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1
Introduction

In today’s increasingly data-informed world, the ability to access, collect, analyze and act on 
data is vital for organizations across all sectors, and arts education is no exception. For arts 
education organizations and community-based arts programs, data serves as a valuable tool 
to raise awareness, enhance programs, share stories, secure funding, inform strategic plans 
and demonstrate the transformative impact of the arts on individuals and communities.

This guide provides a clear and practical overview of how arts education stakeholders can 
harness data to support and elevate their work. It serves as an accessible introduction 
tailored for individuals who may not consider themselves data experts, but who recognize 
the importance of data in enhancing arts education. This guide is designed to help arts 
educators, arts organizations, advocates and stakeholders understand how to access, collect 
and use data to advance goals for arts education. It can be a resource whether you’re a public 
or private school educator or leader, running afterschool arts programming, leading a youth 
theatre company, managing a nonprofit music school, coordinating museum arts-focused 
education or working in education policy.

Our aim is to provide you with straightforward insights and practical tools that will empower 
you to leverage data in meaningful ways. By offering clear explanations and relatable 
examples, we hope to equip you with the confidence to utilize data effectively in your arts 
education initiatives. You don't need to be a data scientist to make informed decisions or 
demonstrate the impact of your work; this guide will help you on your journey to becoming 
data-savvy in the context of arts education.
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Defining Data in the Context of Arts Education

In the context of arts education, data refers to information that 
is systematically collected and used to understand, improve and 
communicate the work being done. It includes both quantitative data 
(numbers, measurements, metrics) and qualitative data (narratives, 
reflections, observations, testimonials).

Examples of data in arts education might include:

• Program enrollment numbers by key demographics
• Enrollment trends over time
• Teacher licensure and certifications
• Attendance and retention rates in programs
• Student assessment
• Pre- and post-program surveys measuring skills,

confidence or engagement
• Partner school feedback on artist residencies
• Budget and resource allocations

Data can be collected from students, teaching artists, families, 
schools and communities, and it can reflect the scope, quality, equity 
and outcomes of arts programming. In addition, some of this data is 
already available for stakeholders to access and use.

Why Arts Education Programs Must Build Data Capacity

Arts education organizations often operate with limited resources, 
relying on a passionate workforce and community support. Without 
robust data practices, however, it can be challenging to secure 
sustained funding, demonstrate impact, demonstrate measurable 
program improvement or advocate effectively. Building data capacity 
involves the ability to access, collect, analyze, use and report data 
effectively.

Building data capacity helps arts education stakeholders:

• Make informed decisions about programs and investments.
• Communicate the value of arts programming to funders,

stakeholders, policymakers and the public.
• Identify gaps in programming for, participation by and

achievement in key demographics.
• Evaluate outcomes and communicate key metrics that

demonstrate impact.
• Strengthen grant proposals with evidence and clarity.

1. Introduction
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Purposes of Data in Arts Education
Data can serve a range of purposes for arts education stakeholders. Below are six key uses:

Advocacy
Data supports powerful storytelling. Enrollment figures, student testimonials and 
community demographics help organizations demonstrate demand, reach and 
relevance. 

Organizational Improvement
Arts organizations can streamline their operations and save time and money by 
collecting and analyzing data, including attendance, financial records, marketing 
metrics, program outcomes and internal workflows. Tailored data collection enables 
the identification of trends, pinpointing inefficiencies and prompt response to 
challenges. This enables organizations to make informed decisions, improve processes 
and increase overall effectiveness and impact.

Policy
When arts education organizations can show trends, gaps and successes through 
data, they become valuable partners in shaping local, regional, statewide or national 
arts education policy. This might include using data to influence school arts mandates, 
funding allocations or curriculum standards.

Program Impact
Demonstrating program impact can include providing measurable evidence of 
community engagement, participation, outcomes and reach. Use data to clearly show 
how a program connects with and benefits its intended audience. This can include 
tracking the number and demographics of participants, documenting how often 
and in what ways community members engage with the program and assessing the 
depth of their involvement. Outcome data may highlight changes in attitudes, skills or 
behaviors resulting from participation, while reach refers to the extent to which the 
program reaches—geographically, socially or demographically. Together, this evidence 
paints a fuller picture of the program’s influence and helps demonstrate its relevance, 
effectiveness and value to the broader community.

Research
Participation in or collaboration with academic research efforts can help the entire 
field. By contributing data to shared studies or conducting internal research, 
organizations can identify best practices, assess long-term outcomes and contribute to 
the broader understanding of proven arts education practices and pedagogy.

Student Achievement
Collecting data on student progress, creativity, collaboration, higher-order thinking and 
confidence helps illustrate how students grow through the arts in ways that traditional 
test scores don’t capture. Portfolios, performance assessment and student reflections 
are all forms of achievement data.

1. Introduction
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2
Your Data Journey: Begin with the End in Mind

The most effective data efforts begin with a clear purpose. Before 
gathering information, ask yourself:

•	 What is (are) the question(s) I need to answer?
•	 Why do we need this data?
•	 What decisions will it inform? Who will make those?
•	 Who needs to see it, and in what format?
•	 What story are we trying to tell, or what problem are we trying 

to solve? Is this a one-time need, or will our data tell a story 
over time?

•	 Does the data already exist? Where is it found?  
How is it accessed? 

