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Abstract 

In a challenging world, the spotlight on children’s wellbeing has strengthened. There 

is extensive research about the ways in which well-designed arts education programs 

positively impact children’s wellbeing. Despite this, arts education continues to be 

marginalised in schools. When researchers with arts education and leadership 

experience teamed up to consider the intransient nature of the resistance to arts 

education in primary/elementary schools, they conducted a collaborative 

autoethnography (CAE) to see if this offered new insights. The iterative process of 

sharing and interrogating personal stories to distil collective meanings (themes) 

highlighted four features of education programs that provide sustained support for 

children’s wellbeing: centering in a discordant world; effective leadership; 

experiential processes, engagement, and trust; and harnessing the transformative 

potential of the arts. The CAE also pointed the team towards conducting future 

inquiries about the currently under-researched role of the school principal in 

instigating cultural change that sustains meaningful arts education. 

 

 

Introduction/Background 

Significant world-wide disasters in recent times, including bushfires, floods, hurricanes, racial 

injustices, war, and the COVID-19 pandemic, have strengthened the spotlight on children’s 

mental health and wellbeing. In 2020, sometime after the onset of the pandemic had confined 

most of us to our homes and immediate localities, an international team of academics came 

together online to pool their experience in arts education and leadership to develop research 

that focused on the value of the arts in sustaining children’s wellbeing. The health and 

wellbeing benefits of arts engagement are well-documented: A body of research describes 

interventions in clinical settings (e.g., Fancourt & Finn, 2019; Leone, 2021), and another body 

of research describes the wellbeing outcomes from arts programs conducted with children in 

classroom or community settings (e.g., Charland, 2011; Secker et al., 2018). Despite robust 

evidence of the benefits of arts engagement, the arts have remained marginalised in the 

primary/elementary school curriculum (Cooper, 2018). Therefore, the aim of the team was to 

look again at the widely observed, intransient, and pernicious resistance in schools to 

embracing arts education, with a view to uncovering key factors that need to be addressed to 

bring about change. 

 

The formation of the international five-person research team was initiated by one academic  

“cold calling” two others. The team members were all in leadership positions in university 

schools/faculties of education with a lifetime’s engagement in the arts and arts education. 

While we were aware of one another’s work, we had not previously worked together, so we 
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decided to meet online every second week to build our professional relationship and formulate 

the research project.  

 

We were drawn to reflect on how and why each of us had sustained our engagement with the 

arts and been dedicated advocates for arts education over the decades. We wondered if our 

personal experiences might provide new ways of looking at the marginalisation of arts 

education. This led us to conduct a collaborative autoethnography (CAE), a qualitative 

research method that draws on shared personal stories to develop broader cultural 

understandings. Our intention was to examine whether our common but distinctive 

professional trajectories generated insights that would then inform the direction of our 

research. Ultimately, the CAE guided the team towards conducting future research on the 

agency of the school principal in instigating cultural change. Conducting a CAE for such a 

purpose is recognised as one of the productive applications of the methodology (Lapidate, 

2017). Another valued outcome of CAE is relationship building and the development of 

collective agency (Lapidate, 2017; Roy & Ukase, 2020). Therefore, the methodology served 

three functions for the newly formed research team.   

 

We conducted the CAE over a period of four months in 2021 to address our research question: 

To what extent can the personal and professional experiences of senior arts educators 

contribute to an understanding of significant factors that help sustain programs of arts 

education in primary/elementary schools that support children’s wellbeing? This paper reports 

on the CAE process and the themes that emerged.  

 

Wellbeing and the Role of the Arts 

In the broad field of mental health, the positive effect of arts engagement on wellbeing has 

been broadly established (e.g. Mak & Fancourt, 2019; Walls et al., 2016) through studies 

about how arts engagement contributes to (a) alleviating anxiety, depression, and stress 

(Martin, 2020; Sabol, 2021); (b) emotional equilibrium and self-regulation (Fancourt & Finn, 

2019); (c) self-esteem (Bryce et al., 2004); (d) a sense of connection or belonging (Tarr et al., 

2014); (e) social capital (Buys & Miller, 2009); and (f) trauma recovery (Jones, 2018; 

O’Connor & Estellés, 2021).  

