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CHAPTER 3

Everyday Arts for Special Education: Impact 
on Student Learning and Teacher 

Development

Rob Horowitz

New York City’s District 75, the special education district, received an 
Investing in Innovation (i3) grant in 2010 from the US Department of 
Education for the Everyday Arts for Special Education (EASE) program. 
EASE was a five-year program providing professional development and 
instruction in the arts in ten District 75 elementary schools, spread across 
multiple NYC sites. Instruction included activities in music, visual art, 
dance, and drama. The program was implemented in collaboration with 
the Manhattan New Music Project (MNMP) and Urban Arts Partnership 
(UAP). The program served 300 teachers and 5334 students (K-5) over 
the five years of the grant.

The teaching artists of MNMP and UAP had nine years of practical 
experience collaborating with District 75 through a series of federal profes-
sional development grants, beginning in 2001. Their success in  improving 
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the communication and socialization skills of children with disabilities 
prompted the district to apply for the i3 grant, in order to reach more stu-
dents and teachers, and to study the potential effects.

The evaluation design included two impact studies, a mixed-method 
and student assessment study, an implementation study, and case studies. 
The impact of the program on reading and math achievement and social- 
emotional learning (SEL) was investigated through a quasi-experimental 
design (QED) using the New York State Alternative Assessment (NYSAA) 
for reading and math scores, and the Student Annual Needs Determination 
Inventory (SANDI) for SEL. The mixed-method study included weekly 
student assessment by participating teachers, structured observations, sur-
veys, and interviews. An implementation study examined patterns of 
teacher participation through instruction logs, professional development, 
teaching artist visits and mentoring, and curriculum development. Case 
studies were conducted in selected sites, examining student behavior and 
progress, and teachers’ ability to implement instructional methods learned 
through professional development. Analysis included a multilevel regres-
sion model for the QEDs, extensive coding of qualitative data, and descrip-
tive, correlative, and regression analysis for the surveys and observation 
data.

The program was determined to have an effect on reading scores, 
social-emotional learning, communication and socialization skills, and 
teachers’ ability to implement arts-based teaching methods for students 
with varied disabilities. Students also made gains in time spent on task, 
classroom engagement, mastery of IEP goals, and arts proficiency. 
Teachers gained new skills in using the arts to engage students with varied 
disabilities.

The evaluation design presented unique challenges due to the diversity 
of the students, who varied according to disability and the degree of dis-
ability. There were many different stakeholders for the evaluation, includ-
ing the US and NYC departments of education, the school principals, the 
partnering arts organizations, and the teachers, teaching artists, and par-
ents. This chapter presents the most salient findings from the evaluation, 
while exploring the special challenges we faced and the solutions we pro-
vided. We invite the reader to consider how this study highlights complex 
issues inherent to a large-scale evaluation in special education and the arts, 
and whether our solutions are applicable to others’ efforts, both large and 
small, national and local, and within and outside the arts and special 
education.
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Context and UniqUe Challenges

EASE was funded through an i3 Development Grant to District 75, 
New York City’s special education district. When the grant began in 2010, 
District 75 employed 4000 teachers in 56 schools within each of New York 
City’s five boroughs. Of the District’s 23,000 students, 71% were eligible 
for Title I support, 86% were from minority populations, 15% were English 
Language Learners, and 60% were assessed on New York State alternate 
academic achievement standards. Students’ disabilities encompassed a 
wide range, including autism spectrum disorders, cognitive disabilities, 
emotional disturbance, severe learning disabilities, and multiple handicaps 
(physical and cognitive). The students required highly specialized educa-
tional programs and support systems.

The participating EASE students were all in elementary grades (K-5) 
within ten District 75 schools. However, the meanings of “district,” 
“school,” and “grade” were different than a conventional setting. District 
75 is not a geographical district, but is instead an organizational structure 
across the entire city for students who require the special services available 
through the district. The EASE “schools” were not buildings, but instead 
were organizational structures, comprised of multiple sites, within various 
school buildings which might also have other programs. In total, the 
EASE program operated in 37 sites throughout NYC. While all students 
were in elementary grades, these grades did not reflect a level of academic 
achievement, but instead were based upon each student’s physical age.

EASE students had four categories of disabilities: autism spectrum, 
intellectual disabilities, emotional disturbance, and multiple disabilities. 
Students varied in the range of severity of disabilities within each category. 
EASE instruction took place within each EASE teacher’s classroom. The 
classes were sometimes grouped according to disability, but often con-
tained various disabilities. EASE class sizes varied, as well, with up to 12 
students per class. Most EASE classes had six students.

Therefore, the setting for EASE was unusual. The diversity of sites, 
students, disabilities, and class groupings did not readily lend itself to a 
rigorous impact study that could meet standardized evaluation criteria, 
such as those recommended by the What Works Clearinghouse (2014). 
Each EASE student and classroom was in fact quite atypical. The students 
all had an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) and teachers were expected 
to customize the instruction to meet each student’s special needs. The 
EASE program provided extensive professional development (PD) for the 
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teachers that included a repertoire of arts-based strategies that they could 
employ to address each students’ IEP needs, particularly in communica-
tion, socialization, and related academic areas.

As is often the case with a complex arts partnership, there were many 
interested parties, or stakeholders, who comprised the “audience” for the 
evaluation. These included US and NYC departments of education, the 
school principals, the partnering arts organizations, and the teachers, 
teaching artists, and parents. Like the EASE students, each audience had 
its own interests and needs. The US Department of Education placed a 
strong emphasis on rigorous evaluation designs, with a preference for a 
randomized controlled trial (RCT) or quasi-experimental design (QED). 
Conversely, the diversity of sites and students lent itself to a mixed-method 
design with extensive qualitative study. We therefore decided to take a 
multiple-method approach to examine program impact while also investi-
gating the unique experiences of teachers, artists, and students. This chap-
ter primarily reports on the quantitative findings, while subsequent reports 
will more fully explore the qualitative data.

the Program and imPlementation

EASE teachers learned strategies across multiple arts disciplines (music, 
dance, visual arts, and theater) through a series of professional develop-
ment workshops and extensive in-school support. There were four key 
program components:

 1. Professional Development Workshops (Teachers and administrators 
met with teaching artists for full-day workshops, where they learned 
a repertoire of arts-based instructional strategies to address students’ 
IEP goals.)