•	 If data does not already exist, what is (are) the most efficient 
way(s) to gather needed data? What partnerships are needed?

Starting with the end in mind ensures that 
the data strategy is meaningful and aligned 
with your goals. This approach also helps you 
avoid getting lost in irrelevant data, keeping 
the focus on the intended outcomes.
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How has student participation in our 
afterschool program changed over the 
past year?

What impact does our artist residency 
program have on students’ confidence 
and collaboration skills?

Which community groups are we  
not currently reaching with our  
public workshops?

Which skills present in student portfolios 
show effective teaching, and in what 
areas can I improve my teaching next 
year for higher student outcomes?

To define your data question, consider the goals and intended outcomes you have 
identified. Then, narrow your focus to what exactly you want to know and who the 
question is about—students, teachers, audiences, partners, etc.

Good data questions are specific, measurable and actionable. Instead of asking, “Is our 
program successful?” reframe it to something more focused like, “What percentage of 
students report increased interest in the arts after participating in our program?” or 
“What is the average attendance rate over the course of our performance series?”

By starting with a clear and purposeful data question, you can ensure that the 
information you gather is relevant, insightful and ultimately useful in advancing your 
mission in arts education.

3
Defining Data Questions

Before collecting any data, it’s essential to begin with a clear data 
question. A data question is a focused inquiry that guides what 
information you need to collect, why you need it and how you will use 
it. For arts educators and arts education organizations, a well-defined 
data question ensures that data collection efforts are purposeful, 
efficient and aligned with your goals.

A strong data question typically stems from a specific need, 
challenge or curiosity about your program. For example:
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4

Quantitative Data

Quantitative data is numerical and measurable. 

It helps you track patterns, compare outcomes 

and present evidence in a way that is often easy 

to analyze and share. Common examples in arts 

education include:

• Number of students enrolled in a

class or program

• Trends in enrollment numbers over time

• Attendance rates at performances,

workshops or exhibitions

• Assessment scores or rubric-based

evaluations of student work

• Demographics such as age, grade level or

geographic location

• Budget and financial data related to

program delivery

This type of data is beneficial when you want to 

show change over time, make comparisons or 

demonstrate reach and scale to funders, boards 

and stakeholders.

Qualitative Data

Qualitative data is descriptive and interpretive. 

It captures the depth and richness of the arts 

experience—something that numbers alone 

can’t convey. Examples include summaries and 

anecdotal statements from individuals from:

• Student reflections, journals or

artist statements

• Teacher or teaching artist observations

• Arts-based methodologies

• Interviews or focus groups with participants,

educators or community members

• Open-ended survey responses

• Audience or participant testimonials

Qualitative data is essential for understanding 

the how and why behind your results. It reveals 

personal growth, creative process, social-

emotional development and other nuanced 

impacts that are central to arts education. 

Using Both Types Together

Integrating both types of data, often referred to as a mixed-methods approach, can provide 
a more comprehensive understanding of your program’s effectiveness. For example, while 
attendance numbers may indicate that a program is growing, student interviews can explain 
why students are returning and what they’re gaining from the experience.

By combining qualitative and quantitative data, arts educators can tell a more compelling, 
accurate and human-centered story of their work, making the case for its value in both 
educational and community contexts.

Types of Data

Once you’ve defined your data question, the next step is understanding what types of 
data can help answer it. For arts education, data generally falls into two main categories: 
quantitative and qualitative. Each offers unique insights, and using both together often 
provides the most complete picture of your program and its impact, partnering logistical 
results with how or why something is occurring.
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Internal Data Sources

Begin by examining your own organization, 
state education agency, school district, school, 
or classroom. You may already be collecting 
valuable data through:

Working with Existing Data

Collecting new data isn’t always necessary—often, valuable information already exists. Arts 
educators and arts education organizations can save time and resources by tapping into 
existing data sources and databases that align with their data question. These sources 
can provide useful context, benchmarks, or direct answers to specific questions about 
participation, impact, demographics, or community needs.

5

Budgets and financial reports: Analyze 
spending by program or cost efficiency  
over time. 

Marketing and outreach analytics: Utilize 
website traffic, email engagement, or 
social media metrics to evaluate audience 
engagement and the effectiveness of 
outreach efforts.

Program evaluations: Review past surveys, 
feedback forms, or rubrics used to assess 
learning outcomes.

Registration systems: Track enrollment 
trends, student demographics, and 
attendance over time.

Staff and artist feedback: Notes from 
meetings or reports from teaching artists 
often contain valuable observations and 
qualitative insights.
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Community and Public Data Sources

Since 2023, the Arts Education Partnership’s Data Working Group 
has been compiling public sources of arts education at national, 
state, regional and local levels. The group’s goal is to discover and 
communicate where data is currently being collected and reported. 
The Arts Education Data and Reporting Initiatives report series 
outlines existing sources of accessible quantitative data related to 
arts education. The report contains four sections: access, enrollment 
and participation; learning; staffing; and funding. Each section 
outlines questions, data and reporting sources, and gaps and 
potential barriers related to data.

This work serves as a valuable resource for arts educators, 
policymakers, and organizations seeking to better understand the 
current landscape of arts education data. By identifying where data 
exists—and where it is lacking—the report provides a foundation for 
an organization’s data journey.

