group participants. 

Theme 3: Lack of Time 

 The third theme that emerged from the dataset included the participants 

perceiving that a major challenge when incorporating specific learning standards of the 

arts into their curriculum was a lack of time. All participants in both the semi-structured 

interviews and the focus group contributed to this theme. The participants were able to 

discuss how one of the major challenges that they experienced when incorporating 

specific learning standards into the curriculum was due to limited time. For example, P4 
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discussed struggles that they would experience when incorporating specific learning 

standards of the arts into an already packed schedule: “I think it would just be time, just 

like everything else. If our school day is going to stay the same and those requirements 

are going to be added, then what gives?”  

P6 agreed with the pervious participants and discussed challenges of 

incorporating more specific learning standards into an already full schedule: 

The school day is relatively short and we're squeezing an awful lot of in. And so, 

you end up really having to rob Peter to pay Paul some days. So, we can do this, 

but it's going to be at the cost of that. 

Additionally, all three focus group participants also contributed to this theme and 

appeared to agree with the semi-structured interview participants. For example, FGP3 

reported that the lack of time places the students in a bad decision on having to make 

hard decisions on the arts that they include in their studies: 

I think if the state can give us some leeway about how this happens and give a 

little flexibility about how much time, I think that's really helpful. I do worry a 

little bit about some of the requirements that then force kids to make a choice. So, 

it's not great for a kid who plays the trumpet to only be in band for half a year. 

Theme 4: Certification Issues 

 The fourth theme that emerged under the second research question had the 

participants perceiving that it was a challenge when it came to finding certified teachers. 

Eight of the 12 semi-structured interview participants contributed to this theme (67%). 

For example, P5 stated: 
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I don't know all the different certification areas for those subjects, so that might be 

difficult. When we think about staffing some of our science classes, there are very 

specific certifications, so my guess is we would probably find the same thing with 

the arts. We wouldn't want a generalist to just generalize out in some of those 

areas that you've identified. 

 Additionally, P8 also discussed the challenge of certification: 

So, I think there are a couple of things that we would have to know and be able to 

address. One is what are the certification areas in each of these? How hard is it to 

find a dance teacher and does that dance teacher have to be PE certified?  

Finally, P12 reported recruiting teachers who were certified to teach within the arts arena: 

“I can also imagine that finding staff to teach those different positions might potentially 

have some challenges there in terms of certification areas.” 

RQ3: How do middle school principals in New York overcome any challenges when 

incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts?  

 The third research question aimed to understand how middle school principals 

overcame challenges when incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s 

specific learning standards of the arts into their curriculum. One theme emerged under 

this research question that included: (a) understanding the reasoning for incorporation. 

This theme was substantiated by both semi-structured interview and focus group 

participants. 
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Theme 5: Understanding the Reasoning for Incorporation 

 Eighty percent of the semi-structured interview participants contributed to this 

theme and 100% of the focus group participants contributed to this theme. P1 discussed 

the importance of understanding the reasoning for including a specific learning standard. 

P4 stated that it is important to understand why the learning standard is important to 

incorporate:  

There must be a real clear, "this is why we're adding this, or this is why we think 

this is important to kids. It's not that we don't think social studies or math, or ELA 

is less important, but we feel like we need to offer more of this," because we're 

going to have to borrow from some areas to make this work. 

Finally, FGP1 stated that it is essential to understand the why of incorporating specific 

learning standards into an already fully schedule, as it must be aligned with how the 

curriculum leads to success: 

Maybe a better PR job about the importance of those classes, so not only for the 

enjoyment, not only for the release, not only for the social emotional piece, but 

what it does for your brain, how it opens those pathways, how that does lead to 

success. That might be it. I know that there's been a lot of talk about that. I know 

that it's taken. We take state tests and ELA and math. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative exploratory case study was to explore the 

perceptions of middle school principals in the state of New York, to better understand 

why their schools were not fully following the New York State Education Department’s 

specific learning requirements of the arts. A secondary purpose was to better understand 



 

 
 

91 

the challenges that middle school principals experienced when implementing arts 

education into their curriculums.  

 The researcher collected data via semi-structured interviews with 12 participants, 

and a focus group with three participants. The researcher also collected documents from 

the participants, completing a document review that highlighted the participants’ schools’ 

course catalogs, completing triangulation of the data. Triangulation allowed the 

researcher to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon being explored. 

When completing the data analysis, the researcher utilized the assistance of Dedoose and 

a qualitative codebook. The researcher completed inductive coding where, with the 

assistance of Dedoose, he reviewed each transcript to identify commonly used words, 

phrases, and ideas of the participants. This information was continuously broken down 

until they were placed into thematic categories, which acted as the findings of this study.  