 2. Collaborative Classroom Modeling (Teaching artists collaborated 
with teachers to implement strategies learned in the PD 
workshops.)

 3. On-Site Professional Development (Teaching artists conducted 
45-minute on-site PD sessions with teachers, focused on differentia-
tion and documentation of best practices.)

 4. Classroom Instruction (Teachers addressed an IEP goal through an 
EASE instructional activity.)

 R. HOROWITZ

philip@urbanarts.org



 41

The PD was led by Manhattan New Music Project (MNMP) and Urban 
Arts Partnership (UAP) teaching artists.1 Teachers learned differentiated 
arts-based strategies designed to meet the communication, socialization, 
academic, and arts goals of each student’s IEP across multiple arts. The 
strategies were developed through many years of experience by a core 
group of teaching artists, who had worked in other District 75 and special 
education projects. The strategies were codified at the outset of the pro-
gram by a curriculum developer/program designer. The PD sessions were 
experiential, with teachers practicing the activities, both as “students” and 
instructors. Artist visits to each classroom provided modeling and on-site 
coaching.

A new cohort of 60 teachers and their students from the participating 
sites were added to the EASE program each program year, while ongoing 
PD and support was provided for previous years’ participants. The level of 
direct teaching artist support was reduced in each subsequent year of 
teachers’ participation as they became more capable of implementing the 
program without assistance. Upon reaching their fourth year, the most 
effective teachers were identified and trained to become mentor teachers, 
in order to help disseminate the EASE program to others.

Table 3.1 shows the levels of support for each year’s cohort of teachers. 
Table 3.2 shows activities for each level.

Table 3.1 EASE teacher cohorts: Levels of program support over five years

Implementation 
year

Support level

Year 1 Beginner 
level support

Year 2 Intermediate 
level support

Beginner 
level support

Year 3 Advanced 
level support

Intermediate 
level support

Beginner level 
support

Year 4 Selected 
teachers 
become 
mentors

Advanced 
level support

Intermediate 
level support

Beginner 
level support

Year 5 Selected 
teachers 
become 
mentors

Selected 
teachers 
become 
mentors

Advanced 
level support

Intermediate 
level support

Beginner 
level 
support
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evalUation design

Given the complexity and diversity of the program, we employed several 
distinct evaluation components, including two impact studies, a mixed- 
method study with student assessment, a fidelity study, and case studies of 
specific classrooms. The evaluation team included nine graduate students 
and postdoctoral researchers with experience in the arts, education, and 
qualitative fieldwork. The evaluation was guided by five questions:

 1. Does the program increase teachers’ ability to effectively apply mul-
tidisciplinary arts-based strategies for students with special needs?

 2. Does the program improve students’ communication and socializa-
tion skills through multidisciplinary arts activities?

 3. Does the program improve students’ arts proficiency through mul-
tidisciplinary arts activities?

 4. Does the program improve students’ academic proficiency through 
multidisciplinary arts activities?

 5. Are there different effects among different sample populations, 
including students on the autism spectrum, students with cognitive 
disabilities, students with emotional disturbance, and students with 
multiple disabilities?

Table 3.2 Activities for teachers at different program levels

Level Activities per level

Beginner level Teachers learn and 
implement EASE with 
extensive support from 
teaching artists

4 full-day 
workshops per 
teacher

20 in-class 
teaching 
artist visits 
per class

20 forty-five 
minute 
sessions per 
teacher

Intermediate 
level

Teachers implement 
EASE with new 
students, taking more 
responsibility from 
teaching artists

2 full-day 
workshops per 
teacher

16 in-class 
teaching 
artist visits 
per class

16 forty-five 
minute 
sessions per 
teacher

Advanced level Teachers implement 
EASE with new 
students, requiring 
minimal support from 
teaching artists

1 full-day 
workshop per 
teacher

8 in-class 
teaching 
artist visits 
per class

8 forty-five 
minute 
sessions per 
teacher
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Academic proficiency was investigated through the impact studies, 
using the New York State Alterative Assessment (NYSAA). Communication 
and socialization skills were examined through a standardized measure of 
SEL (SANDI), teacher assessments of student development, and class-
room observations by the evaluation team.

Design of Impact Studies: Reading, Math, and SEL

The impact studies employed a cluster (site) quasi-experimental design to 
examine the impact of EASE on special education students’ academic 
achievement and social-emotional behavior. The studies were conducted 
in multiple sites within the ten EASE schools. At the outset of the  program, 
District 75 schools were invited to apply for participation via a survey, with 
the following questions.

• State your current elementary-age population across all sites. (Pre-K 
through 6th grade)

• State the number of elementary-aged classes you currently have 
across all sites. (Pre-K through 6th grade)

• How many classes are served by these arts specialists, at which sites, 
and how frequently?

• List the cultural organizations which provided arts programs/resi-
dencies (if any) at your school for the past three years.

• How did you hear about EASE and why do you think your school 
will be a good candidate for participation in EASE?

• What changes do you expect to see in your students, teachers, and 
administration as a result of the EASE program?

• EASE may require schools to adjust their schedules from time to 
time in order to facilitate teaching artist visits, teacher meetings, in- 
school professional development, and interviews by the evaluation 
team. What do you see as the challenges to this?

• How will you address these challenges?
• EASE will require that participating teachers be released up to four 

times per year for mandatory all-day workshops. Although funds are 
available for hiring substitutes, schools sometimes find it difficult to 
release multiple teachers on the same day. How challenging is it for 
you to find substitutes?
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• How many teachers do you feel you could reasonably expect to 
release on any given day?