5. Working With Existing Data

Tips for Using Existing Data Effectively

Align with your data question: Only use  
data that is relevant to what you want to 
learn or demonstrate.

Check for accuracy and date: Make sure the 
data is current, credible and appropriate for 
your region or audience.

Combine with your own findings: Use 
external data to support or contrast your 
internal data, helping to create a fuller picture.

Document data sources: Track and 
organize data sources and details so that 
analyses can be reproduced or updated in 
the future.

Respect privacy and permissions: If using 
shared or sensitive data (especially related 
to minors), follow proper data-sharing 
agreements and privacy laws. Seek proper 
permissions when required.

By tapping into existing data sources, arts educators can make smarter, faster decisions, gain 
valuable context and strengthen the case for their programs without starting from scratch.

https://www.aep-arts.org/arts-education-data-and-reporting-initiatives/
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6
Gathering Data

Arts educators and organizations have a variety of methods available to collect meaningful 
data that answers their specific questions. Choosing the best method depends on goals, the 
type of information needed and the resources available. Below are common data collection 
approaches along with examples and considerations for each:

Surveys and Questionnaires

Surveys are a flexible, cost-effective way to gather quantitative and qualitative data from large 
groups of stakeholders, such as students, teachers, parents or audience members. They can 
be administered in-person, online or via paper forms.

Examples of survey questions:

•	 For students: “How confident do you feel about your artistic skills after this program?”
•	 For teachers: “What changes have you observed in students’ creativity or collaboration?”
•	 For parents: “How often does your child talk about what they learned in arts classes?”
•	 For audiences: “How engaging did you find the performance or exhibition?”

Surveys can include multiple-choice, rating scales or open-ended questions and can be 
tailored to different stakeholders.

Art-based Methodologies

Arts-based methodologies refer to research and data collection 
approaches that use artistic processes—such as drawing, painting, 
storytelling, poetry, performance or multimedia—as a way to explore, 
express and analyze human experiences. These methods are particularly 
valuable when traditional tools like surveys or interviews may not fully 
capture the depth, emotion or complexity of participants' perspectives.

Participatory: They engage participants 
actively in the creation of data.

Multimodal: They include visual (e.g., 
collage, darwing, photography), literary 
(e.g., poetry), performative (e.g., theater, 
dance), aural (e.g. music), and audiovisual 
(e.g., film) techniques.

Arts-based methods are:

Context-sensitive: They are especially useful 
for exploring emotions, relationships or 
abstract concepts that are hard to articulate 
in words.

Inductive: They often begin with creative 
expression and then move toward 
interpretation and meaning-making. 

These methods are not the same as art therapy or simply using art for engagement—
they are used to generate data and answer research or evaluation questions.
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Student Assessment
Assessment provides structured ways 
to evaluate students’ skills, knowledge 
and progress. These may include:

• Rubrics for evaluating artworks or
performances

• Portfolios documenting creative
development over time

• Pre- and post-program tests measuring
changes in learning outcomes

Student assessment can offer both 
quantitative scores and qualitative feedback, 
helping educators track growth and identify 
areas for improvement.

Interviews and Focus Groups
These methods gather rich, detailed 
qualitative data through direct conversations.

• Interviews are one-on-one and allow
for in-depth exploration of individual
experiences or opinions. Interviews
can be structured, or can be informal
conversations.

• Focus groups bring together small
groups for guided discussions,
encouraging participants to build on
each other’s ideas.

Both methods are useful for understanding 
motivations, challenges and the  
deeper impact of arts programs from 
multiple perspectives.

Experiments
Though less common in arts education, 
experiments can be designed to test the 
effects of specific interventions or program 
elements. For example, an educator might 
compare two teaching methods across 
different student groups to see which 
yields better learning outcomes. Controlled 
conditions and careful planning are 
necessary for reliable results.

Observations
Direct observation allows practitioners to 
gather real-time, qualitative data about 
behaviors, interactions and engagement 
by capturing what participants actually do 
rather than what they report. Observations 
can be informal (unstructured), with 
open-ended field notes that document 
emerging patterns, or structured, using 
rubrics, checklists or rating scales to ensure 
consistency across observers and sessions. 

Digital Analytics and Tracking
For online or hybrid programs, tools like 
Google Analytics, learning management 
system (LMS) reports or social media 
insights can reveal engagement patterns, 
time spent on activities and audience reach.

Video or Audio Recording Analysis
Recording performances, rehearsals or 
classroom interactions allow educators to 
analyze behaviors, engagement or technique 
either live or after the fact.

Social Network Analysis
Mapping relationships and interactions 
among participants can help one to 
understand collaboration, community 
building or mentorship patterns.

Combined Methods
By combining multiple data collection 
methods, arts educators can capture both 
the measurable outcomes and the rich 
personal experiences that define the impact 
of their work. Choosing methods that fit 
the data question, audience and available 
resources will help ensure meaningful, 
actionable insights.

6. Gathering Data
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Key Principles of Data Quality for Arts Education

Timeliness
Data should be collected and analyzed as 
promptly as possible so that findings are 
relevant and actionable. Delayed data, while 
often unavoidable, may no longer reflect 
current conditions, making it harder to respond 
effectively. When using existing data sources, 
consider the date of data collection. Determine 
if it remains relevant and suitable for your 
current research or decision-making needs.