This chapter reported the study’s results and findings by highlighting the themes 

that emerged under each research question. The researcher concluded the chapter with a 

discussion on the triangulation of data and an overview of the results. Five themes 

emerged under the research questions that included: (a) an outlet for creativity, (b) 

increased choices of arts programming, (c) lack of time, (d) certification issues, and (e) 

understanding the reasoning for incorporation. The next chapter, Chapter 5, concludes the 

dissertation and provides an interpretation of the results in relation to previous literature, 

the implications of the research, limitations experienced in the study, and 

recommendations for future research and practice.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this qualitative exploratory case study was to explore the 

perceptions of middle school principals in the state of New York to better understand 

why their schools may not be fully following the New York State Education 

Department’s specific learning requirements of the arts. A secondary purpose was to gain 

insight into the challenges that middle school principals experienced when implementing 

arts education into their curriculums. After completing a qualitative analysis, the 

researcher found five themes that emerged under the research questions: (a) an outlet for 

creativity, (b) increased choices of arts programming, (c) lack of time, (d) certification 

issues, and (e) understanding the reasoning for incorporation. This chapter concludes the 

dissertation and provides an interpretation of the results concerning previous literature, 

the implications of the findings, limitations experienced in the study, and 

recommendations for future research and practice.  

Implications of Findings 

 Within this study, five themes emerged from the dataset that included: (a) an 

outlet for creativity, (b) increased choices of arts programming, (c) lack of time, (d) 

certification issues, and (e) understanding the reasoning for incorporation. This section 

will discuss the implications of findings concerning the theoretical frameworks that 

guided this study. In this study, the theoretical frameworks included: (a) curriculum 

theory, (b) decision-making theory, and (c) leadership theory.  

Curriculum Theory 

 Curriculum theory is a framework that explains how an educational institution 

decides what programs to teach and how learning will be measured (Beauchamp, 1968). 
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Therefore, curriculum theory can direct and guide administrators in planning, developing, 

implementing, supervising, and evaluating curriculum (Beauchamp, 1968). The benefits 

of curriculum theory can encompass various perspectives that include educational, 

philosophical, psychological, and sociological viewpoints (Beauchamp, 1968). When 

developing a curriculum, there are processes that schools take to build and implement a 

program of study. Within the processes, there are seven steps that schools should follow 

that are in alignment with curriculum theory: (a) intent, (b) program building- content, (c) 

program building- teaching and learning, (d) program building- assessment, (e) 

implementation and organization, (f) monitoring and evaluating, and (g) analyzing 

(Watagodakumbura, 2017).  

 Curriculum theory aligns with this study, as demonstrated by the results. For 

example, many middle school principals reported a lack of arts offerings at their schools. 

The challenges they experience include lack of time and lack of certified teachers. Within 

the seven processes, as identified by Watagodakumbura (2017), it does not appear that 

the schools are following these considerations. For example, the participants reported that 

it is imperative to understand the intent (reasoning) of the need to include the arts and 

find certified teachers and time in the schedule to offer the arts programming. It appears 

that the schools experience a misalignment between the seven steps, as they are not 

considering or building strong content in all required arts classes, nor are they building 

programming effectively. This could align with other challenges identified in the 

literature, such as lack of funding. Schools struggle to follow the processes and 

adequately build a strong arts-inclusive curriculum with limited funding. A central tenant 

of curriculum theory is that it allows schools to focus on curriculum versus pedagogy. 
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The gap is when including arts into a curriculum is the reasoning, which is the foundation 

of the school's culture. It would behoove middle school principals to focus on curriculum 

issues and the foundation of arts integration at the school which they currently serve.  

Decision-Making Theory 

 The second theoretical framework that guided this study was decision-making 

theory. Decision-making theory aims to assist and facilitate a more robust understanding 

of how individuals should behave under experiences of risk and uncertainty (Simon, 

1979). Simon (1979) purported that leaders need to make decisions as soon as possible 

because a lack of a decision can negatively impact an organization. Simon (1979) also 

reported that there are three steps in a decision-making process: (1) intelligence activity 

stage; (2) design activity stage; and (3) choice activity stage. 

By reviewing decision-making theory, the implications of the results of this 

research become clear. Regarding the three stages identified by Simon (1979), it appears 

that schools are struggling in the design activity stage. For example, the participants in 

this study demonstrated the importance of arts inclusion into their curricula yet struggled 

to incorporate programming into their schools. The participants discussed how they 

struggle with lack of time and finding qualified or certified teachers. Therefore, middle 

school principals appear to be blocked in the design activity stage, limiting their choices 

to not offering integrated arts education programming to their students. This is where 

middle school principals must use the intelligence activity stage that they already 

experience and incorporate a strong design activity stage to make a choice that is in 

alignment with New York State's program requirements of the arts.  
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Leadership Theory 

The third theoretical framework that guided this study included leadership theory. 