• As part of the project’s research component, participating teachers 
will be required to submit weekly online reports tracking students’ 
progress in EASE activities. What strategies will you employ to 
ensure your teachers are compliant with this requirement?

• Although EASE training is provided to teachers, the program will 
function more smoothly with other school staff on board. How will 
you turnkey the knowledge and skills gained by teachers to adminis-
trators, related service providers, and paraprofessionals?

• The EASE program will require a school point person for EASE 
coordination. What are the qualities that would make an individual 
effective in this position?

• Who would be the EASE point person at your school?
• In addition to any grant-imposed teacher selection criteria, indicate 

the criteria you will use to select teachers for participation in EASE.

Applications were reviewed by District 75 and Manhattan New Music 
Project (MNMP) staff. The ten schools were selected based upon their 
capacity, leadership, and ability to sustain commitment to the program. 
Schools and teachers were not offered any incentives to participate beyond 
access to the grant activities. The program was implemented in 37 sites 
within the 10 schools.

The treatment groups for the QED impact studies were drawn from 
these 37 sites, based upon students matching the selection criteria 
described in the Selection of Student Sample section, below. The com-
parison groups were from the same ten schools, but in sites where there 
was no EASE participation.

Research questions for the impact studies included:

• What is the impact of two years of exposure to EASE on fourth grade 
special education (SPED) students’ reading achievement as mea-
sured by the New York State Alternative Assessment (NYSAA)?

• What is the impact of two years of exposure to EASE on fourth grade 
SPED students’ mathematics achievement as measured by NYSAA?

• What is the impact of two years of exposure to EASE on second–fifth 
grade SPED students’ social-emotional behavior as measured by the 
Student Annual Needs Determination Inventory (SANDI)?

 R. HOROWITZ
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New York State Alternative Assessment (NYSAA) Academic achieve-
ment was measured through NYSAA, which contains a series of teacher- 
selected performance tasks. Only students with severe cognitive disabilities 
are eligible for NYSAA, based upon these criteria: (1) the student has a severe 
cognitive disability and significant deficits in communication/language and 
significant deficits in adaptive behavior; (2) the student requires a highly 
specialized educational program that facilitates the acquisition, application, 
and transfer of skills across natural environments (home, school, community, 
and/or workplace); and (3) the student requires educational support sys-
tems, such as assistive technology, personal care services, health/medical ser-
vices, or behavioral intervention (New York State Education Department 
[NYSED], 2010). The study sample of students took NYSAA in reading and 
math each year, in the fall and spring.

When administering NYSAA, teachers selected indicators for each con-
tent area that was appropriate for each student. The indicators ranged 
“across a spectrum of complexity from least to most complex.” An exam-
ple of a less complex fourth grade ELA indicator was to “attend to or read 
literary texts” while a more complex indicator was “select and read litera-
ture for fluency for comprehension.” The indicators were selected based 
upon the students’ grade and age, the appropriateness of the challenge, 
the students’ academic ability, and the school year’s curriculum content. 
Teachers selected an assessment task that matched the indicator, that could 
be performed in one day, and that was observable and measurable. 
Teachers gathered two pieces of verifying evidence for each indicator, and 
scored the resulting “dataportfolios” on two dimensions: Connection to 
Grade Level Content and Performance. Level of Accuracy and Level of 
Independence were considered when scoring Performance. They were cal-
culated as a percentage from 0% to 100% and then assigned to a level of 1 
to 4 based upon the percentage of accuracy and independence (1 = 0–29%, 
2  =  30–59%, 3  =  60–79%, 4  =  80–100%) on their performance tasks. 
Accuracy was determined by comparing the student’s number of correct 
responses with the total number of expected responses. Independence was 
determined by dividing the number of steps or items not requiring 
prompts or cues by the total number of steps in the task (NYSED, 2010).

Student Annual Needs Determination Inventory (SANDI) Social- 
emotional behavior was measured using the Student Annual Needs 
Determination Inventory (SANDI), an 88-item survey of Performance 
Items completed by teachers. SANDI was developed by the Riverside 
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County, California, Office of Education, Special Education Unit as an 
assessment tool to determine students’ functional skills. In addition, 
SANDI aids instructional decisions based upon a students’ performance 
level, progress on IEP goals, and identification of educational needs 
(Riverside County Office of Education, 2008).

Students were asked to perform tasks that reflected IEP goals. Sample 
SEL items included “Turns, looks, and/or listens to show awareness of 
people in the environment 5 times a day” and “Uses self-regulating strat-
egies to cope with 5 situations that are stressful to the student.” SANDI 
items were scored according to four categories (Not Engaged, Engaged, 
Supported, Independent) which reflected the percentage of correct 
responses, considering additional scoring criteria such as the number of 
prompts needed to complete the task. The scores were used by the 
teacher to identify areas of need and to refine IEP goals. Based upon the 
scores, the students were assigned to one of four categories for each IEP 
assessed: Proficient, Basic, Below Basic, Far Below Basic (Cahill, Silva, & 
Chappell, 2012).

Selection of Student Sample The sample used to examine academic 
achievement included two cohorts of fourth grade students (2011–2012 
and 2012–2013). Academic outcomes (NYSAA scores) were analyzed at 
the end of fifth grade (2013 and 2014, respectively). To be included in the 
analysis, students were required to meet these criteria:

• Student identified as an alternative assessment student (i.e., eligible 
to take the NYSAA)

• Student had a NYSAA third grade score (in order to have a pre- 
intervention measure of academic achievement)

The sample used to examine social-emotional behavior included two 
cohorts of students in second–fourth grade (2012–2013, and 2013–2014) 
that had fall pretest (2012, 2013, respectively) scores and spring posttest 
scores (2014, 2015, respectively) on the SANDI. Outcomes (SANDI 
scores) were analyzed at the end of third, fourth, and fifth grades, respec-
tively (in spring 2014 and 2015).