Relevance
Focus on collecting data that directly 
answers your data questions or informs 
your goals. Avoid collecting unnecessary 
information that burdens participants or 
complicates analysis.

Source Evaluation
Investigate the origin of the data. Consider 
the reputation of the organization or 
individual that collected it. Examine 
whether there are biases in the data used 
or collected. Established, reputable sources 
are more likely to produce high-quality data. 
Check for documentation or reports that 
explain the data collection process, including 
methodologies, sample sizes and participant 
selection criteria. 

7
Data Quality: The Basics

For arts educators and arts organizations, collecting data is only the first step. Ensuring the 
data is high quality is essential for making meaningful, trustworthy decisions. Data quality 
refers to how accurate, reliable and relevant your data is to the questions you want to answer. 
Poor-quality data can lead to wrong conclusions, wasted resources and missed opportunities 
to improve and advocate for programs.

Accuracy
Your data should correctly represent what 
you are measuring. Double-check entries, 
use clear instructions and train staff to 
minimize mistakes.

Completeness
Complete data means having all the 
necessary information for your analysis. 
Missing responses on surveys, incomplete 
attendance logs or partial assessment 
results can skew findings. Examine 
the dataset for missing information or 
incomplete entries. Assess the extent to 
which gaps might affect your analysis and 
potential conclusions.

Consistency
Collect data the same way over time and 
across different groups. The truism ‘if you 
wish to measure change, don’t change 
the measure’ applies here. Consistency 
in methods, questions and definitions 
ensures that comparisons are meaningful. 
Document protocols to track consistency 
in the methods used. Analyze the 
data for consistency in definitions and 
measurement across various subgroups. 
Look for variations in how similar data 
points are presented, which could indicate 
issues with standardization.
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Validity in Instrument Design

Construct validity refers to how well a survey question and its response 
options accurately reflect the concept you are trying to measure. 
In closed-ended questions, such as multiple choice or rating scales, 
this means asking whether the question truly captures the idea or 
experience you want to understand. Strengthening construct validity 
involves clearly defining the concept, using language that matches how 
participants naturally describe their experiences and piloting questions 
with a small group to confirm they are interpreted as intended. For 
example, when measuring the concept of creativity, to what extent does 
the data collection effort accurately measure creativity?

Content validity focuses on whether your survey or instrument fully 
covers all important aspects of the concept. This means checking 
that your questions address the full range of skills, behaviors or 
experiences related to the topic, rather than emphasizing only one 
narrow part of it. Reviewing relevant literature or asking experts 
to review items can help strengthen content validity. For example, 
when measuring the concept of creativity, to what extent does the 
data collection effort address all aspects of creativity (e.g., fluency, 
originality, elaboration, etc.).

Face validity refers to whether the questions appear, on the surface, 
to measure what they are supposed to measure from the perspective 
of participants or reviewers. While it is the most basic form of validity, 
strong face validity can improve participant trust and engagement. 
For example, when measuring the concept of creativity, to what 
extent do participants and/or reviewers intuitively understand that 
the data collection effort is measuring creativity?

Criterion validity refers to how well survey results align with other 
established measures or real-world outcomes. This can involve 
comparing responses to existing validated instruments or to 
observable behaviors, performance data or other relevant indicators. 
For example, when measuring the concept of creativity, to what 
extent do the results from a new observation protocol compared to 
results from a previously validated creativity survey?

7. Data Quality: The Basics
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Practical Tips for Maintaining Data Quality

• Design clear, simple data collection tools aligned with your goals.

• Create a checklist based on the above principles to systematically 
evaluate the quality of found data.

• Train staff and volunteers on proper data entry and handling.

• Regularly review data for errors or inconsistencies and correct 
them quickly.

• Use standardized forms or digital tools to reduce manual errors.

• Pilot test surveys or assessment tools before full implementation.

• Be transparent with participants about how their data will be 
used.

• Collaborate with stakeholders familiar with the data source for 
additional insights or context.

• Document your assessment process to maintain a clear record of 
the data's quality evaluation.

By prioritizing data quality, arts educators and organizations ensure that 
their efforts to measure impact and improve programs are built on a 
solid foundation. Proper evaluation of data quality not only enhances the 
credibility of your findings but also strengthens the stories you tell about 
growth and engagement in arts education.

7. Data Quality: The Basics
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8
Data Analysis: The Basics

Collecting quality data is vital, but its true value emerges when 
you analyze it effectively. Data analysis helps arts educators and 
organizations turn raw numbers and observations into meaningful 
insights about their programs, participants and impact. Understanding 
the basics of data analysis empowers you to make informed decisions, 
improve programming and communicate results clearly.

The first step in data analysis is organizing the data. This includes 
compiling survey responses, attendance records, assessment results, 
observation notes and artifacts such as portfolios or reflective writing 
into a consistent format. Data should be cleaned by checking for 
missing responses, duplicate entries and obvious errors to ensure 
accuracy before deeper analysis begins.

Next, analysts engage in descriptive analysis, which involves 
summarizing what the data shows. This may include calculating 
counts, percentages, averages or ranges for quantitative data, and 
identifying recurring patterns or themes in qualitative data such as 
interviews or observation notes. This step helps reveal overall trends, 
participation levels and areas of strength or concern.