In this leadership theoretical framework, Lewin (1944) identified three different types of 

leadership: (a) autocratic leadership, (b) democratic leadership, and (c) laissez-faire 

leadership. These three leadership types are essential to understanding how a leader 

makes decisions. In this instance, a significant implication is that there needs to be a 

blend of autocratic and democratic leadership within the school. Autocratic leadership 

will allow the middle school principal to make a decision. In contrast, democratic 

leadership will allow the principal to get other stakeholders in the school to be motivated 

to achieve any arts-integrated curriculum goals (Lewin, 1944).   

It is difficult for middle school principals to allow the entire school to make a 

decision when it comes to the curriculum; however, it is their responsibility to work at 

elevating the environment of the school to obtain buy-in and collective ownership from 

their teachers. Additionally, it is the principal's responsibility to determine challenges and 

make plans to overcome them. In this instance, it would benefit middle school principals 

to make a decision to include specific arts classes into the curriculum and then work with 

a committee of stakeholders to begin discussing challenges that can include certification 

issues, lack of time, and highlight why the arts are being incorporated.  

Relationship to Prior Research 

 This section will discuss the study's findings concerning prior research as related 

to each research question that guided this study. 
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RQ1: What are the perceptions of principals regarding the inclusion of the arts in 

middle schools in New York State?  

 The first research question aimed to understand the perceptions of principals 

regarding the inclusion of the arts in middle schools in New York State. Under this 

research question, two themes emerged: (a) an outlet for creativity and (b) increased 

choices of arts programming.  

An Outlet for Creativity 

 The first theme highlighted that the middle school principals viewed the arts as an 

outlet of creativity to their students. Many participants reported that the arts are a creative 

outlet for their students. They get to operate as the creator in their education rather than 

just a participant. This theme appears in alignment with previous research. For example, 

from a historical perspective, Hui and Lao (2006) reported that as a creative outlet, the 

arts assist students in increasing classroom discussion, increasing visual thinking tools, 

and understanding more extensive analysis of educational concepts. Additionally, 

increased creativity can be explained by Eisner (2005), who reported that the arts teach 

students because these subjects allow students' brains to learn in unique ways, enhance 

communication, and enrich their lives. 

Rabkin and Redmond (2006) reported that it is intended to encourage students to 

transfer their learning from the arts to other disciplines and the arts help to cultivate the 

skills they will need to be successful adults. The arts engage children and leverage their 

development and learning throughout the curriculum by utilizing the arts' emotional, 

social, and sensory components. This provides students increased creative opportunities 

and competencies by identifying new ways of remembering and learning information. 
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Additionally, due to the increased experience of creativity alongside new learning 

tools and methods, students will also benefit from higher academic achievement levels. It 

is designed to encourage students to transfer their learning from the arts to other 

disciplines and the arts to the skills they will need to be successful adults. It is also meant 

to engage children and leverage development and learning throughout the curriculum by 

utilizing the arts' emotional, social, and sensory components. This holds particularly true 

for students learning in low-income environments. For example, Catterall et al. (2002) 

concluded that arts-engaged low-income students perform better than average higher-

income students. As a result, arts education may provide a solution for students from 

disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds to close the achievement gap between them 

and their peers. 

Increased Choices of Arts Programming 

The second theme that emerged under research question one was that the 

participants perceived that middle school students would benefit from an increased 

choice of arts programming. Within this theme, the participants reported that schools 

need to offer more choices for their students, as they are not currently following the 

state’s arts requirements. This theme appears in alignment with previous literature. For 

example, Hunter-Doniger (2018) claimed that since the beginning of formal schooling in 

the 1800s, arts integration in school-based curricula had already become a hot topic in the 

United States. Visual arts, music, theater, and dance can be utilized with a language arts, 

math, science, and social studies curriculum. The researchers examined the effects of 

school-based arts integration on urban students’ academic success, gathering data from a 

total of nine research works. The findings showed that an arts-integrated curriculum 
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improved academic success among urban students. However, not all schools have been 

offering these increased choices to students.  

For example, Perignat and Katz-Buonincontro (2019) show a large gap between 

the definition of the arts, integration pedagogies, and the creative process needed for 

successful implementation. Therefore, the authors argued that most schools tend not to 

offer a full range of arts programming to their students. Additionally, Shaw (2017) 

purported that schools lack a wide range of arts offerings to their students due to budget 

problems, declining enrollments, and a negative perception of the arts. Focusing on these 

areas can assist middle school principals in shifting the perception of the arts throughout 

the school's culture to build strong arts programs that meet the needs and requirements of 

the New York State Education Department.  

RQ2: What challenges do middle school principals in New York experience when 

incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts? 