 

Studies published in medical, psychology, and art therapy journals generally have a strong 

focus on remedial interventions or management of clinical conditions (e.g., Fancourt & Finn, 

2019). Other studies of arts integration in school settings or out-of-school programs tend to 

highlight how incorporating the arts into daily practices helps build children’s resilience 

through opportunities to practise imaginative thinking, creative risk-taking, perseverance, and 

self-regulation (Baum et al., 1997; O’Connor & Estellés, 2021; Rago & Gibson, 2021; Tam, 

2020). For example, during the pandemic, preschool children engaged in imaginary play 
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(drama) and used “magical thinking” (Vasileva et al., 2021, p. 6) to process what was 

happening and to gain a feeling of control in a seemingly chaotic world. The effectiveness of 

arts education in relation to wellbeing is attributed to the inherent qualities of arts-making, 

such as the experience of captivation (McCarthy et al., 2004) or flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1997); inspiration (Secker et al., 2018); imaginative thinking (Greene, 1995); the craft of 

making (Leone, 2021) or grounding ideas in tactile experience (Stanko-Kaczmarek & 

Kaczmarek, 2015); playful experimentation (Secker et al., 2018); and exploration of emotions 

“in a safe manner” (O’Connor & Estellés, 2021, p. 1). 

 

The social dimension of arts engagement also supports children’s wellbeing (Fancourt et al., 

2020). Heinemeyer (2018) highlights how the arts provide time and space for students to 

engage between themselves and caring adults in dialogue, self-expression, playfulness, 

exploration, and development of personal initiative.  

 

In recent years, the growth of brain research has provided physiological explanations for the 

many reported positive effects of arts engagement on participants’ wellbeing (Christensen & 

Gomila, 2018; Mastandrea et al., 2019). Although the arts are not the panacea for all mental 

health challenges, there is enough compelling evidence to support prioritizing the arts in our 

education systems (Martin, 2020). 

 

In examining why arts education is not strongly present in the taught curriculum, even though 

it is a mandated learning area in Australia and the United States and has proven wellbeing 

benefits, a number of researchers have given attention to the role played by 

primary/elementary school teachers. Research conducted with pre-service teachers showed 

they valued arts for primary/elementary school children (Dinham, 2007; Lemon & Garvis, 

2013; Oreck, 2004); however, a combination of low self-efficacy (Gurure & Mamvuto, 2021; 

Lee & Cawthon, 2015), and general attitudes towards creativity and artistic capability (Lee & 

Cawthon, 2015; Oreck, 2006) contributed to their uncertainty about how to incorporate the 

arts in the curriculum. This was compounded by limited time devoted to arts education in the 

teacher preparation course or through professional development once in schools (Hipp & 

Sulentic Dowell, 2019; O’Toole, 2018).  

 

The school principal has a significant influence on school culture, including shaping 

educational direction, professional learning, and innovations within the school (Glatthorn et 

al., 2016; Ramberg et al., 2019; Simon, 2021). Despite this, the role of the school principal in 

fostering a vibrant, arts-rich curriculum is not well-researched (Ellis, 2018; Peterson, 2016). 

 

Collaborative Autoethnography 

Collaborative autoethnography comes from the autoethnography (AE) branch of social 
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science research that combines elements of autobiography and ethnography (Ellis et al., 

2011). AE is grounded in the idea that since the researcher is “as much a part of the social 

world as anyone else” (Francis & Hester, 2012, p. 35), their personal experience provides a 

lens through which the socio-cultural world can be viewed and interpreted: “Our lives are 

particular, but they also are typical and generalizable since we all participate in a limited 

number of cultures and institutions” (Ellis, 1999, p. 674).  

 

Collaborative autoethnography (CAE), as the name suggests, is a co-construction between two 

or more researchers and is both “critically self-reflective and dialogic” (Roy & Uekusa, 2020, 

p. 387). While the voice and personal experiences of each researcher remain the primary 

sources of data (Chang, 2013), CAE involves researchers “pooling their stories to find some 

commonalities and differences and then wrestling with these stories to discover the meanings 

of the stories in relation to their socio-cultural contexts” (Chang et al., 2016, p. 17). A 

distinctive feature of this research process is that knowledge production or meaning-making 

remains moored to lived realities (Van Katwyk & Seko, 2017) and is advanced through an 

iterative, rather than linear, process alternating between individual and group work.  

 

The subjective nature of personal experience is one of the criticisms of AE, but a strength of 

CAE is that it provides richer qualitative data than can be achieved in AE. This is because the 

diverse collection of self-narratives is subject to the CAE mechanisms of internal peer review, 

scrutiny, and interrogation (Chang et al., 2013; Roy & Uekusa, 2020) and generates robust 

interpretations and understandings through the dialogic process.  