After summarizing the data, the process moves to interpretation. 
Here, the findings are connected back to the original goals or 
research questions. Analysts consider what the patterns mean in 
context, how different groups may be experiencing a program 
differently and what the results suggest about program effectiveness 
or areas for improvement.

The final step is communicating the findings. Clear tables, charts and 
narrative summaries help make results accessible to stakeholders 
such as educators, funders and community partners. Effective 
reporting focuses not just on what happened, but why it matters and 
how the insights can be used to strengthen practice.
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9

Key Elements of Effective Data Reporting

Know Your Audience

Tailor your report’s tone, detail, and format to the needs of your audience. For example:

•	 Funders may want concise summaries with clear outcomes and financial data.

•	 Teachers and staff might appreciate detailed feedback for program improvement.

•	 Community members often connect best with stories and visuals that highlight impact.

•	 Policymakers need quantitative data for informed decision making, but when combined 
with a memorable anecdote it can have an even greater impact.

Reporting

Collecting and analyzing data are crucial steps, but the impact of 
your work depends on how you report your findings. Clear, thoughtful 
reporting helps arts educators and organizations communicate 
program successes, challenges and areas for growth to stakeholders 
such as funders, participants, school administrators and community 
members.

Why Reporting Matters
Reporting data:

•	 Builds transparency and trust

•	 Supports funding and advocacy efforts

•	 Informs program improvements

•	 Celebrates achievements and participant stories

•	 Engages and educates stakeholders about the  
value of arts education
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Be Clear and Concise

Present findings in straightforward language. Avoid jargon, define 
acronyms and explain any technical terms. Use bullet points, headings 
and summaries to make information easy to scan.

Use Visuals

Graphs, charts and infographics help make numbers  
understandable at a glance. Visual storytelling can also highlight  
key trends and comparisons.

Combine Data with Stories

Balance statistics with qualitative insights. Include participant quotes, 
case studies or photos to bring your data to life and show the human 
side of your programs.

Organize Logically

Structure your report with a logical and reader-friendly flow: start 
with the key findings, explain the methods and evidence that led to 
those findings and conclude with clear, actionable recommendations.

Consider Long-term Goals

Consider how data will be collected over time to 
share how initiatives are working. How can data 
collection and reporting be used to inform the 
ongoing work of an initiative and adjust goals?

Common Reporting Formats

•	 Written reports: Formal documents ideal 
for funders and institutional partners.

•	 Executive summaries: Short, high-level 
overviews highlighting major points.

•	 Presentations: Slide decks for meetings or 
community forums.

•	 Dashboards: Interactive online tools that 
update data in real-time.

•	 Infographics: Visual summaries ideal for 
social media or newsletters.

9. Reporting
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Data Visualization 

Data visualization refers to the graphical representation of 
information and data. Visualization makes complex data more 
accessible and easier to comprehend, enabling stakeholders to 
quickly grasp key findings. Effective visualization enhances the 
communication of results, facilitating the presentation of data to 
a diverse range of audiences, including educators, administrators, 
policymakers and community members. By representing data 
visually, organizations can make informed decisions based on clear 
insights, ultimately leading to improved outcomes in arts education 
programs. Furthermore, visual representations engage audiences 
more effectively than raw data or text alone, fostering greater interest 
and discussion surrounding the findings. Additionally, visualizations 
play a crucial role in revealing patterns and trends over time, which is 
essential for assessing the effectiveness of arts education programs 
and making necessary adjustments.

Types of Data Visualization

Line Graphs: Ideal for displaying trends over time, such as tracking 
enrollment growth in arts programs. 

Pie Charts: Useful for showing proportions and percentages, like 
the breakdown of funding sources for arts education. 

Scatter Plots: Effective for displaying relationships between 
variables, such as the relationship between arts participation and 
academic performance. 

Heat Maps: Show data density or frequency using color gradients, 
valuable for visualizing attendance patterns in different sessions 
of programs. 

Infographics: Combine various visual elements to present 
information clearly and engagingly, useful for summarizing key 
insights about arts education programs.

Gantt Charts: Help in tracking project timelines and milestones, 
useful for planning and visualizing the schedule of arts programs 
and events.

Bar Charts: Used to compare quantities across different 
categories, helpful for showing differences in student achievement 
or program participation. 

9. Reporting
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Practical Tips for Data Reporting

•	 Share reports widely but appropriately; consider privacy 
and consent when including personal stories or images.

•	 Use consistent formatting and branding to create a 
professional look.

•	 Provide opportunities for feedback from stakeholders to 
improve future reporting.

•	 Keep a record of reports and data for future reference and 
longitudinal studies.

Best Practices for Data Visualization 

Choose the Right Type of Visualization: Select a visualization type 
that best represents the data and the message you want to convey. 

Keep It Simple: Avoid clutter by focusing on key messages and using 
clean, clear visuals. Too many elements can distract from the main point.

Use Appropriate Colors: Select colors that are easy to distinguish 
and are considerate of colorblind accessibility. Ensure color schemes 
are consistent and convey the right emotions.

Provide Context: Include titles, labels and legends to give context to 
the visuals and guide viewers through the data. 

