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Arts Education as a
Strategy for Promoting
Health and Wellness

From creating conditions for cognitive stimulation and emotional regulation to fostering social
connections, participation in the arts has been linked to positive mental, emotional, physical
and social health outcomes. This policy brief explores the current landscape of arts education
as an approach for health and wellness promotion among young people and the adults

who care for them. The brief examines research, programs and policies that demonstrate

arts education’s effectiveness for well-being. It also discusses key challenges that exist for
proponents of arts education’s inclusion in greater well-being strategies.

In 2023, the United States Census Bureau and the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services conducted the latest National Survey of Children's Health on adolescent mental and

behavior health as part of the Biden Administration’s Mental Health Strategy. The findings

showed that our nation’s youth are increasingly experiencing mental and behavioral health
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https://mchb.hrsa.gov/data-research/national-survey-childrens-health
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/03/01/fact-sheet-president-biden-to-announce-strategy-to-address-our-national-mental-health-crisis-as-part-of-unity-agenda-in-his-first-state-of-the-union/

challenges. Between 2016 and 2023, cases of diagnosed anxiety among 12- to 17-year-olds

increased by 61 percent (from 10% to 16.1%) and cases of depression increased by 45 percent

(from 5.8% to 8.4%). Beyond collecting data on mental and behavioral health among O- to

17-year-olds, the survey also assesses different indicators of school and social life and access

to treatments for these conditions to better conceptualize the health and wellness realities

youth are facing.

The health and well-being of adults who are involved with youth has been widely researched

as well. Between 2019 and 2022, the National Health Interview Survey found that the

percentage of adults experiencing symptoms of anxiety increased from 15.6% to 18.2% and

symptoms of depression from 18.5% to 21.4%. Symptoms of anxiety and depression, whether

mild, moderate or severe, are highest among 18- to 29-year-old adults—the very age group

entering the U.S. education workforce.
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These numbers can serve as a conversation
starter around health and methods to
address and promote well-being. The Arts
Education Partnership has mapped core
components of arts education as part of

a broad ecosystem for promoting student
wellness. The reality is that there are a variety
of industries, organizations and people
working to promote health and wellness. Arts
education is a promising avenue for ensuring
wellness focused initiatives reach young
people and the adults that support them. By
engaging with this policy brief, educators and
community members can better understand
relevant policies and actions at the local, state

and federal levels.
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https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr213.pdf
https://www.teacherpensions.org/blog/what-age-do-teachers-start-teaching
https://www.ecs.org/components-of-an-arts-education-and-student-wellness-ecosystem/

CHALLENGES

Education has typically been treated as a vastly different domain from healthcare and

wellness strategies, but there is a renewed priority to include related components in school

and community programming. Given the apparent rise of social isolation, mental health issues

and lonelines among American youth, it has become critical to explore how the observed

benefits of arts education can be linked to policy discussions about health solutions for

children and youth. The arts education field has identified challenges and approaches to

explore the intersection with wellness.

Differing Interpretations

The Wallace Foundation’s recent report,
Stitching Together the Threads, asserts that
while the benefits of arts engagement on
well-being are well documented, the field
lacks a guiding framework with consistent
messaging. The roles and industries involved
in wellness through arts engagement
traditionally operate within their own silo,
with different goals, language and strategies
in implementing arts-based initiatives for
youth wellness.

Historically, “well-being” has been defined
primarily through an individual’s self-reported
assessment of happiness and life satisfaction,
and “health” is typically defined and
measured by the physical well-being of an
individual. The report recognizes that health
and wellness reflect one’s ability to nurture
the different dimensions of wellness towards
prosperity, which include, among others,
mental, physical, financial and environmental

wellness. Although there is growing interest
in arts-based health and wellness initiatives,
the roles and industries involved do not
always approach well-being through a holistic
understanding of these wellness dimensions
and often incorporate only partial definitions
of wellness in their messaging.

Limited Professional
Development

Research found that many educators believe
the arts to be important but rarely utilize
them in the classroom because of the lack
of professional development and pressure

to teach other mandated curriculum that
does not include the arts. For practitioners,
cultivating understanding of this topic is only
the first step in exploring the promotion of
wellness through the arts. The second vital
component of this approach is acquiring the
skills to develop and execute effective
arts-based engagements opportunities.
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https://www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-data/legislation-policy/naappd/the-artistic-and-professional-development-of-teachers-a-study-of-teachers-attitudes-toward-and-use
https://wallacefoundation.org/sites/default/files/2025-03/stitching-together-the-threads.doi_.10.7249%252FRRA3264-1.pdf

The National Guild for Community Arts

Education is committed to developing
practitioners so that every community

has access to arts education through the
Guild’s Collaborative Networks and it’s
Community Arts Education Leadership and
Intercultural Institute (CAELII). The National
Guild’s initiatives are focused on “healing the

healers” through professional development
opportunities that promote internal leadership
growth for arts education practitioners of all
skills and experiences.