 The second research question aimed to understand the challenges that middle 

school principals experienced when incorporating the New York State Department of 

Education's specific arts learning standards. Within this research question, two themes 

emerged from the dataset: (a) lack of time and (b) certification issues. 

Lack of Time 

 The first theme for the second research question highlighted that the middle 

school principals perceive a significant challenge to be a lack of time. This theme 

appeared to be related to previous literature as Herro et al. (2018) reported that due to 

other required subjects such as science and mathematics, schools have difficulty with the 
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timing and pacing of arts subjects. This hinders the inclusion of arts into a school; hence 

STEM frequently does not get translated into STEAM.  

Gottschalk (2019) reported that other timing constraints could also be experienced 

outside of the time to include the arts in programming. Not only is it a challenge to 

include arts programming into an already packed schedule, but the author reported that 

teachers would need time and assistance in terms of professional development. Teachers 

require time to study and plan (May & Robinson, 2016). According to Koch and 

Thompson (2017), arts integration is "intellectually and pedagogically difficult" (p. 2) 

and necessitates professional development and preparation time. Changing teachers' 

practices requires motivation and support without appearing to compel them to do so 

(Gottschalk, 2019). Administrators must explain the initiative's beneficial and practical 

effects to teachers (Gottschalk, 2019).  

Certification Issues 

The second research question's second theme is that the participants perceived 

that schools experienced certification issues with obtaining qualified teachers to teach 

arts programming. Not only do many schools lack the financial means to justify 

establishing and continuing effective arts programs, making it difficult for schools to 

offer students an arts education, but they also lack qualified and certified teachers. For 

example, some dance instruction occurs within physical education classes (PE), where 

teachers are not required to be certified in dance because it falls under the guise of this 

educational component. The problem with these types of practices is highlighted by Buck 

and Snook (2020). They evaluated different difficulties in the classroom that may trump 

all ideas, money, and expectations, regardless of how beneficial they are to students' 
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learning experiences. The authors found that arts integration is challenging to grasp, as it 

requires an entirely new pedagogical approach for instructors who have previously 

avoided teaching any arts topics. Additionally, Garcia and Weiss (2019) purported that 

schools throughout the United States are experiencing difficulties hiring and retaining 

qualified teachers. Teachers who enter the field have fewer qualifications than their 

previous counterparts.  

RQ3: How do middle school principals in New York overcome any challenges when 

incorporating the New York State Department of Education’s specific learning 

standards of the arts? 

 The third research question aimed to understand how middle school principals in 

New York State overcome any challenges when incorporating the New York State 

Department of Education's specific learning standards of the arts. One theme emerged 

from the dataset within this research question: (a) understanding the reasoning for 

incorporation. 

Understand the Reasoning for Incorporation 

 The first theme that emerged under research question three had the participants 

perceive that for schools to overcome challenges, they must understand the specific 

reasoning for arts incorporation. Gottschalk (2019), Hipp and Sulentic Dowell (2019), 

and Koch and Thompson (2017) all have reported that schools are unable to build a 

strong understanding of the reason for the incorporation of the arts due to a lack of 

understanding about strong instructional techniques for incorporating the arts into their 

classes to improve student learning. This is where incorporation is crucial because the 

reasoning should always stem from student learning and academic achievement.  
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Pérez Aldeguer (2013) reported that schools have never really received 

consideration by specific arts integration due to a lack of understanding. For example, 

research has focused on musical theater as an extracurricular activity rather than an 

official school curriculum. Because musical theater extends beyond typical classroom 

work, this subject has a clear educational advantage for students (Pérez Aldeguer, 2013). 

In no other subject do students participate in such a wide range of activities as in musical 

theater. They learn abilities that may be applied to a broader range of situations. Students 

gain balance, self-awareness, confidence, self-discipline, and communication abilities 

(Pérez Aldeguer, 2013). In addition, the theater may assist students and their instructors 

to gain confidence to take chances and make judgments (Pérez Aldeguer, 2013). 

However, without open-mindedness, understanding, and professional development, arts 

integration in specific courses such as musical theater will have limited opportunities in 

schools, even those fostering a comprehensive STEAM-based learning environment.  

Limitations of the Study 

 Some limitations must be identified for this current study. The first limitation is 

the population being studied and the geographical region. Because the researcher aimed 

to understand the perceptions and experiences of middle school principals in the State of 

New York regarding why their schools were not fully following the New York State 

Education Department’s specific learning requirements of the arts, the results of this 

study cannot be generalized to other populations and geographical regions. Therefore, 

additional research will need to be completed to understand other individuals' perceptions 

and experiences of the arts, such as that of teachers, students, parents, and other 

administrators.  
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 A second limitation to this study is the method and design that guided the 

research. Because the researcher interviewed 12 participants for the semi-structured 

interviews and three participants for the focus group, it is difficult to generalize the 

findings to larger populations. Therefore, future research would need to take a 

quantitative approach to better understand the perceptions and experiences of middle 

school principals from a larger population sample.  