Therefore, the treatment sample for academic achievement was fourth 
grade students after two years of exposure, and the treatment sample for 
SEL was second, third, and fourth grade students after two years of 
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exposure. The comparison sample included all students with pretests and 
posttests for NYSAA and SANDI in the same years, who had no exposure 
to EASE, and were in sites that had no EASE programming but were 
within the same ten schools. The counterfactual conditions were “busi-
ness as usual” in these comparison sites. Identification of the treatment 
and comparison samples was at the student level, according to the criteria 
described above, and both groups were distributed across various sites 
within the ten schools. As shown in Table 3.3 the academic achievement 
(reading and math) analysis included 28 EASE sites and 18 comparison 
non-EASE sites (within 8 of the 10 schools implementing EASE). The 
analysis of social- emotional behavior included 23 EASE sites and 22 
comparison non-EASE sites (in 10 of 10 schools implementing EASE).

The analysis sample was defined as being comprised of students with 
non-missing pretests and non-missing outcomes. Therefore, the analysis 
used casewise deletion for students that were missing pretests or out-
comes. Estimates of the intervention’s effects were based on analysis of 
data without any imputed outcome values.

Mixed-Method Study and Student Assessment

A mixed-method study was conducted for the entire EASE teacher and 
student population over the five-year grant period. Data collection 
included weekly student assessments, teacher surveys, exploratory and 
structured observations, and teacher interviews. Quantitative indicators 
were identified through systematic analysis of qualitative data, including 
ethnographic observations and teacher interviews from previous evalua-
tion projects in District 75.

Each week EASE teachers assessed each of their students through an 
online survey. In the survey, the teachers described an IEP goal that they 

Table 3.3 EASE impact study samples

Schools Sites Students

EASE Comparison Grade(s) EASE Comparison

Academic 
achievement sample

8 28 18 4th 83 74

Social-emotional 
behavior sample

10 23 22 2nd, 
3rd, 4th

190 569
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addressed through EASE, identified the EASE instructional activities they 
used that week to address the IEP goals, and rated the students on these 
dimensions: communication skills, socialization skills, following direc-
tions, time on task, engagement, arts proficiency, and progress toward the 
selected IEP goal. Ratings were on a 3-point scale (little or no progress, 
some progress, and significant progress). The ratings were conducted 
throughout the school year.

Between 40 and 79 EASE classes were observed each year by the evalu-
ation team, for a total of 293 classroom observations. The number of 
observations increased per year as the program expanded to more teachers. 
An observational assessment protocol was developed after the first year. 
Each field researcher rated 12 teaching indicators and 4 student learning 
indicators through an online survey, on a software platform that linked 
data from multiple sources. Each researcher was asked to provide qualita-
tive descriptions of teacher and student behaviors to illustrate or explain 
their ratings for each indicator. The submissions were coded for school 
site, teacher, artist, researcher, grade, and teacher level through the soft-
ware. The researchers all had completed graduate coursework in qualita-
tive methods, had extensive field experience in arts partnership evaluation, 
and met throughout the study to compare observations and review the 
indicators. Inter-rater reliability estimates of r  =  0.87 were obtained 
through comparing observer ratings. The teacher and researcher ratings 
were submitted through the ArtsResearch software platform, developed 
for the EASE evaluation (Horowitz & Horowitz, 2016).

Implementation Study

A fidelity measure was developed that tracked teachers’ participation in 
each program component. The program developers defined a minimal 
level of participation they considered essential for the program to be effec-
tive. For instance, teachers were expected to attend each PD session. 
Therefore, they received a score of 1 for attending all sessions, and a score 
of 0 if they missed a session. If 75% of teachers received a score of “1” then 
that was considered evidence of program fidelity for the PD program com-
ponent. Similar formulas were developed for assessing fidelity in the other 
program components, based upon the degree of participation per level 
(i.e., beginning teachers attend at least 15 on-site PD sessions for a score 
of 1). Fidelity scores were then calculated at the teacher, site, and school 
levels. Analysis of the fidelity scores indicated consistent adherence to the 
overall program (Table 3.4).
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data ColleCtion Challenges and solUtions

The evaluation design and data collection process presented several inter-
esting challenges. Although these challenges are inherent to applied edu-
cational research and assessment, they seemed magnified in the EASE 
project.

EASE was one of the largest federally funded arts education/special 
education projects to date. It employed an exemplary cadre of NYC teach-
ing artists, and used a pedagogy that was hard won over years of experi-
ence. District 75 had considerable experience in implementing these 
projects, although this was their largest funded arts program. The US 
Department of Education had detailed, specific requirements for evalua-
tors and provided technical support for designing and analyzing rigorous 
statistical impact studies.

Table 3.4 Fidelity of implementation

Program component Component level threshold for fidelity of 
implementation

Component 
fidelity score 
(%)

Professional 
development 
workshops

Unit level score = 1: Teacher attends all PD 
workshops.
Sample level: at least 75% of teachers across all 
schools have a score of 1

93.2

Collaborative 
classroom modeling

Unit level score = 1: Beginning teachers 
participate in > 14 collaborations; intermediate 
teachers > 11 collaborations; advanced 
teachers: > 5 collaborations.
Sample level: at least 75% of teachers across all 
schools have a score of 1

91.9

On-site professional 
development

Unit level score = 1: Beginning teachers 
participate in > 14 collaborations; intermediate 
teachers > 11 collaborations; advanced 
teachers: > 5 collaborations.
Sample level: at least 75% of teachers across all 
schools have a score of 1

90.4

Classroom instruction Unit level score = 1: Teacher has weekly 
reporting indicating that he/she has 
implemented activities to address each student’s 
IEP goal for at least 19 weeks.
Sample level: at least 75% of teachers across all 
schools have a score of 1

75.4
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However, the standardization that these studies required did not match 
the non-standard students and classrooms, which were all unique in their 
own way, with customized, differentiated instruction the guiding principle 
for providing appropriate services for students with special needs. The 
program implementers were fond of saying that they worked in a context 
where “one size fits none.” The EASE teachers were consistently urged to 
select the teaching strategies that would work best for each child. 
Therefore, EASE did not teach a set arts curriculum, but was instead best 
understood as a PD and instructional program that used a palette of arts- 
based strategies to engage each individual child. The “treatment,” there-
fore, consisted of approaches to engaging students and teaching varied 
content, both academic and in the arts. A common thread, however, was 
that all the activities were arts-based and interactive, and helped children 
communicate and learn to socially interact with their peers and teachers 
through verbal, non-verbal, and artistic means.