Disconnect From Policy Efforts

Efforts across people, communities and industries, although promising, are fragmented and
generally disconnected from localized efforts to support wellness through arts education. Arts
education is not often explicitly supported or connected to legislative goals addressing health
and wellness, though state and local policies can determine how arts education is prioritized,
funded and implemented. School districts and community organizations typically approve
and implement arts programming for young people. Separately, many healthcare institutions
promote health and wellness among young people through community outreach initiatives
and accessible physical and mental health services. There is great legislative potential to
bridge matters of implementing arts education programming for young people with health
and wellness efforts initiated by the healthcare sector. The arts education approach requires
multifaceted support that includes comprehensive legislative action to produce meaningful
wellness outcomes.
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https://nationalguild.org/
https://nationalguild.org/
https://nationalguild.org/programs/collaborative-networks
https://nationalguild.org/programs/caelii
https://nationalguild.org/programs/caelii

POLICY LEVELS AND INFLUENCE

Policy can be an effective vehicle to cultivate support for arts education across communities,
organizations and industries. Each level of government, whether federal, state or local, plays

a distinct but interconnected role in establishing cohesive support for the promotion of well-
being through arts education. There are examples and models that can serve as inspiration for
pursuing well-being through the arts.

Federal actions include options for funding within comprehensive education legislation, such
as the Every Student Succeeds Act. Federal entities, such as the U.S. Department of Education
and the National Endowment for the Arts, are tasked with distributing funds across the country
to local education agencies and arts organizations. These awards include funds that can be
utilized to extend services that address the health and wellness of the entire school community.
Examples include Title | allocations for schoolwide programs and arts grants.

State governments act as critical organizers, funders and policy creators in connecting arts
education to wellness outcomes among students and their communities. State policies related
to education often omit the concept of student wellness. State legislatures have begun efforts
to address concerns around wellness brought forth by Local Education Agencies, community
organizations and other local agencies, although policies vary state-to-state. Federal level
policies support education funding and access across regions, while state and local policies
and efforts influence the implementation of services for young people and the adults involved
with them more directly. For example, local school boards and departments are often tasked
with making critical funding decisions, implementing established arts programs in schools,
and creating curriculum mandates that can include arts as core subject content required to be
taught at different grade levels. To dive deeper into how each level of government influences
the student wellness ecosystem for arts education, visit this resource.

Lift Every Voice Philly: Advocacy for a
Joy-Based Budget for Schools Campaign

Local advocates are asking for support to implement
a “joy-based” budget that nurtures student creativity,
development and mental well-being, which includes
increased music and arts experience. Advocates are
asking the Mayor, Philadelphia City Council and school

board to appoint Chief of Joy to oversee initiatives.
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https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/laws-preschool-grade-12-education/every-student-succeeds-act-essa
https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/laws-preschool-grade-12-education/title-I
https://www.arts.gov/grants
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Components-of-an-Arts-Education-and-Student-Wellness-Ecosystem.pdf
https://lifteveryvoicephilly.org/our-work/the-campaign-for-joy-in-schools/

PILLARS OF WELLNESS

Through the lenses of three separate but interconnected pillars—mental/emotional
wellbeing, physical wellbeing, and social wellbeing—the people working within this
space can better identify the research, initiatives and policies that currently exist
that support the promotion of health and wellness through arts education. This
information showcases arts education as a strategy for improving mental, emotional,
physical and social wellness. Each perspective is outlined below.

Mental and Emotional Wellness

RESEARCH
The mental and emotional well-being of an individual refers to the health of one’s
thoughts, cognitive function and ability to understand, manage and express

emotions. A 2024 study published in Frontiers in Behavioral Neuroscience reviewed
existing research that investigates the neurological mechanisms activated during
“active” and “passive” creative arts experiences. Findings from the study suggest

a strong linkage between creative arts engagement and neural circuits involved in
adaptive emotional regulation.

Other research has examined the role of arts educators in this work. A recent study by
the Wisconsin Center for Education Research suggests that arts-based professional
development enhances social and emotional learning, fosters empathetic teachers
and creates safer learning environments that are student-centered. Participants in the
study shared that arts-based activities promoted individual agency and belonging,
provided opportunities for self-reflection and improved classroom practice.