Tell a Story: Use visualizations to narrate a story, guiding the 
audience through findings in a logical sequence that emphasizes key 
insights and implications. By incorporating effective data visualization 
techniques, arts education programs can significantly enhance their 
ability to communicate data findings, engage stakeholders and drive 
informed decision-making processes.

9. Reporting
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10
Ethical and Legal Considerations

When collecting, analyzing and reporting data, arts educators and organizations must 
prioritize ethical practices to respect and protect the individuals and communities they 
serve. Ethical considerations ensure trust, fairness and integrity throughout the data process, 
especially since arts education often involves working with minors and vulnerable populations.

Key Ethical Principles to Follow

Informed Consent
•	 Always explain clearly to participants 

(and, when appropriate, their parents  
or guardians) what data is being 
collected, how it will be used and who 
will have access.

•	 Obtain explicit permission before gathering 
personal or sensitive information.

•	 Allow participants to opt out or withdraw 
consent at any time without penalty.

Privacy and Confidentiality
•	 Protect the identity of participants by 

anonymizing data whenever possible (e.g., 
removing names or identifiable details).

•	 Store data securely, using password 
protection and limiting access to 
authorized personnel only.

•	 Be mindful when reporting; avoid sharing 
information that could unintentionally 
reveal a participant’s identity.

Respect and Cultural Sensitivity
•	 Design data collection tools and 

processes that respect participants’ 
cultural backgrounds, languages and 
experiences.

•	 Avoid bias in questions and 
interpretation; seek input from diverse 
voices to ensure inclusivity.

•	 Treat all participants with dignity and 
fairness throughout the process.

Transparency and Honesty
•	 Be truthful about the purpose of data 

collection and how results will be shared.

•	 Report findings accurately,  
including both successes and areas 
needing improvement.

•	 Avoid manipulating data or presenting 
misleading interpretations to serve  
an agenda.

Minimizing Harm
•	 Consider the emotional or 

psychological impact that questions 
or evaluations might have, especially 
when exploring sensitive topics.

•	 Provide support resources if discussing 
challenging experiences or feedback.

•	 Ensure participation does not interfere 
excessively with learning or well-being.



22Arts Education Guide to Data

The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA)

Using student data in education is governed by FERPA, a U.S. federal law that protects the 
privacy of student education records. FERPA controls how schools and anyone working on 
their behalf collect, use, store and share student information. For arts education professionals, 
this law applies whenever handling student data connected to artwork, portfolios, assessment 
results, surveys or research. FERPA coverage applies when information is directly related to a 
student and maintained by the school or a school-authorized partner, and it protects any 
personally identifiable information, including names, student ID numbers, email addresses, 
demographic information such as race/ethnicity, disability status, or English learner status, 
clear images of students, and unique project titles tied to individual learners.

Arts education professionals may share data without consent only when the information is 
fully de-identified and there is no reasonable way to re-identify the student. Safe examples 
include reporting aggregated results (such as “65% of students demonstrated proficiency 
in color mixing”), sharing blurred or cropped images of artwork that contain no names or 
recognizable faces and using anonymous survey results. 

When conducting formal data collection or research, professionals must ensure: 

• A data use agreement exists with the school or district
• To collect only the minimum data necessary to answer the research question
• To store data securely using password protection and encryption when possible
• To remove direct identifiers as early as possible in the process

A simple rule of thumb is that if someone outside the school can identify the student, FERPA 
likely applies. University-affiliated research may also require oversight by an Institutional 
Review Board (IRB). 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) Review

An IRB is a committee that reviews research involving people to ensure it is ethical, legal 
and minimizes risk. For arts education researchers, IRB review is often required when a 
project collects data from any human participants, including students, teaching artists, 
arts administrators, community members and adults participating in programs offered by 
museums, schools, cultural organizations or community arts initiatives, and when the work is 
intended to be shared beyond the local setting through publication or presentation.

In arts-focused research, IRBs pay particular attention to issues such as voluntary 
participation, power dynamics and privacy, especially when visual or creative work is involved. 
This can include photographs of artwork, video or audio recordings, portfolios, surveys, 
interviews, reflections and observational field notes. Even when participants are adults, 
researchers must clearly explain how informed consent will be obtained, how confidentiality 
will be protected and how creative or expressive work will be used or shared. Many arts-
related projects qualify for exempt or expedited review, but most institutions still require 
submitting the study for an official determination. In short, if your research involves people 
and their artistic practices or experiences and you plan to share the findings publicly, IRB 
review is a key safeguard for both participants and researchers.

10. Ethical and Leagal Considerations
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11
Artificial Intelligence

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is increasingly becoming a powerful tool for arts educators and 
organizations looking to collect, analyze and report data more efficiently and insightfully. When used 
thoughtfully, AI can enhance decision-making, streamline administrative tasks and uncover deeper 
understanding of program impact.

How AI Supports Arts Education Data Work

Automating Data Collection and Processing
AI-powered tools can automate repetitive tasks such as transcribing 
interviews, categorizing open-ended survey responses or cleaning 
large datasets. This saves time and reduces human error, allowing 
educators to focus on interpreting and acting on the data.

Develop Data Collection Tools
AI-driven tools can assist in the brainstorming for, and development 
of data collection tools like survey questions. It can generate a wide 
range of questions and ideas to choose from and suggest different 
question formats tailored to the audience. 