Clearly, as evaluators we would need to spend observation time in the 
classroom, documenting student behaviors, and drawing inferences on 
children’s potential development through EASE. At the same time, we 
would use overall standardized measures for the QED impact studies. Our 
selection criteria for the QEDs meant that our treatment sample size was 
relatively small and excluded most of the EASE students. We therefore 
understood that it was important to gather data in other ways that would 
reflect the experience of all EASE students. One key approach was to 
engage teachers in a demanding and continuous student assessment study, 
with teachers rating student development throughout the year. Another 
was to observe many classes in as natural and noninvasive manner as 
possible.

Teacher Buy-In

We wanted open access to EASE classrooms, so we could observe the 
program as it appeared naturally and not in response to our presence. We 
also wanted teachers to provide accurate ratings on the weekly assess-
ments, and to not feel compelled to provide positive data for the benefit of 
funders or administrators.

We therefore placed a great emphasis on building trust with the teach-
ers and continually explaining the evaluation process. We told the teachers 
we needed accurate data, and we needed their help to get it. Our team of 
field researchers already had extensive experience working in District 75 
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schools and observing various arts and education programs. We attended 
the PD sessions and spoke with teachers, explaining our note-taking and 
the evaluation process. The teachers were assured by senior District 75 
staff that the raw observation and survey would only be seen by the evalu-
ation team and would not be shared with administrators. The data would 
only be reported once it was aggregated, and individual teachers and 
schools would not be named. In no way would our EASE evaluation be 
used for teacher evaluation, and school and teacher performance would 
not be compared in public documents. These assurances were important, 
because we wanted to avoid any sense of competition among teachers and 
schools.

During the PD sessions, the evaluation team also facilitated discussions 
on the kinds of behavioral indicators they might observe that they could 
use in their survey submissions. These indicators could not be standard-
ized across all of the EASE classrooms, due to the range of disabilities, so 
we wanted teachers to rate students based upon their knowledge of the 
students and then explain their ratings.

Software Development

It became apparent in the early years of the study that we needed to sharply 
upgrade our survey platform capacity. We used two common commercial 
software packages during the first three years, but teachers found the sur-
vey process to be overly repetitive and time consuming.

Each teacher was required to submit a survey for each student each 
week. It was challenging to get that level of responses using the commer-
cial software platforms. They were resistant to using the survey platforms, 
which did not have the features to expedite timely responses. We decided 
to develop our own software to make it as easy as possible for teachers  
to respond on whatever platform they had available, and that would also 
facilitate our analysis.

We discussed with the teachers the challenges they faced and asked for 
recommendations. They requested software that would allow them to:

• Review, print, and analyze previous submissions
• Cut down data entry through having pre-populated student registra-

tion, disability data, and EASE activities
• Save partially completed surveys so they could return and write more 

detailed open-ended responses
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These requests matched our own experience, through which we identi-
fied three primary challenges to using online surveys: (1) it can be difficult 
to gather responses, particularly from teachers who have multiple demands 
on their time and attention; (2) the available platforms did not easily allow 
for nested, or hierarchical, designs that included evaluation of teacher pro-
fessional development and student assessment across multiple sites; (3) 
several steps were needed to export data to statistical software, analyze, 
create tables or charts, and embed them into reports (Horowitz & 
Horowitz, 2016).

We therefore developed our own survey platform for the project with 
the needs of the teachers in mind. Through the software, teachers uploaded 
student rosters and then accessed pre-populated surveys for each of their 
students, with due dates for each survey indicated on each teacher’s home 
page. They were able to respond on any mobile platform. Using the soft-
ware, we received over 30,000 survey responses in the last two years of the 
project. The resulting ArtsResearch software has now been used on over 
100 different projects, including independently by other educational 
providers.

Program effeCt on stUdent develoPment

The program was determined to have an effect on reading scores, social- 
emotional learning, communication and socialization skills, and teachers’ 
ability to implement arts-based teaching methods for students with varied 
disabilities. Students also made gains in time spent on task, classroom 
engagement, mastery of IEP goals, and arts proficiency. Teachers gained 
new skills in using the arts to engage students with varied disabilities.

Impact Studies: Reading, Math, and SEL

Baseline Equivalence For each contrast, baseline equivalence was estab-
lished in the analytic sample (those students with pretest and posttest 
scores), using third grade NYSAA scores for the academic achievement 
contrasts, and the SANDI administered to students in the fall prior to the 
first school year of EASE exposure.

Baseline equivalence was examined using a modified version of the 
impact model with the pretest as the dependent variable and the inclusion 
of two independent variables: (1) a treatment indicator and (2) a cohort 
(block) indicator. The treatment-comparison difference in Table 3.5 is the 
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parameter estimate on the treatment indicator taken from the model. As 
shown in Table  3.5, baseline equivalence was established for each 
contrast.

Impact Analysis Analysis of the impact studies indicated a program effect 
on reading achievement and social-emotional learning. There was a sub-
stantively meaningful effect of the intervention on students’ reading skills 
(Effect Size = 0.42) as measured by NYSAA. There was a modest but sig-
nificant effect on students’ SEL (Effect Size  =  0.18) as measured by 
SANDI. Analysis of NYSAA math proficiency indicated indeterminate 
effects with no treatment-comparison difference (p = 0.97) (Table 3.6).

