
THE NATIONAL STUDY 
OF ARTS EDUCATION: 

A First Look at 
the Music Data 

BY KENNETH ELPUS New research results provide insight 
into trends and a basis for future 
research studies. 
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In 2024, my colleagues and I at 
the University of Maryland were 
awarded a Research Lab grant from 
the National Endowment for the 
Arts (NEA) to create the Music & 
Arts Education Data Lab (MADLab, 
https;//madlab.umd.edu). With NEA 
funding, our lab partnered with 
NAfME and several other arts 
educators associations-National 
Association for Music Education 
(NAfME), National Art Education 
Association (NAEA), National Dance 
Education Organization (NDEO), and 
Educational Theatre Association 
(EdTA)-to develop a nationwide 
study exploring the status of arts 
education in America's public 
schools. 

The research project, called the 
National Study of Arts Education 
(NSAE), surveyed a representative 
sample of music, visual art, dance, 
and theater teachers working at 
public elementary, middle, and high 
schools nationwide. In collaboration 
with association partners, we 
developed a questionnaire to ask arts 
educators about a wide variety of 
topics, including 

their teacher preparation program 
and certification routes, 

• the availability of various kinds 
of music and arts classes in their 
schools, 

• the support teachers received from 
their community and administra­
tion for delivering arts instruction, 

• and general questions about job 
satisfaction. 



We designed the questionnaire so that 
we could repeat the study with new 
samples of teachers. We plan to track 
trends in the profession over time. 

After inviting teachers from across 
the country to participate, we 
received responses from music and 
arts educators in 47 states plus 
the District of Columbia. Although 
invited, no teachers from Hawaii, 
North Dakota, or Vermont responded. 
Not only did we gather essential data 
from music and arts teachers, but 
we also used this first version of the 
study to field test the questionnaire 
and improve our research processes 
for the future. Here are a few insights 
from our initial analyses of the NSAE 
data for music teachers. 

Music Teacher Preparation, 
Certification, and Continuing 
Education 

Most music educators, 81%, earned 
their public school teaching 
certificate through the traditional 
route of majoring in music education 
or music performance in college, 
and 96% of music teachers hold 
their primary certificate in music. 
About 15°/o of music teachers also 
hold a secondary content area or 
administrative certificate. 

Music was the highest level of 
traditional route preparation 
among all the arts areas. The next 
highest was visual art: 75% of visual 
arts teachers took the traditional 
route to certification. Alternate 
route approaches, where teachers 
earn certification through means 
other than an undergraduate 
arts education major, were more 
prevalent among theater (46% 
alternate route) and dance (42% 
alternate route) teachers. 

In college, music educators mostly 
majored in music education (65%), 
music performance (11%), or both 
music education and performance 
(8%). Most working music educators 
hold advanced degrees-57°/o hold 
a master's degree, and 3% hold a 

While these are just a few interesting results we have 
discovered so far, much more work is happening with 

the NSAE. 

doctoral degree. Just over half of 
master's degrees (52%) were in 
music education, 12% were in music 
performance or conducting, and 
31% were in non-music fields like 
educational administration, special 
education, or elementary education. 

Music Curriculum and Teaching 
Emphases 

More than half of the music teachers 
(61%) reported that their music 
classes were delivered according 
to a written curriculum guide. 
In comparison, 30% reported no 
written curriculum guide, and 9% 
were unsure. Most music teachers 
(91%) reported that their instruction 
was aligned with state standards, 
while less than 1% said that 

instruction was not aligned with 
state standards, and just over 8% 
were unsure. 

We asked about the National Core 
Arts Standards (NCAS) in two ways: 
directly by name and indirectly by 
asking how much emphasis teachers 
put on the competencies named in 
the 11 NCAS anchor standards. When 
asked if their music instruction was 
aligned with the NCAS, 69% of music 
teachers said it was, 7% said it wasn't, 
and 24% were unsure. This was the 
lowest direct response to instructional 
alignment with NCAS among all arts 
disciplines: 71% of dance teachers, 
75% of theater teachers, and 78% 
of visual art teachers said their 
instruction was aligned with the 
National Core Arts Standards. 
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In the future, we will 

release NSAE data for use 

by other music and arts 
education researchers. 

When we asked how much emphasis 
music teachers put on the content of 
the standards in their instruction, 
the results were similar to those of 
the direct question. For example, 
71% of music teachers said they 
put a moderate emphasis or a great 
emphasis on "Generating and 
conceptualizing musical ideas and 
works," which is the first NCAS 
Anchor Standard. 

The table on the right summarizes 
the extent to which music teachers 
emphasized the competencies in 
the National Core Arts Standards in 
their teaching. Teachers in the other 
arts areas (dance, theatre, and visual 
art) all reported consistently higher 
levels of emphasis on the standards 
associated with the Creating artistic 
process than did music teachers. 
Unsurprisingly, the standards 
associated with the Performing 
artistic process (5 and 6) were the 
most emphasized by music teachers. 