 A third limitation to this study includes the COVID-19 pandemic. Since March 

2020, many schools have transitioned their curriculum and instruction to either an online 

platform or a blended learning environment, offering online and face-to-face instruction 

to their students. During the offering of online or blended learning environments, many 

schools had to either remove or adapt their teaching practices for particular courses 

requiring strict face-to-face instruction, such as music performance, theater instruction, 

and dance. Therefore, the results of this study could have been affected by the COVID-19 

pandemic. Future research should be conducted to explore how middle schools in New 

York State have adapted arts programming to their schools when experiencing the 

difficulties of the pandemic.  

A fourth limitation to this study is that the study did not invite participants who 

are NOT offering arts in their middle schools. All the participants who participated in an 

interview identified as being in a position where they have experience building and 

implementing an arts education curriculum. Future research should explore the 

perceptions of middle school principals who identify as not offering an arts curriculum in 

their middle schools and their perceptions regarding the significance, challenges, and 

abilities to overcome challenges if required to begin arts offerings in their schools.   
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Recommendations for Future Practice 

 Some recommendations can be made regarding future practice. This study found 

valuable results highlighting specific challenges that middle schools experienced when 

incorporating the arts into their curriculum. One of the challenges experienced included 

that of finding qualified and certified teachers. Therefore, one recommendation for future 

practice is that the New York State Education Department should encourage and readily 

allow teachers to obtain extensions to teach within specific arts domains. This could 

include certifications that equip teachers to teach specific courses, such as dance and 

theater-arts, as an extension to their current license area.  

 A current example is how dance can be taught within the middle school 

environment. For example, dance is offered to students through physical education 

classes (PE) as an elective in some middle schools. This could be expanded through other 

schools that are not currently in alignment with state requirements of the arts. By 

providing extensions to teachers to teach different classes, students will experience an 

increase of choices and times where they can be exposed to this critical portion of the 

curriculum.  

 Another challenge that the principals reported in this current study was a lack of 

time when incorporating the arts into their school's curriculum. By allowing teachers to 

obtain extensions and certifications to teach within the arts, many schools will be allowed 

to find qualified and experienced teachers and the additional time for their students to 

complete the classes with increased opportunities in place. Many of the participants in 

this study stated that there is simply no time to add all arts requirements into their 

curricula; therefore, many schools offer arts programming after school hours, which can 
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be problematic for students to attend. In addition, students typically sign up for a club 

when there is already an inherent interest in the club’s theme. A lack of exposure to the 

arts during the school day limits the ability for students to unlock their hidden passion, 

raw talents, and potential. The experiential learning opportunity goes much deeper than 

discovering the next American Idol and can greatly impact all aspects of one’s life, 

future, and overall well-being.   

 Finally, there are some recommendations from a governance perspective. 

Although the New York State Education Department mandates middle schools to offer 

specific arts classes in relation to certain course contact hours, it does not appear that 

there is any follow-up to check whether schools are in alignment with arts requirements 

and offerings. Therefore, from a governance and equity perspective, governing bodies 

and the New York State Education Department should begin following up with middle 

schools to provide additional support and assist with overcoming implementation 

challenges. If there is no governmental oversight, then there does not appear to be a need 

for middle schools to offer arts programming to their students, downplaying the 

importance of how the arts can positively affect students' level of education and future 

career path. Addressing these recommendations can improve the curriculum within 

middle schools and ensure that students are exposed to a well-rounded education.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Some recommendations can be provided to future researchers that they could 

explore and investigate in relation to the arts and why middle schools are not fully 

aligned with arts requirements set forth by the state. The first recommendation is for 

future research to focus on other populations, such as teachers, other administrators (e.g., 
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assistant principals and deans), parents, students, and the wider community. This can help 

expand the thoughts of why schools are not aligning their curricula with specific arts 

requirements and provide a deeper understanding of how different stakeholders perceive 

the importance of the arts, and what specific subset of the arts are needed within a school 

district. 

 Another recommendation is to replicate this study to other school levels, states, 

and geographical areas. Although different school levels and states have different 

requirements regarding implementing the arts into a curriculum, it would benefit future 

researchers to explore whether any challenges and misalignments occur at elementary 

and high school levels. Future research could also examine charter school systems and 

private educational institutions to determine how these schools approach the teaching of 

the arts.  

 Future studies should also examine this topic from a quantitative perspective. 