Mixed-Method Findings: Communication and Socialization Skills

As part of the EASE program evaluation, every participating teacher rated 
each of their students weekly on a 3-point scale (1 = little or no progress; 
2 = some progress; 3 = significant progress) on these indicators: (1) com-
munication skills, (2) socialization skills, (3) following directions, (4) time 
on task, (5) self-esteem, (6) engagement, and (7) arts proficiency. Teachers 
also identified an IEP goal for each student that they addressed through 
EASE teaching strategies, and indicated the degree of improvement 
toward meeting those goals. The criteria for progress in each area were 
determined by the teachers, who had the best understanding of the stu-
dents’ disabilities and IEP. Teachers used their professional judgment and 
knowledge of each student’s disability (and degree of disability) to deter-
mine if the student was making progress. Teachers received professional 
development in developing criteria and rating students. The teacher rat-
ings were submitted weekly for 23 weeks during the school year. The 
assessments were conducted online using ArtsResearch software. Teachers 

Table 3.6 Impact estimates

Contrast Treatment 
group SD

Comparison 
group SD

Impact 
estimate

Standardized 
effect size

Impact 
standard 
error

p value Degrees 
of 
freedom

Reading 0.549 0.771 0.278 0.42 0.139 0.054 33.34
Math 0.610 0.652 0.033 0.05 0.088 0.971 37.86
SEL 73.65 66.09 12.21 0.18 4.11 0.005 36.48
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were also asked to provide qualitative examples of behaviors that demon-
strated progress in each indicator.

Analysis demonstrated significant gains in each rated domain. Table 3.7 
shows significant increases (p  <  0.001) from November to May in the 
fourth year of the program, when most surveys were gathered and the 
program was up to a full complement of 180 teachers (n = 19,689 assess-
ment surveys were gathered that year). Similar gains were made each year 
of the program.2

In the assessment surveys, teachers described behaviors that supported 
their high ratings in communication, socialization, and engagement. 
These included: taking turns, leading activities, successfully interacting 
with peers and teachers, responding to modeling, sharing materials, appro-
priately interacting, making eye contact, taking turns, verbalizing or physi-
cally expressing ideas, demonstrating self-control, focusing, staying on 
task, and using imagination and creativity when responding to a set of 
criteria in a sustained task. Teachers observed that students were better 
able to participate longer on challenging tasks.

Classroom Observations These findings were supported by computer- 
assisted qualitative data analysis of evaluator site reports. Evaluators 
observed up to 79 EASE classes per year, writing descriptions of student 
behaviors that indicated improvement in communication, socialization, 
academic, and artistic skills. Students practiced observation, recall, 
focused listening, and following a sequence of steps. Artists encouraged 
students to use their imagination and creativity. Students were encour-
aged to express their ideas verbally, physically, and artistically as they 
acquired skills in arts activities. We observed students who began to suc-
cessfully interact and collaborate with their peers, who were previously 
unable to do so.

Table 3.7 Student 
assessment

Assessment domains November mean May mean

Communication skills 1.64 2.05
Socialization skills 1.66 2.08
Follows directions 1.69 2.11
Time on task 1.67 2.09
Engagement 1.78 2.17
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Student Engagement Through interviews we learned more about teach-
ers’ perspectives on their students’ development through EASE.  They 
most often spoke about improved student engagement, and their ability to 
“reach” students, sometimes for the first time. They attributed the stu-
dents’ engagement to their desire to participate in activities that were 
“fun” and interactive, providing a gateway to content learning.

It’s so easy to do because there’s so much speaking and listening, the founda-
tional skills for our students. I get goose bumps because it’s just so special to see 
how they take that initiative when it comes to EASE. And you see the indepen-
dence. When it’s something they want, they can participate.—Level II Teacher

In special education, we’re always looking to find where a student can have an 
entry point. The focus of EASE is engagement first. It’s a better building block 
to go from.—Level III Teacher

Teachers indicated that the students were learning to concentrate and 
focus for longer periods of time on challenging tasks, due to the interac-
tive, social nature of the instructional strategies.

I have one student in particular that’s been in EASE as long as I’ve been in the 
program. She’s a student who has difficulty paying attention and interacting 
in a positive manner whenever we do group activities. But for some reason she’s 
very alert during EASE activities. Very focused, attentive, and she’s learning a 
lot of different ways to interact with her peers. She’s able to basically come alive 
during these activities. She’s much more attentive [as] opposed to just sitting 
behind a desk and learning a concept.—Level III Teacher

Two third graders were having a really difficult time sitting still and focusing, 
but during EASE time they would be so focused. They were really involved every 
time.—Level III Teacher

Teachers mentioned that students often viewed the EASE activities as 
“safe,” enabling them to participate with less fear of failure.

I had a couple of students who were kind of shy at the beginning and they didn’t 
really want to participate. We didn’t force them, as EASE tells [us] not to. But 
then by the end of the activity they would definitely participate. They saw it was 
a safe environment.—Level III Teacher

Teachers attributed the students’ engagement to the kinesthetic, active 
quality of the arts activities.
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We’d been working on certain words since September [and my student] couldn’t 
do it. Present it in an EASE kinesthetic—running around the room and 
matching the word—she can look at that first initial consonant [snaps fingers] 
and get it like that! When it’s presented in a flashcard, no interest. I see the 
progress. I see the socialization. The eye contact.—Level II Teacher

I was able to get all of my students involved and engaged. There are few times 
throughout the day when I can honestly say that every single one of my kids seems 
totally immersed in an activity quite like they are with EASE.—Level I Teacher

Social Skills and Emotional Development The interactive quality of the 
EASE activities helped develop students’ social skills. Many of the activi-
ties involved taking turns or leading other students in structured interac-
tions, such as passing an imaginary ball or “conducting” each other’s 
musical expression.

I think there are a lot of great things that [EASE] taught me as well as the 
children. It helps to work on the goal of socializing, communicating, eye con-
tact, respecting whoever is sitting around you, giving them a turn. There’s a lot 
of turn-taking skills.—Level I Teacher

According to teachers, students with consistent exposure to EASE 
demonstrated improvement in social-emotional learning and developed a 
greater sense of ownership of the learning process.