 

CAE is seen as an effective methodology for establishing a democratic community with 

collective agency (Arnold & Norton, 2021; Lapadat, 2017) and advancing “joint engagement 

in social actions” (Lapadat, 2017, p. 599). By surfacing elements of collective experience 

(themes), CAE can facilitate team building, planning, and identification of ways forward in 

professional situations (Groen & Roy, 2020). It can also assist “a range of invested people to 

define the research focus” (Lapadat, 2017, p. 598). To achieve these outcomes, the 

methodology relies on shared vulnerability and relationships of trust (Taylor et al., 2014). 

Therefore, participants must guard against power imbalances where coercive pressure or 

acquiescence may undermine the ethical base and effectiveness of the process (Lapadat, 

2017).   

 

CAE has been used as a research method in educational contexts to bring the pedagogies of 

diverse disciplines together for improved educational outcomes (Sochacka et al., 2016), 

interrogate tensions and dilemmas in academic practices (Arnold & Norton, 2021), and 

expand and refine understandings of how cultural contexts influence the meaning and process 

of becoming a teacher (Kim & Reichmuth, 2021). In all cases, knowledge production is 
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advanced through critical consideration of the participant-researchers’ lived experiences. 

 

Methodology 

There are four distinguishing features of CAE (and AE) (Chang et al., 2016): self-focussed, 

researcher-visible, context-conscious, and critically dialogic. In this study, we have been self-

focussed or, in other words, “complete member researchers” (Anderson, 2006, p. 378), 

occupying dual roles as both researchers and participants. We have been researcher-visible by 

interrogating our own experiences as arts-engaged educators and researchers who are in 

leadership positions. Discussions about our own experiences within the group have been the 

focal point of the research (Chang et al., 2016). We have been context-conscious about how a 

range of social and cultural processes have shaped our personal experiences and identities. 

Finally, we have been critically dialogic, using discussions to interrogate our personal 

experiences to draw richer meaning from the combination of our voices and perspectives 

(Chang et al., 2016).  

 

Each team member accepted full ethical responsibility for their contributions to the process, 

including being honest and open in their communications and collaborative interpretations to 

minimise potential issues related to subjectivity, ethics, and bias. We committed to “deep 

listening or witnessing” (Chang et al., 2013, as cited in Lapadat, 2017, p. 598). We also 

conducted internal peer review during the data collection, analysis, and interpretation stages 

through mutual scrutiny, interrogation, and probing to expand, affirm, or challenge ideas 

(Chang et al., 2016; Roy & Uekusa, 2020). We used synchronous and asynchronous tools to 

undertake this process, including email communications, regular Zoom meetings, and an 

online shared folder to lodge files and participate in real-time shared writing. 

 

Considering we all had similar but distinctive career trajectories, this heightened the prospects 

of the CAE generating rich data. It also engendered mutual respect, which meant any issue of 

power imbalance was largely ameliorated. Researchers who did not contribute to the 

generation of data acted as critical friends to sense-check the process and our interpretations 

in terms of being “clear, coherent and trustworthy” (Arnold, 2020, para. 15). The CAE 

functioned in three significant ways: team building, generating new insights, and establishing 

a research focus. 

 

Data Collection 

Our approach to data collection was based on the “concurrent model” (Chang et al., 2013, p. 

91), where we collected individual data alone but in the same timeframe for the same purpose. 

The CAE began with descriptive-realistic writing about our personal experiences and then 

moved towards an analytical-interpretative approach which “incorporates theoretical and 
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conceptual literature sources … [and] supports socio-cultural analyses and interpretations” 

(Chang, 2013, p. 119). Through an iterative process, our multiple perspectives stimulated 

memory recall through different temporal layers (Wansink et al., 2018) and shaped the writing 

journey as we progressed through the concurrent model’s four nominated stages of the 

process: 

 

Stage One: Preliminary Data Collection 

Individual self-writing and reflection/group sharing and probing: Each participant prepared a 

piece of writing. This began with a vignette of a memorable experience that served as a 

touchstone for writing a narrative about our life-long commitment to the arts and education, 

our leadership roles in the arts, and our experience of the arts’ impact on wellbeing. These 

narratives were then read to the group during an online meeting. After each reading, the other 

participants took turns to acknowledge the story and describe what they “heard” in the 

narrative. Notes were taken by each participant.   

 

Stage Two: Subsequent Data Collection 

Individual self-writing and reflection/group sharing and preliminary meaning-making: 

Independently, we each reflected on our narrative and the online discussion that had been 

generated. We each considered how this helped us position our narrative in a broader context 

and in relation to the research literature. We then completed another piece of writing 

incorporating these insights. 