Conducting a quantitative study will allow future researchers to gather data from a larger 

population, providing generalization across different populations and geographical 

regions while also determining any statistical significance in the results. Additionally, 

this type of research could also be longitudinal, where data could be collected over the 

years to determine any patterns that have changed on how schools have aligned or 

misaligned the arts within their curriculum over time.  

 Additional research should examine the wider political issues that emerge when 

identifying the individuals, and components, that determine access to the arts for students 

at the middle school level. If the people determining the curriculum are those who have 

not engaged in the arts, there may be a lack of understanding to the benefits that can 
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emerge for students. Future research should focus solely on the decision-making 

processes and the intended and unintended consequences that are created based on who 

has the ultimate power and influence in determining a course of study and adherence or 

lack of adherence to the existing program requirements.  

A final recommendation is for future research to focus on how the alignment of 

the arts in middle schools has been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Over the past 

two years, many schools have had to transition their curriculum and instruction to either 

an online virtual platform or a hybrid and blended learning environment, offering online 

and face-to-face instruction to their students. During the offering of online or blended 

learning environments, many schools had to either remove or adapt their teaching 

practices for particular courses as a whole. Therefore, concentrating on how the arts have 

been affected during COVID-19 can bring considerable insights to the field and provide 

information on how schools can better adjust their curriculum during a public health 

crisis.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative exploratory case study was to explore the 

perceptions of middle school principals in the state of New York to better understand 

why their schools may not be fully following the New York State Education 

Department’s specific learning requirements of the arts. A secondary purpose was to gain 

insight into the challenges that middle school principals experienced when implementing 

arts education into their curriculums. After completing a qualitative analysis, the 

researcher found five themes that emerged under the research questions: (a) an outlet for 
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creativity, (b) increased choices of arts programming, (c) lack of time, (d) certification 

issues, and (e) understanding the reasoning for incorporation.  

This chapter concluded the dissertation and provided an interpretation of the 

results concerning previous literature, the implications of the findings, limitations 

experienced in the study, and recommendations for future research and practice. Middle 

school principals must build strong foundations for the reasoning of including arts 

programming in their schools and then develop ways to implement the curriculum 

appropriately. Following a blend of autocratic and democratic leadership styles, 

principals will be able to begin transforming the school's culture to motivate their 

stakeholders while then implementing plans on how to properly execute an arts-

integrated curriculum so that students can receive a more comprehensive educational 

experience. 

Afterword 

As someone who gravitated towards the arts and even went to college in pursuit 

of an arts degree, I can certainly be deemed as having a bias and preconceived notions 

about the positive impact arts programming can have on students and their overall 

success and wellness. My favorite part of writing the dissertation was having the 

opportunity to complete the literature review and discovering all the studies that clearly 

substantiate the importance and significance of how the arts can improve academic 

outcomes, mental health, and future career trajectories. I found myself immersed in the 

research and continuously looking for more information about the arts positively 

impacting students when implemented and integrated in schools.  
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When I began this study, I thought I was most interested in highlighting the fact 

that The New York State Education Department has clearly defined program 

requirements indicating the courses of study to be offered to students at their respective 

grade bands, including the teaching of art, music, theater, and dance. In a state that is 

known for its accountability metrics like Regents and Grades 3-8 ELA and Math testing, 

classifying the overall standing and designation of a school based on determined 

accountability metrics, implementing high-stakes teacher, and principal evaluation 

rankings, and even administering data compliance regulations to protect student’s 

personal identifiable information in a more stringent manner than most of the states 

throughout the entire country, the required arts offerings are clearly defined and in place 

with no accountability systems, structures, or regulatory processes and support 

mechanisms in to ensure that schools are adhering to the arts program requirements. 

There are no evident governing entities working to remedy the lack of arts offerings for 

students in the middle schools throughout the state. If the regulations for the arts are 

already in place, why are the arts deemed less important, or necessary, than other subject 

areas that are consistently in place for middle school students?  

Principals are deemed as the instructional leaders of their respective buildings. 

They are responsible for all aspects of the daily operations of the school, including the 

oversight of programming student courses into their master and individual student 

schedules. While there is plenty of research to support the impact that the arts can have in 

providing a well-rounded education, there is very little research regarding the perceptions 

of principals when it comes to their reasoning processes, and approach to the arts and 

how they go about prioritizing the course offerings that they do have, or do not have, in 
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place. If the arts are not being prioritized, what are the perceptions of the people leading 

the middle schools as to their importance? Do they know what the program requirements 

are for the arts? Do they think it is important to align their art offerings to the minimal 

requirements set forth by New York State? 

If a school does offer arts, it is more common and familiar to see general visual 

arts offerings and general music with a chorus, band, and possibly even an orchestra 

option in place for middle schoolers. Most middle schools are not teaching dance nor 

theater in their schools, yet the program requirements state that schools should be 

offering students art, music, theater, and dance during grades 5-8. If a school decided to 

only teach half of the components of their math program, they would be taken over by the 

state and deemed as careless. Yet, the arts do not garner the same respect and 

prioritization.  