Further evidence characterizes the benefits of arts education for emotional wellness
among children in classroom settings. The findings of one study show that dramatic
pretend play games can improve emotional control, especially games involving
physicalizing emotional states and traits, allowing children to pretend to be animals
and other human characters, and engaging in pretend scenarios.

PROGRAMS
There are a variety of organizations who provide research, resources and programs
oO'o to support mental and emotional well-being through arts education. The mission
O‘ O' O‘ of The Well World, for example, is to “improve the mental and emotional
Y Y wellbeing, connectedness and effectiveness of all persons through arts integration,

mindfulness, music, movement and healing-centered practices.” The organization
offers their signature program called Mindful Music Moments—a short daily listening

program that incorporates meditation, a mindfulness prompt and classical music to
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https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11480958/#:~:text=Art%20has%20been%20shown%20to,et%20al.%2C%202019).
https://wcer.wisc.edu/publications/abstract/wcer-working-paper-no-2025-2
https://www.artsedsearch.org/study/dramatic-pretend-play-games-uniquely-improve-emotional-control-in-young-children/
https://www.thewell.world/
https://www.thewell.world/programs/mindful-music-moments

help recenter students, teachers and administrators at the start of the day. This program has
grown over the past decade and is now present in 300+ institutions across the country and

helps participants calm their bodies and focus.

NeuroArts Blueprint Initiative works at the intersection of science, technology and the arts.
The organization’s resource center shares white papers, funding opportunities and resources
in the field that supports and looks to advance the science of arts education for mental and
emotional wellness development. The Initiative’s Flourishing Academic Network was created
to connect the different actors in the field, recently launching a working group to examine
different messaging approaches and policy in this space. NeuroArts initiatives offer real-time
asset mapping tools to help the field action plan and disseminate information across sectors.

Additional Programs

1. American Art Therapy Association
2. The Simple Good
3. Think 360 Arts for Learning

4. Young Audiences of Houston

POLICY

Education Commission of the States released a guest blog post in collaboration
with Annie Slease, chief executive officer of The Mental Health Literacy
Collaborative, highlighting a recent policy scan that revealed that more than half

of U.S. states possess policies that address K-12 health education, which includes
mental health education. These policies span scope, audience and requirements but
are key to identifying where states can improve efforts and access to all.

Often, the policies that address mental and emotional wellness through arts
education are embedded in local policies and guidance, state-approved social and
emotional competencies and public health and justice sector policies.
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https://neuroartsblueprint.org/
https://www.neuroartsresourcecenter.com/profile/flourishing-academic-network
https://arttherapy.org/
https://www.thesimplegood.org/a-message-from-the-founder
https://think360arts.org/
https://www.yahouston.org/
https://www.ecs.org/implementing-mental-health-education/
https://www.themhlc.org/
https://www.themhlc.org/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19325037.2024.2422076

Chicago—through collaborative efforts involving educators, arts
professionals, legislative leaders and community leaders—has implemented
the Arts Education Plan 2.0: Cultivating Creativity within Chicago Public
Schools (CPS). This plan will help ensure every child in any CPS school

or neighborhood has access to a quality arts education by establishing
standards, providing high-quality curricula and professional development,
creating strong arts partnerships and developing robust data systems.

Louisiana state statute declares that juvenile justice facilities may establish
arts-based programming like performing arts, visual arts and other arts
activities that enhance youth development. It is the intent of the legislature
to protect the health, safety and well-being of the children of this state
who are placed in juvenile detention facilities. To learn more, The National
Endowment for the Arts released a review of these types of programs.

and Performing Arts in 2020 which mandates that arts educators embed
emotional wellness components in their instruction. Additionally, the Arts
Education & Social and Emotional Framework was released to provide

guidance and assist in implementation methods.

New Jersey adopted its revised Student Learning Standards for Visual
4

Oregon has established new requirements for an individual seeking an

art therapist license. The state has expanded art therapy for those on

Medicaid by now requiring the Oregon Health Authority and coordinated

care organizations to reimburse the cost of behavioral health services

provided by licensed art therapists, licensed certified art therapists and
provisional licensed art therapists.