 

Stage Three: Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Individual data review, group meaning-making, and surfacing themes: We shared our 

“elaborated writing” and then interrogated these in a subsequent online meeting. In an 

iterative process, we distilled four provisional themes. To test that these captured all the key 

data, each of us reviewed the alignment of our narrative to the themes. At the next meeting, 

we were able to confirm that the themes held true, but we refined their parameters.   

 

Stage Four: Report Writing 

Individual contributions to group writing and review by colleagues: Each of us chose one of 

the confirmed themes and then wrote a description of that theme, drawing on and embedding 

the first-hand experiences across all four pieces of writing. To track the representation of the 

four narratives, we used the highlighting function in Word to colour-code the sections from 

the four narratives that aligned with the theme. From this, we could cross-check what had 

been left out and reconcile the outcomes. The writings from the CAE process were assembled 

and then given to our critical friends, who reviewed them for inconsistencies or features in the 
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narratives that had been overlooked. This feedback confirmed the themes and included some 

fine-grained observations that were woven into the final account. 

 

Analysis  

Our process of analysis was recursive, incorporating both independent and collaborative 

procedures. We took turns reading aloud our initial writing while the other participants 

listened and then responded by sharing what they heard in the story. What they ‘heard’ was 

informed by the tone, language, and content (Norton & Lin, 2021). Later, we collaboratively 

distilled provisional themes and tested these by independent analysis of our “elaborated 

writing” (Stage 3). Subsequently, we each took responsibility for a theme and drew threads 

together from all four pieces of writing. Along the way, we checked that key or underlying 

concerns were not lost in the process. The review by our critical friends endorsed the four 

themes generated from this process, which were:  

• Theme One: Centering in a discordant world 

• Theme Two: Effective leadership 

• Theme Three: Experiential processes, engagement, and relationships of trust 

• Theme Four: Harnessing the transformative potential of the arts 

 

Findings 

The intention of conducting the CAE was to draw on our lived experiences to generate new 

understandings about factors central to meaningful arts programs and sustaining them in 

schools. The four themes we generated from analysing our writings form the basis of our 

findings. Quotes from the participants’ writings in the following section are included for 

illustrative purposes. 

 

Theme One: Centering in a Discordant World 

We recognise the significance of aptitude and interest in guiding and sustaining our career 

pathways, and also contend that our engagement in the arts has centred our lives. “Centering” 

is the feeling that people have of being their true selves, at peace within the chaos. This 

concept, which has antecedents in various mystical and religious belief systems and practices, 

emerges in research studies in the areas of psychology, wellbeing, therapy practices, and 

creativity, as well as in philosophy, religious, and ontological discourses. 

 

The trajectory of my own life and the way the arts are threaded through it and form the 

foundation of my professional life means that this student’s experience [outlined in the 

original writing] resonates at a deep level. I have found the time spent in the studio 

engaged in art-making projects to be a way of centering myself. On many overseas 

trips, the visits to arts museums have given purpose to my travels and linked me to a 
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deep well of human endeavour. A firm centre in a discordant world.   

 

We have all experienced this centering ourselves. We have also witnessed how individuals 

and groups of students who may be experiencing difficulties in their lives, along with students 

who have minimal interest in the arts, have benefited from the centering effects of arts 

engagement. We agree the factors that facilitate this sense of being centred are (a) the craft of 

practice and the “inherent satisfaction of making; the sense of being alive within the process” 

(Gauntlett, 2011, p. 24), (b) the emergent and immersive nature of the creative process where 

ideas and understandings come “not before or after but within the practice of making” (p. 25), 

and (c) the encounter with the arts as an audience, which we have experienced as a powerful 

way of connecting to a deep well of shared human experience: The ineffable, transcendent, 

triumphant, joyous, desperate and tragic dimensions of the human condition (Leone, 2021; 

Winterson, 1996). 

 

Theme Two: Effective Leadership 

Drawing on our combined experiences in diverse leadership positions, we recognise that the 

effectiveness of leadership is determined by the way it is constituted and enacted. 