While we know there is a shortage of time in each day, we see the way SEL has 

been prioritized over the last two years. Schools have found ways to teach SEL and 

support student wellness, without any time being added to their current bell schedules. 

Theater arts should be the driver for all SEL initiatives and can be readily embedded 

throughout multiple content areas. If we allowed for teachers to obtain theater arts license 

extensions, we can provide students a more robust learning experience that will help to 

embed SEL and foster creativity. Improvisation, role-playing, and playwriting can easily 

be done with the goal to teach empathy and affirmation of others. How powerful for a 

student to feel strongly about a topic, but to literally have “to be” in the shoes of someone 

with a completely different view and vantage point through acting exercises. Students 

having the ability to identify and understand a flipped perspective from their own will 
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develop a better understanding of the world at large. In addition, there is a safety net 

when people can have a script in their head because they have already played it out 

through role-playing, when placed in high stake and potentially dangerous situations. A 

student asked to try a drug or engage in a risky behavior may be less likely to do so if 

they have already had the opportunity to experience the situation through theater arts. 

Theater can provide students the ability to have a real-world experience without the 

consequences that exist in real life.  

Dance education has many positive impacts and at the very least, needs to be 

included in the physical education curriculum in New York State middle schools. If 

schools are supposed to be the equalizer in providing equity and access to our children, 

we are creating inequitable outcomes for students who may want to pursue dance if there 

is no introduction, exposure, or teaching of dance taking place during school. The 

students who will get into the specialized programs in high school and college, will only 

be the students who were afforded private dance classes based on their privilege and 

access. In addition, the person being cast as Anita in West Side Story must be able to 

dance. The obesity levels in our country are growing with childhood obesity being much 

more common that it was even a decade ago. Dancing is great exercise and perhaps can 

motivate students that express that they do not want to participate in the traditional 

physical education curriculum. During this research study, many principals expressed the 

desire to provide students with more choices and electives. Dance education should not 

be looked at as an extra and should be prioritized as a necessary offering that all schools 

have in place. Learning choreography, synergy, and kinesthetic learning all have benefits 

that transcend into the attainment of successful student attributes and habits of mind.  
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I believe this is incredibly important research and attribute the deficit in arts 

implementation to the lack of governance and political backing at the state level. The 

principals are not at fault or to blame. Many of the principals I spoke with value the arts 

and know that their students benefit from the exposure and access. However, they are 

more middle management, unfortunately in this regard, and they are being evaluated by 

the state on their school’s ELA and Math scores, and not their arts offerings and 

compliance to the New York State program requirements. It is a larger societal issue that 

requires a shared understanding of how the arts can benefit the whole child and a 

necessary driving force to clear the pathways for schools to have certified teachers in 

place and the resources to ensure that all students have access to music, art, theater, and 

dance.  

My advocacy of the arts will always be present. I feel that writing this study, 

hopefully, ignites some conversations that may not have been taking place otherwise. I 

did worry initially that someone reading this dissertation may think I chose something 

different than most school administrators pick as a topic, and that it may not have the 

same credibility to the academics and traditional educators. My own thoughts are part of 

the bigger problem. The arts are not looked at as core instruction and the mindset and 

mind frame needs to change. I am very serious about instruction and was a very 

successful fourth grade teacher who taught all content areas. My students outperformed 

every other class in my district in both the ELA and Math assessments during my last two 

years in the classroom before I became a staff developer. Perhaps the results had 

something to do with me starting my career as a music teacher, and the fact that I studied 

music theater while in college. My principal would comment that every time she walked 
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by my room there was singing and dancing and what appeared to look like a lot of fun 

taking place. Learning can, and should, be fun and students in middle school need to be 

deemed important enough that they are offered a robust arts education that includes full 

implementation of the program requirements and courses of study in music, art, theater, 

and dance. As we talk about reimagining education the arts need to be take center stage. 

The time is now.  
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APPENDIX A: IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT 
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APPENDIX C: SITE APPROVAL 

 
*Note. Identifying information has been removed from this copy of the site approval for 
participant confidentiality. 
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APPENDIX D: COPIES OF INSTRUMENTS AND OTHER MATERIALS 

 
Researcher Will Say: 

Thank you for joining me and your contributions to this case study. Your input is 

valuable, and I appreciate you taking the time to assist in my research. I am going to ask 

you a series of open-ended questions. Please feel free to answer them in any way that you 

want to.  

Focus Group Questions 

Welcome everyone and thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group. In this 

focus group I will ask everyone a series of open-ended questions. Please feel free to 

answer them in any way that you want. Also, please feel free to respond to other people 

in the focus group if you either agree or disagree with their answers, or simply want to 

expand on their thoughts.  