After working with the artists there was a spike in focus, in communication, in 
turn-taking. We would go through different IEP goals … One child was just 
absorbing everything so quickly. In the beginning, she was just kind of ho-hum. 
She did what she was told and then we moved on. Then, I would say after two 
months, definitely it was a total change. She would help me with the music. It 
became this whole other level. She understood all of the activities because she had 
been doing it for so long. And then the next step was independence. And she 
really soared.—Level I Teacher

teaCher imPlementation and Professional 
develoPment

Teachers received sustained and intensive professional development 
through a series of workshops, on-site sessions, and in-class teaching artist 
visits for collaborative classroom modeling. They learned a repertoire of 
strategies designed to engage students through the arts. The teachers 
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identified an IEP goal for each student and specified an EASE activity that 
they would use to meet the goal. They reported these goals and activities 
through their weekly assessment surveys, providing a detailed profile of 
classroom implementation that could be compared with data from other 
sources, such as observations and interviews.

Examples of EASE activities, learned through PD, include: (1) Coffee 
Filter Murals, where children applied concentrated watercolor paint to 
coffee filters and then worked in groups to create murals by pasting the 
filters on poster paper, with the goals of encouraging self-expression, col-
laboration and sharing, tactile exploration, and the development of motor 
skills; (2) Chair Sequence Composing, where children sat in a row of 
chairs with instruments or found objects and played when a “conductor” 
(teacher or classmate) pointed to them with “ribbon wand” or used STOP 
and GO signs; (3) Dynamics, where children made sounds vocally, with 
their bodies, or with instruments, and varied the dynamics according to 
prompts indicated on cards held by the leader, with the goal of practicing 
appropriate vocal moderation and giving and taking directions; (4) 
Cameras, where children took photos of people and objects in their class-
room, and then practiced identifying people, objects, shapes, and colors, 
and arranging time sequences of activities, with the goal of exploring per-
ceptions of self and others, and remembering and communicating about 
past events.

Field researchers rated the teachers on 12 observable indicators of com-
petence at applying EASE strategies in the classroom. The ratings were 
submitted through the evaluation team’s dedicated ArtsResearch soft-
ware. Table 3.8 shows the percentage of EASE classes where we observed 
each teaching indicator. These percentages are drawn from 169 observa-
tions over the final four years of the project. Some percentages are likely 
lower than others because the indicators were not as easily observable in 
certain classes (i.e., leading other students with severe disabilities) or the 
classes did not provide opportunities to observe a given indicator (i.e., 
mentoring). The field researchers also submitted rich description of 
teacher and student behaviors, to illustrate and explain their ratings.

The assessment survey and observation data were very positive, indicat-
ing strong gains in teachers’ knowledge and application of arts-based 
teaching strategies for students with special needs. Systematic analysis of 
combined data indicated a high degree of competence at applying arts-
based strategies and improvement in their ability to serve as mentors to 
other teachers.
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Professional Development Workshops The PD sessions provided ample 
opportunities to observe the artists model the lessons and then try them 
out themselves, with their peers acting as students.

Actually seeing and doing the activities as children before we implemented it in 
the class really helped. Because just reading it on paper doesn’t do it justice.—
Level III Teacher

Some teachers didn’t feel comfortable infusing playfulness or using 
unfamiliar theater exercises. But most teachers overcame their initial reluc-
tance and improved through trying out the lessons.

I don’t like to be in front of people acting, and that’s a big part of EASE, kind 
of putting on a show. It’s easier in class with the kids, but I don’t come from a 
theater background or anything. It’s difficult for some of us to go up there and 
to have to act out something.—Level I Teacher

Table 3.8 Researcher ratings of teaching indicators

Teaching indicator Percent of classes 
observed (%)

Teacher begins the activity in a way that is comprehensible to students 79.9
Teacher creates an opportunity for students to help prepare the 
activity

66.1

Teacher leads a warm-up activity that ties in with the main lesson 
and/or builds upon foundational skills addressed in previous lessons

59.5

Teacher creates opportunities for students to make independent 
choices

74.0

Teacher creates opportunities for students to make creative/aesthetic 
choices

62.7

Teacher creates opportunities for student interaction 66.9
Teacher creates opportunities for students to lead activities or help 
peers

54.4

Teacher allows ample time for each student to experience the activity 
as fully as possible

88.2

Teacher challenges students 82.8
Teacher effectively paces activities 75.9
Teacher sets up transitions between activities or when ending the 
activities

64.5

Teacher mentors or supports other professionals’ understanding and 
participation

65.2
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The support of teaching artists was invaluable. Having someone to bounce 
ideas off of and to look objectively at the delivery was very helpful to me and 
certainly helped to bolster my confidence.—Level II Teacher

Adopting the EASE Approach Teachers were encouraged to accept a 
certain level of experimentation. They were advised to allow “wait time” 
for individual students to respond or explore at their own pace, and in their 
own way. Teachers were also encouraged to allow students as much inde-
pendence as possible regardless of a student’s perceived level of ability.

I feel like I’ve taken on the model of “wait,” and “one thing at a time,” and 
“focus on the important things and leave the rest behind.” I use that now even 
in my academics.—Level III Teacher

Changes in Approaches to Teaching Teachers spoke about how the 
program opened them up to new perspectives to teaching and learning in 
special education. They became more adept at allowing students ample 
time to respond and explore (“wait time”), focusing on what’s most 
important in a lesson, and encouraging students’ independence.

The motto “what’s important?” and to let go of the rest—to wait … For exam-
ple, with the paint brushes. Two of my kids are very low [functioning]—I wasn’t 
sure if they would be interested, or know what to do necessarily, and they totally 
took to it. I waited for them to discover the paint brush and they just went with 
the flow of what everybody else was doing. It was really nice to see them partici-
pating, where I wasn’t sure if they could, or if they would be interested in doing 
it. But they were.—Level I Teacher

Most teachers were open to making their style of instruction more 
dynamic when using EASE strategies, even when they did not have an arts 
background. They viewed the program as beneficial to their professional 
development.