 

Our dream, two decades ago, when I was the Director of the Inaugural Festival of Arts 

at [a new school], was to create a range of opportunities for all our students––from 

Prep to Year 12––to experience and develop a love of the arts which would hopefully 

remain with them long-term and build a sense of community in a new school. My 

principal at the college was a strong proponent of this initiative. I saw at once that his 

support was crucial to introducing something that was both grand in intent, but 

potentially a great impost on staff time and energies. [Later as a] Principal [myself], I 

also noted the impact that my leadership and support of such projects and initiatives 

had on the acceptance of them [arts programs] by all stakeholders in the school. When 

the initiative had been accepted, developed, and rolled out, the benefits for students 

were frequently acclaimed. 

 

We see the relationship between the school principal, specialist arts educators, and classroom 

teachers as a crucial leadership triad that is necessary for the sustained integration of the arts 

in the school curriculum. For the leadership triad to be successful, it must be underpinned by 

professional learning opportunities.  

 

The school principal’s role relates to their capacity to shape school culture and support 

educational initiatives through strategic planning, priority setting, resourcing, and oversight. 

They are the ones who can prioritise the arts throughout their school community and can have 

a direct impact on the acceptance of arts initiatives by all stakeholders (Fleming, 2015). Arts 
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education specialists play an important leadership role through their contribution to 

professional learning by principals and classroom teachers that develops understandings and 

capabilities. The classroom teacher leads in their direct engagement with students and is the 

third critical determinant of meaningful arts education over the long term (Carrillo & Baguley, 

2011).  

 

If any of the components of the leadership triad is missing, a sustained and authentic arts-rich 

curriculum is unlikely. In this regard, we acknowledge the “altruism and sense of mission 

required by school leaders to remain committed to making a difference to the students of 

tomorrow” (Simon, 2021, p. 2). 

 

Theme Three: Experiential Processes, Engagement, and Relationships of Trust  

A key feature of the arts as a learning area is that it requires personal investment in arts praxis. 

At the core of this is the idea of having a “voice” for expressing personal experiences, 

feelings, ideas, interpretations, or imaginative inventions. When undertaken authentically, the 

process is a journey that involves the birth of something new and important and the 

communication of complex meanings (Dinham, 2022).  

 

Arts learning revolves around self-led, individual, and collaborative meaning-making, 

expression, and reflection. In the classroom, students are invited to develop their own ideas 

and tell their own stories. This can present a degree of risk-taking, so trust is a significant 

factor (Felton et al., 2016). This includes trust in the process, oneself, and the interlocutor.  

 

Pedagogy that builds relationships of trust and supports creative expression positions the 

educator as a facilitator or co-constructor of learning (Felton et al., 2016). This means 

adopting a “collaborative and participatory teaching approach [which] fosters dialogue 

between different voices, traditions and ethnic backgrounds” (Donelan, 2017, p. 43).  

 

 

Trust also develops in an environment that welcomes students, helps them feel a sense of 

belonging––no matter their background knowledge or prior experience––and provides a space 

to just “be.” When access to these spaces is extended outside regular classes at lunchtime or 

for after-school extra-curricular arts programs, the support for students’ wellbeing is 

increased. The choices students make to participate in extra-curricular arts opportunities 

reveal the satisfaction that students experience from being engrossed in arts-making and 

having the chance to just “be.” 

 

[I was] asked if a child with autism, Ronald, could be “mainstreamed” in my class for 

an hour or so a day because my teaching included art integration and he was “good at 
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art.” One day led to another, and within a month, Ronald did not leave my class; he 

was engaged in learning every subject with accommodations because he was allowed 

to express what he knew through his drawings…His innate ability to draw realistically, 

whatever he saw, was remarkable and amazed the entire class. The amount of self-

confidence, trust, and safety Ronald felt in his new classroom, where the students 

valued his way of learning, was life-changing for Ronald, me, and many of the 

students. 

 

Theme Four: Harnessing the Transformative Potential of the Arts 

Each of the researchers has encountered the transformational power of the arts in our various 

roles as artists, educators, and leaders. Each of our narratives bears witness to the profound 

impact that arts participation has on young people by increasing their confidence and 

wellbeing and awakening their awareness of the power and importance of the arts in life 

(Fancourt & Fin, 2019; Rago & Gibson, 2021). We have each experienced how the arts can 

evoke an emotional response and encourage imaginative thinking, often in unexpected ways. 

The arts languages––incorporating symbols, images, sounds, and movements––represent ways 

of knowing that support meaning-making through imagination and intuition (Lawrence, 

2009). Engagement with the arts can intensify the presence of the world by allowing us to see 

it “more vividly and more deeply” (Taylor & Cranton, 2012, p. 474). 

