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New Data Overwhelming 

 

Although I have been previously asked to document music education’s 

relationship to the general curricula, previous data while interesting, did not address a 

more broad set of variables influencing academic success.  However, new data have been 

presented to me to that are so overwhelming that I can no longer ignore the contribution 

of participation in music and the other arts disciplines to a student’s academic growth and 

success.   

 

Higher Academic Success 

 

New data, provided by the Florida Department of Education, of students from 

across the state, illustrate a powerful correlation indicating that individuals, who 

participate in school music experiences, achieve higher academic success in the 

classroom and higher scores on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT).  

Additionally, while the correlation of music participation to academic success has been 

stated before, the new data also shows the effect of music participation on a broader base 

of individuals including students from varying races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic 

levels.  Furthermore, the data show that students participating in music classes for eight 

or more semesters (4 or more credits) benefit even more.  However, the expanded new 

data go still further in demonstrating music’s contribution to Florida education.  New data 

show an additional correlation that students who participate in K-12 music classes have a 

lower dropout rate than students not enrolled in music and that these individuals score 

higher on SAT exams in addition to the FCAT.  Thus, the new data provide a clearer 

more comprehensive report of the influence of K-12 music education experiences in the 

overall academic success of Florida public school students than any data previously 

examined.   
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Consistent Pattern 

 

The Florida data are unusual in these correlations in that a consistent pattern is 

present across all measures: 

• For the general population, the more music and arts classes taken, the 

higher the student achievement in all measures 

• For students on “free and reduced lunch,” an indicator of socioeconomic 

levels, the more music and arts classes taken, the higher the student 

achievement in all measures. 

• For students divided by ethnicity, the more music and arts classes taken, 

the higher the student achievement in all measures. 

• The more arts classes taken, the less likely a student is to dropout of the 

cohort group. 

 

Corroborates Similar National Data 

 

This data appears to corroborate a similar study of 25,000 students enlisting the 

National Educational Longitudinal Survey which followed American secondary students 

for 10 years that found involvement in the arts lead to academic success.  (Involvement in 

the Arts and Human Development; James Catteral, Richard Chapleau, John Iwanaga; 

Imagination Project at UCLA Graduate School of Education and Information Studies, 

University of California at Los Angeles, September 1999.) 

 

Benefits All Students – Not Just Talented 

  

How is this possible?  The frequent perception is that only “talented” students join 

music classes and these students tend to always score well on academic assessments.  

Yet, because the data are taken from the entire state student population and include 

expanded cultural and academic demographics, the new data show that participation in 

school music education activities can benefit ALL students, not just the “talented” few.   
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Multi-Sensorial Learning Correlates to Academic Success 

  

The stereotypical perception of K-12 music education is the marching band 

performing for football games, the chorus singing at the opening of a new store, or young 

children performing a holiday concert.  These activities are the end product of an 

education process that requires a multi-sensorial learning focus for students. Students in 

music classes must develop skills in aural listening, decision-making, spatial reasoning, 

kinesthetic movement, eye-hand coordination, and oral communication.  Research has 

shown that the development of these skills correlates to academic success in areas such as 

reading, mathematics, language development, communication skills, and critical thinking 

(Frames of Mind:  Theory of Multiple Intelligences, 1985; Howard Gardner; 

Neuromusical Research:  A Review of the Literature; Donald A. Hodges; Handbook of 

Music Psychology, 1999).  These are the same skills that curricular experiences in 

algebra/mathematics, language arts, reading and writing, science, and physical education 

seek to develop. It is no wonder that research in human development shows a strong 

correlation of music to language development, both of which correlate to high academic 

success.  By adding the new dimensions of increased student retention and academic 

success across a wide diversity of cultural groups, music can be a highly effective 

multidimensional curricular offering beneficial to all students, not only the “talented.” 

 

Music Enhances Math and Reading Scores 

 

The process involved in music is similar to all courses requiring the development 

of critical thinking and decision-making skills.  Studies have linked music to enhancing 

the development of math and reading scores.  However, the results of these studies in 

isolation are inconclusive.  The product of music by itself has not reliably been shown to 

make students smarter.  However, it is not the product of the performance, rather the 

process that enhances growth.  Previous results highlight the processes demonstrating that 

involvement in music education stimulates the human brain in manners that appear to 

promote cognitive growth (A Meta-Analysis on the Effects of Music as Reinforcement for 

Education/Therapy Objectives; Jayne M. Standley; Journal of Research in Music 
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Education, 1996; The Musical Mind:  The Cognitive Psychology of Music, 2003; John A. 

Sloboda).  Research studies have shown that curricular activities which provide intrinsic 

motivation, complexity, and opportunities to experience the direct results of the learning 

experience seem to stimulate brain cell activity.  Thus, the multi-sensory experiences 

encountered in every music class contribute to processes that promote the development of 

skills correlating to academic growth and future success.    

 

Broadest Use of Human Senses 

 

Furthermore, music classes maybe the only curricular offering that involve the 

broadest use of human senses.  As research strongly supports, students learn in many 

different ways and through a wide variety of manners (Educational Psychology, 1998, 

Anita Woolfolk).  Music classes involve hearing, vision, touch, and taste (when students 

place a trumpet to their mouths or a clarinet reed in their mouths).  The simultaneous use 

and coordination of the senses promote the stimulation and correlation development of 

skills leading to academic success in areas such as math, reading language, critical 

thinking and social development.  This process explains the correlation within the new 

data from Florida students. 

 

Summary 

  

The exciting new data from Florida students show that all students can benefit 

academically and socially from participation in school music programs.  They show that 

music education contributes to areas that are important to the future of all Floridians.  No 

other aspect of the school curriculum provides a cultural diverse experience while 

stimulating the cognitive processes involved in preparing students to achieve higher 

levels of academic achievement than school music education programs. 

  

Music education is more than a public performance.  It is an academic learning 

process that requires the development of cognitive, behavioral, psychomotor, affective, 

and social skills.  Music education is one of the few universal phenomenon taught in 
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schools that have been associated with human development since the very beginnings of 

human activity. Consequently in a global world, studying music is participating in a 

global behavior conducted through universally accepted practices. The Florida 

Department of Education has now provided overwhelming data showing the influence of 

music experiences on our students and their academic success in areas assessed by the 

FCAT, SAT, overall school grade point averages, and school drop-out prevention.  Few, 

if any, single curricular offerings can make such a strong impact on student development 

and success. 
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