The American Art Therapy Association is tracking state-level legislation and
efforts to advance the art therapy profession. Art therapy provides a safe
and creative outlet for young people and adults to express and address their
emotions through supervised engagement in artistic activities. Art therapy
supports non-threatening self-discovery, emotional awareness and overall

mental wellness. Art therapists can serve as key connectors and facilitators of
arts education in this context.
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https://www.cps.edu/sites/cpsarts/about/arts-education-plan/
https://legis.la.gov/Legis/Law.aspx?d=181420
https://www.arts.gov/impact/research/publications/arts-based-programs-and-art-therapies-risk-justice-involved-and-traumatized-youths
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https://arttherapy.org/state-campaigns/

PHYSICAL WELLNESS

RESEARCH
Physical wellness refers to the state of being physically healthy through the ability to
engage in daily activities without discomfort, nourish the body and rest adequately.

Physical wellness is an essential pillar of overall health and wellness by improving
energy levels, mood and reducing risk of iliness. Research from the UK has shown
that cultural engagement that includes arts activities, when undertaken several
times a year, is positively associated with physical functioning. Separately, a study
published by the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior and investigated the
impact of visual arts on nutritional education and analyzed the improvement of
knowledge, self-efficiency and dietary behavior of children involved in the study.
Ultimately, the researchers suggest that nutrition education should include
arts-based activities as they were proven to enhance nutritional knowledge

and self-efficiency.

PROGRAMS
rts disciplines like dance, theatre, performing arts and visual arts often require
o'o Arts discipli like d theat f i t d visual arts oft i
Y .
O0O0 some degree of full-body movement, exercise and body awareness. There are
O many programs that promote physical wellness through creative experiences by

recognizing and prioritizing physical activities and health education components
within their programming.

DanceSoul, an organization based in Arizona, brings Dance Movement Therapy
(DMT) workshops into schools and communities that utilize movement and dance to
ignite and support mental, emotional, physical and social wellbeing. Sessions often
include structured movement and choreography memorization, and high-vibrational
music. DMT workshops are facilitated by trained and/or certified individuals who
understand that, through movement, one can express emotions, address trauma and
promote healing.

Dance 4 Health is another program in this space that recognizes the connection

between arts education and positive physical health outcomes. The program is
aligned with community resources and targets increasing rates of diabetes and
obesity by providing ballroom dance workshops, nutritional education and health
promotion strategies to the community, including young children.
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35773655/
https://www.jneb.org/article/S1499-4046(15)00277-8/fulltext
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Additional Programs

1. National Dance Education Organization
2. National Dance Society

3. Performing Arts Medicine Association

POLICY
ArtScan captures state-level policies that outline elementary, middle and high
school arts education instructional requirements across disciplines that promote

physical wellbeing, like dance and theatre. Policies that address physical wellness
through the arts are not only present in these more generalized arts education
requirements but also within integrated curriculum mandates and standards.

Colorado’s Academic standards for dance emphasize dance as creative
expression through the medium of human movement. The state outlines
dance competencies for all grade levels and recognizes that participation
in dance activities is a process of movement discovery and creating
bodily awareness.

Ohio state policy authorizes that the board of education of each school
district and the governing authority of each charter school may adopt
a policy that allows the required physical education half credit for high

school graduation be excused by participating in movement-intensive
extracurricular activities like marching band and show choir.

South Carolina requires each elementary school to designate a Physical
Education Activity Director to plan and coordinate physical education
opportunities beyond the traditional physical education instructional

times, that may include but are not limited to before, during and after
school dance instruction.
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https://www.ndeo.org/About/Priorities-for-Dance-Education
https://nationaldancesociety.org/about/
https://artsmed.org/about-us/
https://www.cde.state.co.us/coarts/dance-statestandards
https://codes.ohio.gov/ohio-revised-code/section-3313.603
https://law.justia.com/codes/south-carolina/title-59/chapter-10/section-59-10-30/
https://www.aep-arts.org/artscan/

SOCIAL WELLNESS

RESEARCH
Social wellness refers to the ability to engage in healthy interactions with others and
nurture meaningful relationships, especially within one’s community. Social wellness

includes the ability to make responsible decisions, set boundaries and practice
effective communication. One study found that engaging in group-based music
experiences improved overall wellbeing and social capital among young (ages 10 to
12), disadvantaged students. Researchers discovered that the students felt greater
self-efficacy and a stronger sense of connection to their school and local community
after participation in the program. Another study found, through interviews with

first through fourth grade teachers, that drama education resulted in positive social
and emotion outcomes, including improved communication, comprehension of
material and understanding among students. The teachers involved shared that dance
workshops provided students with a healthy environment to expend their energy and
observe and critique others in appropriate ways. Researchers suggest that dance is an
effective mechanism for teaching students respect and personal boundaries.