 

I have taught a range of students, but because secondary art is an elective subject, I 

usually had the ones who were really committed to it and worked so hard to create art 

that expressed often very personal experiences and feelings that could be brought into 

existence without having to provide a literal explanation. The thought and care evident 

in their visual diaries as they developed their ideas continually reinforced to me the 

transformative power of art as a critical form of expression, particularly for young 

people and their wellbeing. The arts help to make students’ learning visible both 

through their process and outcomes. 

 

As arts educators, we are aware of the transformative potential of the arts and the possibilities 

inherent in an arts-led curriculum (Ewing, 2010; Goldberg, 2021). We see that, as students 

find their artistic voice, they also find themselves. The arts provide important opportunities to 

see something from a different perspective, particularly through new and diverse forms of 

media, thereby awakening students’ social imaginations and enhancing their consciousness 

towards “democratic values, including multiple perspectives, freedom, responsibility and 

diversity” (Moon et al., 2013, p. 223). This “wide-awakeness,” which occurs through the 

transformative power of the arts, encourages people to live in the moment, challenge habitual 

ways of thinking and behaving, and increase critical consciousness (Burnard & Stahl, 2021). 

We all agreed that COVID-19 has shown the significance and transformative potential of the 
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arts during this time and has also provided an opportunity to consider centralising arts 

learning in education (Kerby et al., 2021).   

 

Conclusion 

When we embarked on the collaborative autoethnography, we did so without any idea of 

where the journey would take us. We committed to “learning together” (Sochacka et al., 2016, 

p. 15). We were trusting of the process, curious, and open to what would unfold. On 

reflection, we see that our familiarity with artistic processes served us well when navigating 

this open-ended approach. Through the CAE journey, we experienced the “impact brought on 

by relationships we may have never even known we had [and the] critical intimacy in a 

context of care” (Pensoneau-Conway et al., 2014, p. 316). 

 

By facilitating exploration outside the hegemony of traditional research methods (Van 

Katwyk & Seko, 2017), CAE has the potential to open up new lines of inquiry and action in 

situations where the circumstances seem intransient and resistant to change. Through 

undertaking our CAE, the themes that arose from the collective narratives provided lenses for 

reconsidering the persistent marginalisation of the arts in primary/elementary schools despite 

the benefits for children’s wellbeing. They were: 

• Centering in a discordant world 

• Effective leadership 

• Experiential processes, engagement, and relationships of trust 

• Harnessing the transformative potential of the arts 

 

We make no claims that these themes are generalisable but hold to the veracity of these being 

generated by the CAE process. What we do suggest is that they would resonate with other arts 

educators and be potentially transferrable. For our research team, the themes bring to the 

surface the significant factors that are to be kept in play when the aim is to support children’s 

wellbeing through a regular program of arts learning in the primary/elementary school: the 

experiential nature of arts learning; the necessity for children to explore and express their 

ideas, feelings, experiences and imaginings, and to have meaningful encounters with the 

world of the arts; the significance of relationships of trust; and the importance of a leadership 

triad. 

 

We believe the CAE has served us well in developing a common purpose within the research 

team and highlighting productive directions for our future research. It has drawn us to focus 

on and examine the role of the school principal in initiating and sustaining the cultural change 

required to address the resistance to meaningful integration of the arts in the regular 

primary/elementary school curriculum.  
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We have learned that while the critical influence of the principal on the school culture, 

educational direction, and initiatives within the school (Glatthorn et al., 2016; Simon, 2021) is 

well-documented, this factor is under-researched in the context of sustaining arts education in 

the school curriculum. What the research literature does show is that many school principals 

often lack an understanding of the value of an arts-rich curriculum (Guindon et al., 2014). 

This has been traced to their own limited experience during schooling, pre-service teacher 

training, and subsequent professional development opportunities (Baguley et al., 2021; 

Goldberg, 2021). It results in a poor understanding of how to support the arts in the 

curriculum or a rejection of the idea entirely (Guindon et al., 2014). While an arts specialist or 

artist-teacher has the required knowledge and skills to drive arts-led curriculum initiatives 

(O’Toole, 2018), such initiatives are usually short-term and sporadic without the leadership of 

the principal (Glatthorn et al., 2016; Simon, 2021). Therefore, as Burrows (2007) argued, 

sequential and sustained programs of professional learning are required for school 

administrators and classroom teachers to embed meaningful arts engagement in the school 

curriculum. From our enactment of the CAE, we have determined that a leadership 

relationship between the school principal, arts educators, and classroom teachers needs to be 

fostered to achieve sustained arts learning opportunities for students in primary/elementary 

schools. 
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