The teaching artists really helped me see a different point of view by using 
EASE. They helped me a lot in terms of how to look at a lesson plan and make 
it fun. And I think that’s where I don’t know what to do, because I don’t know 
how to make lessons fun. They come in to tell me, “Well, we can change it up by 
looking at the classroom. We can move tables.” Moving tables—I didn’t think 
of it! Using cameras—taking pictures and showing the kids what they did the 
day before as a review. And the kids get really excited once they see pictures of 
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themselves. They’re like, “Oh! We made that!” I think painting is another big 
thing. They love art. I get very skeptical about using paint in my classroom but 
the kids get really excited when they mix colors together. It’s very calming for 
them. They give me a lot of advice on how to make the lesson fun, and I think 
that’s where I’m starting to see where I need to work on my professional 
growth.—Level II Teacher

New Perspectives on Students EASE created opportunities for teachers 
to see their students in a different light. Several teachers mentioned that 
they were surprised by the types of activities that resonated with their 
students.

I was just surprised at the activities I expected certain kids to like or dislike. It 
didn’t always work the way I thought. EASE is a little unpredictable. And they 
talked about it at the last EASE PD … You think that a certain kid won’t like 
this activity because of the noise—because of this or that—and it actually 
turned out to be opposite. It opens your eyes to [the fact that] they can make their 
own choices.—Level I Teacher

Two students in particular really took on a leadership role. They got excited. 
They wanted to be the leaders. And a few of them went to places that I didn’t 
think that they would go. Some of the things that I wouldn’t think that they 
would do, they did.—Level I Teacher

ConClUsions and fUtUre direCtions

The EASE program was challenging to implement, due to the number of 
participating teachers and artists, the geographical spread of sites, and the 
range of disabilities in the student population. Nonetheless, the program 
was quite successful in its implementation. The district and its partners, 
MNMP and UAP, accomplished what they set out to do, with remarkable 
fidelity to their grant application and the plans of the program designers. 
All ten schools stayed with the program for the full five years, despite 
political and policy changes with potentially competing priorities. 
New York City schools often have multiple outside programs and in-house 
initiatives, and yet District 75 was able to stay the course and keep the 
program stable. The fidelity data provided evidence of this adherence to 
the overall program design.
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There were challenges. Scheduling was difficult, with so many players 
and moving parts. Getting teachers to PD sessions could be challenging, 
as substitutes had to be hired and schedules could conflict with other 
agendas. Teachers had to be continually engaged, as the program could 
only work if the teachers felt it supported their instructional needs. We 
determined that a large majority of teachers greatly appreciated the pro-
gram and implemented the EASE strategies. However, some teachers 
were less successful, or not as interested, and didn’t invest as much in the 
program. A key lesson from EASE is that the extensive PD sessions, artist 
in-school meetings, and artist modeling were essential for nurturing the 
active participation of teachers. The weekly online student assessment and 
documentation of their EASE instruction also helped keep their focus on 
EASE instruction and effects on student development, amidst competing 
priorities for their time and attention.

Similarly, the efforts we placed as evaluators on respecting the profes-
sionalism of the teachers and their knowledge of each student’s abilities 
were essential for data collection. We repeatedly engaged the teachers, 
explained the research and how it would be reported, and assured them 
that the data would only be used for the overall study, and not for teacher 
evaluation. This could be a hard sell for long-term City teachers, who had 
“seen it all” and weathered multiple changes in leadership and direction. 
But we kept at it and thought the effort paid off. We tried to be as respect-
ful as possible during classroom observations, not disturbing the flow of 
the class and not expecting a show for our benefit.

Our greatest challenge—beyond scheduling—was probably developing 
software quickly that could meet our needs. We wanted the weekly data, 
but also had to respond to the teachers’ issues with using other software. 
It was also challenging to set up a rigorous QED given the diversity of the 
student population. It would have been very difficult to implement with-
out our own software, which facilitated tracking student participation in 
the program.

The best part of the evaluation was undoubtedly watching the program 
in action, and seeing children’s development firsthand. We observed stu-
dents with disabilities gaining communication and socialization skills, 
making eye contact, successfully interacting with other children, and 
responding to the teachers. They were often excited to participate and 
express themselves through the arts, and without the program they might 
not have had that same opportunity.

 R. HOROWITZ

philip@urbanarts.org



 63

Results of the QED impact studies showed a program effect on reading 
and social-emotional learning. These findings were consistent with our 
analysis of the survey and observation data. Our overall conclusion is that 
these findings are due to the engaging quality of the activities, which facili-
tated children’s interacting in new ways and communicating through ver-
bal, non-verbal, and artistic means.

We did not learn as much as we hoped about varying effects on differ-
ent disabilities. The reading QED sample was composed largely of stu-
dents on the autism spectrum. There wasn’t a significant difference in SEL 
scores between children with autism and those with emotional distur-
bance. Continued exploration of the qualitative data may reveal more 
understanding on effects of the program on children with different 
 disabilities. We also would like to know about which specific teaching 
strategies are most effective for each disability group.

Hopefully this study can point the way toward continued research on 
the effects of arts learning on students with disabilities. There is more to 
learn about which art forms are most likely to be successful with differing 
disabilities, which kinds of classroom settings work best, and how classes 
can be structured to provide the most robust effects.

For those who take on this work, we suggest that evaluators be open to 
using multiple methods, be flexible, respect diversity and cultural differ-
ences, and always keep in mind that each individual student, teacher, and 
classroom has a story to tell.

notes

1. District 75’s arts partner was MNMP for the first two years of the grant. 
MNMP was absorbed by UAP, which then became District 75’s partner for 
the final three years.

2. Because students were rated on a 3-point scale, mean scores could range 
from 1 to 3.
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