PROGRAMS
O% Social Art & Culture focuses on educating the practitioners involved in the
(6_6_8) field, understanding the needs of the community and the influence of policy to
—Y Y ) move efforts forward. This organization believes that creativity is an economy

and has developed the Environmental Justice Artivist Fellowship program to
address environmental justice through artistic and community-driven action.

The organization also participates in the Black L.U.V. Festival (love, unity, vision),
hosted in Washington, D.C,, to bring families together to experience cultural arts
as a method to inform them about education, social justice issues, healthcare, etc.
The organization is promoting social wellness among young people and the adults
involved with them through educating and strengthening communities driven by
artistic experiences.

Ingenuity is committed to ensuring every student has access to the arts in Chicago
public schools through advocacy efforts, cultivating partnerships, providing critical
data insight and awarding grants for arts education. The organization recognizes
that arts education helps foster academic excellence, develop essential life skills that
include wellness and cultivate deeper cultural understanding. The organization’s
initiatives and strategic plans guide their work in expanding arts education access.
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10632913.2021.1903640#d1e789
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Additional Programs

1. Artists First Saint Louis
2. Exploring the Arts

3. Preby’s Foundation
4.

Save The Children: Healing and
Education Through the Arts

POLICY
There is interest among arts and cultural organizations in merging efforts across
schools and communities. In doing so, these actors have started considering different

policy approaches and working with state legislators to enact relevant legislation.

New York State Medicaid received approval for their 1115 waiver that
includes a $7 billion investment to advance health outcomes among the
state’s most vulnerable populations. Under the waiver, an initiative to
create social care networks to provide health-related social care services
to Medicaid recipients was made possible. Although social arts education
experiences are not explicitly outlined, this waiver may be a promising
avenue to include and cover arts-based services for young people and
adults who work with them, especially those who are socio-economically
disadvantaged, in the community.

Oregon adopted their Transformative Social and Emotional Learning
Framework and Standards in 2023 that support the social and emotional
learning of both students and adults within learning environments. The
standards include competencies for social awareness, relationship skills

and collaborative problem-solving. The state board of education released
guidance for integrating the standards into arts education.

Arts Education as a Strategy for Promoting Health and Wellness
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https://www.artistsfirststl.org/about
https://www.exploringthearts.org/about
https://www.prebysfdn.org/grants/healing-through-the-arts-and-nature-initiatives
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https://www.savethechildren.org/us/what-we-do/protection/healing-and-education-through-the-arts
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https://www.oregon.gov/ode/educator-resources/teachingcontent/Documents/Integrating TSEL in the Arts %26 CTE Arts Programs of Study.pdf

FIELD CONSIDERATIONS

State and local leaders may find the following considerations valuable as they work to
advance health and wellness through arts education initiatives:

m Provide and expand training and professional development to prepare the adults involved
with youth to align artistic activities with wellness elements and equip them with the skills
and tools to facilitate these arts experiences.

m Host policy workshops or series for educators, practitioners and community members involved
in this field to strengthen policy literacy to help bridge and align practice with systemic change.

B Explore the connection between health and wellness efforts and the arts and cultural
sector as a legitimate contributor to economic growth. Building a strong case for economic
impact can be leveraged to extend the scale and scope of the field.

m Nurture and prioritize relationship building and collaboration across industries to
strengthen support for arts education access, regardless of demographics, socio-economic
class, geographical location, etc.

m Establish effective tracking, reporting and evaluation requirements for existing and new
arts-based programs that promote healthy outcomes among students and the adults
involved with them, especially educators.

B Expand funding for arts-based health and wellness programs, which may include
exploration of unconventional funding opportunities that exist outside of the arts and
culture and education sectors.

There is great potential to build cohesiveness
across the people, organizations and

) industries involved in this work. Isolated
To address the lack of cohesiveness o ) -
) ) efforts and initiatives often lack sustainability
across industries, the Wallace ) o
. . . and impact needed to maintain healthy
Foundation identifies five key _ o
. : outcomes for generations to come, which is
mechanisms to promote well-being ] i .
why collaboration and input from different
through the arts. o _
- communities and sectors of expertise can
1. Building agency to make o ) )
- . assist in growing the field.
positive social change

2. Facilitating healing and wellness The reality of addressing the health and wellness

3. Encouraging self-expression of students and the adults involved with them

4. Creating social connections through arts education is complex. A paradigm
and community shift across people, organizations and different

5. Developing skills and a industries is required to take into consideration
mastery mindset the whole person, their needs, the conditions

required to achieve positive outcomes and the
policy influences that shape this landscape.
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