Enhancing Data Analysis
Machine learning algorithms can identify patterns and trends in 
complex or large datasets that might be difficult to spot manually. 
For example, AI can analyze sets of student artwork images to detect 
common themes or evaluate technique changes over time.

Improving Personalized Learning and Assessment
AI-driven platforms can offer personalized feedback to students 
by analyzing their work and progress, helping educators tailor 
instruction to individual needs and learning styles.

Visualizing Data
AI tools can generate dynamic visualizations, such as interactive 
charts or dashboards, that make it easier to explore and communicate 
data findings to diverse audiences.

Predictive Insights
By analyzing historical data, AI can help predict future outcomes, 
such as which students might benefit from additional support or what 
program elements are likely to boost engagement.
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Ethical and Practical Considerations

While AI offers many benefits, arts educators and organizations 
should approach its use thoughtfully:

Getting Started with AI

Arts organizations could begin exploring AI by:

•	 Using AI-powered survey tools that auto-categorize responses

•	 Experimenting with transcription services for interviews and 
focus groups

•	 Leveraging free or low-cost visualization platforms with  
AI features

Incorporating AI thoughtfully into arts education data practices 
can amplify the power of data to improve programs, deepen 
understanding and ultimately enrich the creative learning experiences 
for students and communities.

11. Artificial Intelligence

Access and Equity: Consider the digital 
divide and ensure AI tools are accessible to 
all communities served.

Intellectual Property: Arts educators 
and arts organizations should be 
knowledgeable about intellectual property 
rights and ensure AI tools selected respect 
copyright laws.

Human Oversight: AI should support—not 
replace—human judgment. Interpretation 
and decisions should involve educators’ 
expertise and context.

Data Privacy: Ensure AI systems comply 
with privacy standards and safeguard 
sensitive participant information.

Bias Awareness: AI can unintentionally 
perpetuate biases present in training data, so 
it’s important to critically review AI outputs.
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Why Data Practices Will Keep Evolving
Improvements in Longitudinal Data 
Systems of State Education Agencies

State education agency Longitudinal Data 
Systems (LDS) are becoming increasingly 
accessible due to clearer data-sharing 
policies, public-facing portals, expanded 
arts-related data and stronger privacy 
protections. These improvements enable arts 
educators and organizations to more easily 
explore student participation and outcomes 
over time, identify trends and gaps, and 
support advocacy efforts with robust 
evidence. While accessing LDS often involves 
navigating formal requests and building 
partnerships with data teams, growing 
accessibility offers valuable opportunities 
to enhance arts education programs and 
demonstrate their impact within the broader 
educational landscape.

Technological Advancements

New tools and platforms are regularly 
developed that make data easier to collect, 
store and analyze. Innovations such as AI, 
mobile data collection apps, cloud databases 
and real-time dashboards are transforming 
how quickly and accurately data can  
be handled.

12

Expanding Data Sources

The types and sources of data available 
continue to grow. Beyond traditional surveys 
and tests, arts educators can now tap into 
digital engagement metrics, social media 
analytics, wearable technology data and 
multimedia content, offering richer insights 
into participant experiences.

Changing Educational and 
Community Needs

As arts education responds to shifts in 
cultural, social and policy landscapes, 
data questions and priorities will shift too. 
Program priority shifts require new data 
approaches and indicators.

Growing Emphasis on Ethical and 
Inclusive Data Practices

Awareness of ethical considerations, privacy 
concerns and the importance of culturally 
responsive data is increasing. This drives 
ongoing refinement of how data is collected 
and used to ensure respect, fairness  
and accessibility.

Advances in Data Literacy

As educators and organizations build stronger 
data skills, they push for more sophisticated 
analysis and storytelling techniques. This 
evolution fosters deeper learning from data 
and more powerful advocacy.

The Evolving Nature of Data Access, Collection and Analysis

Data work in arts education is not static; it is continually evolving as technology advances, 
new methodologies emerge and the needs of educators and communities change. 
Understanding this dynamic nature helps arts organizations stay adaptable and effective in 
using data to support their mission.
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Staying Adaptive and Future-Ready

To keep pace with these changes, arts educators and organizations can:

•	 Continuously update their data tools and training

•	 Foster a culture of learning and experimentation around data

•	 Build partnerships with data professionals, researchers, and 
technology providers

•	 Regularly revisit and refine data questions and methods to stay 
aligned with program goals

•	 Stay informed about emerging trends and best practices in data 
and evaluation

Embracing the evolving nature of data work empowers arts educators 
and organizations to harness new opportunities, meet emerging 
challenges and continuously improve the quality and impact of arts 
education for all learners.

13
Conclusion

The evolving landscape of arts education is increasingly shaped by the thoughtful use of data. 
As this guide has shown, building data capacity empowers arts educators, organizations and 
advocates to make informed decisions, demonstrate impact and tell compelling stories about 
the value of their work. By embracing both quantitative and qualitative data, maintaining high 
standards of quality and ethics and staying adaptive to new technologies and methodologies, 
the arts education community can continue to advance its mission in meaningful ways. Moving 
forward, a data-informed approach will not only strengthen individual programs but also 
elevate the collective impact of arts education for students, communities and society at large.