Today, we will be discussing arts implementation at the middle school level.  

1. Please tell us your first name and current role. 

2. What was your exposure to the arts, while in school, before you entered high 

school? 

3. Do you think it is important for schools to offer arts education to middle 

school students during the regular school day? Why or why not? 

4. What arts programs should be offered at the middle school level, if any, in a 

perfect world?  

5. If you feel the arts should be offered at the middle school level, how should 

they be offered at the middle school level? What is your opinion? 
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6. Do you believe the state should mandate arts programming in New York State 

middle schools? What would be the pros and cons be of such mandates? 

7. If you had to rank the importance of theater, dance, music, and visual arts 

programing, how would you respond and rank each one from most important 

to least important. Why?  

8. If you had to pick the main reasons why some middle school students are not 

being offered the arts, what would the reasons be? What would need to 

change? Why?  

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview regarding the 

implementation of the arts. I will ask you a series of open-ended questions. Please feel 

free to answer them in any way that you want.  

9. Tell me how classes in the arts could benefit your students. In what way/s? 

10. Are you aware of the New York State Education Department of Education’s 

specific learning standards/program requirements for the arts at the middle 

school level? 

11. Please tell me about the type of arts curricula that is offered at your school.  

● How are your art classes aligned to the learning standards/program 

requirements?  

● What are the reasons the courses you offer are provided to students?  

12.How does your school select the type of art classes offered to your students? 

• Is it a different process than when selecting the core curriculum? If so, 

how? 
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• Who decides whether a specific type of arts class is included in the 

curriculum and offered to students? 

13. What are the types of art classes that you think should be offered to middle school 

students? Why?  

If they have something to offer, move on to questions 6 & 7: 

If they do not provide information in question 5, begin leading questions: 

● Do you offer music? To what grades 

● Do you offer visual arts? To what grades 

● Do you offer theater? To what grades 

● Do you offer dance? To what grades  

14. If the NYSED required you to offer music, art, theater, dance to your middle 

school students, what challenges would you have when working to implement 

these courses into your middle school community?  

15. If you were trying to implement a new arts program, how would you anticipate 

overcoming any challenges that may emerge? 

16. Is there anything else you would like to tell me regarding this topic? 
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APPENDIX E: RECRUITMENT SCRIPTS 

Recruitment Script to the Organization 
 
Dear Middle School Principal’s Association, 
 
My name is John Barnes, and I am currently a doctoral candidate at St. John’s University. 
I am conducting research to complete my doctoral studies. My doctoral dissertation topic 
is: Middle School Principals’ Perceptions on the Inclusion of the Arts in New York 
Schools. I would like to use your organization to recruit middle school principals to my 
study. Individuals will be required to complete either a semi-structured interview or a 
focus group where they will be asked open-ended questions about the inclusion of the arts 
in their schools and any subsequent challenges.  
 
During my study, I will ensure of confidentiality as I will not be collecting any 
identifying information and I will be referring to participants in a numerical order. I 
would welcome the opportunity to utilize your organization to recruit principals in the 
hope of better understanding how we can include the arts in more middle schools in the 
state of New York.  
 
Best Regards, 
 
John Barnes 
Doctoral Candidate 
St. John’s University 
 

Recruitment Script to Potential Participants 
 
Dear Middle School Principal, 
 
My name is John Barnes, and I am currently a doctoral candidate at St. John’s University. 
I am conducting research to complete my doctoral studies. My doctoral dissertation topic 
is: Middle School Principals’ Perceptions on the Inclusion of the Arts in New York 
Schools. I would welcome you to join my study so that you can participate in either a 
semi-structured private interview or a focus group. 
 
During the semi-structured interview or the focus group, you will be asked a series of 
open-ended questions regarding the inclusion of arts programs in your schools and any 
subsequent challenges. You will be allowed to answer the questions in any manner that 
you see fit, and the semi-structured interview or the focus group will take you 
approximately 30 to 45 minutes to complete.  
 
To participate in this study, you must meet the following criteria: 
 

1. You must be currently working as a middle school principal in the state of New 
York. 
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2. You must be a member of a New York State Middle School Principals 
Association. 

3. You must have worked in your position for a minimum of one year. 
4. You must have experience in building and implementing arts education 

curriculum. 

Please note that I will ensure that your responses are confidential, as I will not be 
collecting any identifying information. Please contact me by phone at XXX-XXX-XXXX 
or by email (xxx@xxx.com) to set up an appointment to participate in either an interview 
or focus group.  
 
Best Regards, 
 
John Barnes 
Doctoral Candidate 
St. John’s University 

mailto:xxx@xxx.com
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