Music Teacher Professional 
Development 

We asked music teachers how their 
school districts supported their 
professional development through 
supporting graduate coursework, 
association memberships, conference 
attendance, sponsoring professional 
learning communities, or bringing in 
music experts for local PD days. The 
availability of PD varied. The most 
commonly reported district support 
for PD was paid time off days to 
attend state or national conferences 
(77% of music teachers reported this 
support). 
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NCAS Anchor Standard 

CREATING 

1 Generating and 
conceptualizing musical ideas 

2 Organizing and developing 
musical ideas and work 

3 Refining and completing 
musical work 

PERFORMING 

4 Selecting, analyzing and 
interpreting music for 
presentation 

5 Developing/refining musical 
techniques and works for 
presentation 

6 Conveying meaning through 
presentation of music 

RESPONDING 

7 Perceiving and analyzing 
musical work 

8 Interpreting intent and 
meaning in musical work 

9 Applying criteria to evaluate 
musical works 

CONNECTING 

10 Synthesizing/relating 
knowledge and personal 
experience to make music 

11 Relating music to social, 
cultural, and historical context 

Only 47% of music teachers are 
provided direct travel funding 
support for conference attendance. 
About 25% of music teachers 
reported that their district pays for 
their membership to the state MEA 
and/or NAfME conferences. Tuition 
reimbursement for graduate classes 
in music pedagogy (24%) or music 
performance (19%) were the least 
commonly available PD supports. 
Two thirds (66%} of music teachers 
reported that their district supported 
a PLC, and 50% reported that their 
district provides local music-specific 
professional development. 

%of music 
teachers 
reporting a 
moderate or 
great emphasis 
in their teaching 

%of music 
teachers 
reporting a 
small extent or 
not at all in their 
teaching 

71 29 

65 35 

69 31 

67 33 

85 15 

85 15 

59 41 

65 35 

59 41 

70 30 

72 28 

Perceived Support for Music 
and Job Satisfaction 

We asked a variety of questions to 
understand the degree to which 
music teachers were satisfied in their 
jobs. Most music teachers reported 
that their school administration 
supports and encourages the music 
staff, with 55% strongly agreeing and 
32% somewhat agreeing that they 
receive support and encouragement. 
When asked if they agreed that they 
were "generally satisfied being a 
teacher at this school," 30% strongly 
agreed and 58% somewhat agreed, 
leaving about 12% of music teachers 
who somewhat or strongly disagreed. 



While we did not ask directly 
about the Divisive Concepts Laws, 
which have been featured heavily 
in education policy news, we asked 
music teachers whether they agreed 
with the statement that "There are 
too many restrictions about what can 
be discussed at my school." About 1 

in 5 music teachers either somewhat 
(16%) or strongly (4%) agreed with 
that statement. 

We found an interesting pattern 
of results when we asked music 
teachers if they agreed with the 
following statement: "If I could get a 
higher-paying job, I'd leave teaching 
as soon as possible." While 49% of 
music teachers somewhat disagreed, 
13% strongly disagreed, 12% 
somewhat agreed, and more than a 
quarter (26%) strongly agreed. 

We found that this dissatisfaction 
measure was related to the location 
and the grade levels where music 
teachers worked, as shown in the 
graph below. Music teachers in rural 

elementary schools were the most 
likely to agree that they would leave 
music teaching for higher pay. In 
contrast, high school teachers in 
exurban (semi-rural, low housing 
density) towns were the least likely 
to agree that they would leave for 
higher pay. 

Music Teacher Diversity 

We found similar results to past 
research on music teacher diversity. 
In terms of birth-assigned sex, 
elementary music teachers were 
predominantly female (64%), 
middle school music teachers were 
predominantly female (53%), and 
high school music teachers were 
predominantly male (54% male). 
Regarding race/ethnicity, music 
teachers identified as 86% white, 4% 
Black or African American, 3% Asian, 
6% Hispanic or Latino, <1% Native 
American, and 1% two or more races. 
About 12% of American public school 
music teachers self-identify as 
members of the LGBTQcommunity. 

Music Teachers Who Would Leave Teaching 
for a Higher Paying Job by Level & Locale 
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Next Steps 

While these are just a few interesting 
results we have discovered so far, 
much more work is happening with 
the NSAE. There are many more 
data points to analyze. MADLab 
researchers have already started 
using the data for formal research 
projects that we will share at future 
NAfME conferences and submit for 
possible publication in journals like 
NAfME's Journal of Research in Music 
Education. 

In the future, we will release NSAE 
data for use by other music and arts 
education researchers. In addition 
to the research underway with the 
current data, plans for the 2026 
NSAE wave of data collection are 
already in motion, and the National 
Endowment for the Arts has already 
committed funding to support the 
2026 data collection. 
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