12. Evolving Nature of Data Access, 
Collection and Analysis



Arts Education Partnership  |  aep-arts.org27

Additional Resources

ArtsEd Search – Arts Education Partnership: Research focused on the outcomes of  
arts education for students and educators

The Arts Education Data Toolkit – Education Commission of the States: This toolkit 
offers guidance for collecting, analyzing and using arts education data to inform policy 
and improve access to quality arts learning.

Arts Education Data and Reporting Initiatives – Arts Education Partnership: This 
resource highlights national and state-level efforts to improve the collection and 
reporting of arts education data, supporting informed decision-making and advocacy.

50-State Comparison: Statewide Longitudinal Data Systems – Education Commission of 
the States: This interactive tool compares how all 50 states and Washington, D.C. structure 
and govern their longitudinal data systems across education and workforce sector.

Boston Youth Arts Evaluation Project (BYAEP) Program Handbook – Massachusetts 
Cultural Council: This handbook provides a framework and tools for evaluating youth 
arts programs, emphasizing social-emotional learning outcomes and youth voice in the 
evaluation process.

Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) – The Family Educational Rights and 
Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law enacted in 1974 that protects the privacy of student 
education records. FERPA applies to any public or private elementary, secondary, or post-
secondary school. It also applies to any state or local education agency that receives funds 
under an applicable program of the US Department of Education.

Appendix A
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Glossary

Data Analysis: The process of inspecting, cleaning, transforming and modeling data in order 
to discover useful information, draw conclusions and support decision-making.

Data Capacity: The ability of individuals or organizations to collect, manage, analyze and 
utilize data effectively to inform decisions and improve outcomes. 

Data Collection: The systematic process of gathering information from various sources for 
analysis and interpretation, essential for informed decision-making in arts education.

Data Integrity: The accuracy and consistency of data over its lifecycle, ensuring that it 
remains unaltered and trustworthy throughout collection, storage and analysis.

Data Management: The practices and processes involved in collecting, storing, organizing and 
maintaining data to ensure its accuracy, reliability and accessibility.

Data Questions: Specific inquiries that guide the collection and analysis of data. These 
questions help to clarify objectives and focus research efforts in arts education.

Data Reporting: The process of presenting collected and analyzed data in a structured 
format, often including summaries, conclusions and recommendations, to communicate 
findings to stakeholders. 

Data Visualization: The graphical representation of data and information to present findings 
in a clear and effective manner, using charts, graphs and maps to enhance understanding. 

Qualitative Data: Non-numerical data that provides descriptive insights into experiences, 
perspectives and motivations. It is typically gathered through interviews, open-ended survey 
questions and focus groups. 

Quantitative Data: Data that can be quantified and expressed numerically. It is often used  
for statistical analysis and can include metrics such as test scores, attendance rates and 
survey results. 

Reliability: The consistency and stability of data measurements over time and across different 
contexts, indicating how dependable the findings are. 

Validity: The extent to which a tool or method accurately measures what it is intended to 
measure, ensuring that collected data is relevant and meaningful. 

Appendix B
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Sample Survey Questions for Arts Education Programming
Tips for Using Surveys

•	 Keep surveys concise to encourage completion.
•	 Use a mix of closed and open-ended questions for both measurable and rich feedback.
•	 Tailor language and complexity to the age and background of respondents.
•	 Ensure anonymity when appropriate to promote honest responses.

Student Survey Questions

•	 How confident do you feel about your artistic skills after participating in this program?
(Rating scale: 1 = Not confident, 5 = Very confident)

•	 Which art activities did you enjoy the most? 
(Open-ended)

•	 How often do you practice or create art outside of class?
(Multiple choice: Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Always)

•	 Has participating in this program changed how you think about the arts? Please explain. 
(Open-ended)

•	 Do you feel more comfortable working with others on creative projects?
(Yes / No / Not sure)

Teacher or Teaching Artist Survey Questions

•	 To what extent has the program improved your students’ artistic skills?
(Rating scale: 1 = Not at all, 5 = Significantly)

•	 What changes have you observed in students’ creativity and collaboration? 
(Open-ended)

•	 How well did the curriculum meet your teaching goals?
(Multiple choice: Not well / Somewhat well / Very well)

•	 What challenges did you encounter in delivering the program? 
(Open-ended)

•	 What support or resources would improve your teaching experience? 
(Open-ended)

Appendix C
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Parent or Guardian Survey Questions

•	 How often does your child talk about what they learned or experienced in arts classes?
(Multiple choice: Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Always)

•	 Have you noticed any changes in your child’s confidence or creativity since starting the 
program? Please describe. 

(Open-ended)

•	 How important do you think arts education is for your child’s overall development?
(Rating scale: 1 = Not important, 5 = Very important)

•	 Would you recommend this program to other families?
(Yes / No / Maybe)

•	 What suggestions do you have for improving the program? 
(Open-ended)

Audience or Community Member Survey Questions

•	 How engaging did you find the recent performance/exhibition?
(Rating scale: 1 = Not engaging, 5 = Very engaging)

•	 How often do you attend arts events in your community?
(Multiple choice: Never / Rarely / Sometimes / Often / Always)

•	 What types of arts programming would you like to see more of? 
(Open-ended)

•	 Do you feel the arts events are inclusive and welcoming to all community members?
(Yes / No / Not sure)

•	 How did you hear about this event?
(Multiple choice: Social media / Email / Word of mouth / Flyer / Other)

Appendix C
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