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Abstract  

This paper will explore the key findings identified in the five arts discipline specific papers which 
comprise this special theme issue. Each of the participant researchers have situated Dance, Drama, 
Media Arts, Music and Visual Arts within the context of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts and what 
they characterise as its social justice imperatives. A narrative phenomenological approach has been 
adopted to enable the participant researchers to socially co-construct an analysis of their 
experiences working with the Australian Curriculum: The Arts, including challenges, implications and 
the future for their respective discipline areas and the Arts overall. The three key themes from these 
collective voices revealed: a quality arts education is an entitlement for every child and young 
person; the Arts provide important opportunities for children and young people from diverse 
backgrounds and cultures to demonstrate their learning, express themselves and participate; and 
arts educators and the Arts industry need to work together to strengthen community understanding 
about the value of the Arts in education. This process provided important insights into how exposure 
and engagement with the Arts shape the ways in which children and young people make meaning in 
their lives, enhance their overall wellbeing, increase their sense of social responsibility and 
contribute to a socially-just society.    
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Introduction  

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it 
was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 

incredulity, it was the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it was the 
spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.  

A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens (1859) 

 
Dickens’ book A Tale of Two Cities (1859) explores the economic and political unrest in London and 
Paris, exemplified through social and class injustices, which led to the American (1765-1783) and 
French Revolutions (1789-1799). During the current COVID-19 pandemic the major themes of 
duality, revolution and resurrection that Dicken’s explores are all too familiar as local, national and 



international governments struggle to respond to the most serious economic crisis since the Second 
World War (OECD, 2020). Haase (2020, p. 1) contends the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted and 
reinforced the “existing social, socio-economic and socio-spatial inequities in our cities”. As the 
famous lines from Dickens illustrate, during periods of social and political upheaval, people draw on 
a range of opposites, contrasts, and provocations to explore and articulate their understanding of 
their world, both at a local and international context. The Arts are a particularly rich storehouse of 
symbols, metaphors and allusions for people seeking to understand and express complex ideas as 
“the blurring the lines between disparate entities invites multiple interpretations even as it achieves 
clarity of thought” (Davis, 2008, n.p.; Kerby et al., 2016).   
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic people across the globe have been tuning into the Arts online to 
cope with the challenges of isolation due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Choi, et al., 2020; Lorenza, 
2020; Mak, et al., 2021; Tam, 2020; UNESCO 2021a). The pandemic has therefore further highlighted 
the importance of the Arts in providing students with “safe, playful, imaginative space[s] to share, 
explore and make sense of the experiences and issues that they feel uncomfortable about” (Tam, 
2020, p. 632). However, official recognition by the Australian government that the Arts are an 
integral part of a holistic education predated the pandemic by some years. On 30 July, 2013, the 
Ministers formally endorsed the Arts curriculum “subject to further consultation with Western 
Australia” (Lorenza, 2018, p. 66). Western Australia had requested a year by year curriculum, not the 
two year bands previously agreed to by the Shape paper in 2011. The Arts curriculum was resolved 
and made available to states and territories for their use via the Australian Curriculum website on 18 
February, 2014 with the disclaimer “available for use awaiting final endorsement” (Lorenza, 2018, p. 
68). This process was again stalled when the then Minister for Education, Christopher Pyne, called 
for a full review of the whole Australian Curriculum. As Lorenza (2018, p. 69) contends “since 2015, 
all States and Territories have adopted the Australian arts curriculum except for New South Wales”. 
The inclusion of Arts’ significant contribution to the Australian Curriculum’s aim to develop 
“successful learners, confident and creative individuals, and active and informed citizens” (MCEETYA, 
2008, p. 8).  The curriculum also provides the opportunity to access and engage through the artistic 
processes of creating, performing, presenting, producing, responding and connecting which “creates 
a sense of normalcy, possibility, community, and hope during this challenging and uncertain time in 
history” (Joseph, 2020, p. 73). 
 
A significant issue that arose in consultation discussions was the policy inclusion of Dance, Drama, 
Media Arts, Music and Visual Arts as equivalent artforms within one curriculum (ACARA, 2011). This 
expanding of mandatory arts disciplines was a re-conceptualisation that challenged the traditionally 
privileged status of Music and Visual Arts (Comte, 1988; Pascoe et al., 2005). Though it has remained 
a point of contention, at the time the proposal was supported by numerous stakeholders, most 
notably the National Advocates for Arts Education (NAAE) (Cosaitis, 2011; Ewing, 2010; Ewing, 2020). 
NAAE was supported in its advocacy by both arts professional associations and industry bodies, as 
well as actors, artists and other creatives. Nevertheless, the Arts curriculum has posed a challenge to 
the preparedness and expertise of teachers, first by moving to a position that all five art forms have 
equal status in the curriculum, and second, in the expectation that primary teachers would teach all 
five art forms (Cosaitis, 2011; O’Toole, 2019).  
 
The three-dimensional model of the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2021) comprises a matrix 
approach to curriculum and includes, alongside the disciplinary knowledge in eight learning areas 
(English; Mathematics; Science; Humanities and Social Sciences; the Arts; Technologies; Health and 
Physical Education; Languages), three cross-curriculum priorities (Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Histories and Cultures; Asia and Australia’s Engagement with Asia; and Sustainability) and 
seven general capabilities (literacy; numeracy; information and communication technology; critical 
and creative thinking; personal and social capability; ethical understanding; and intercultural 



understanding). This triadic curriculum model is informed by local political and social contexts, as 
well as globalization agendas which promote “national competitiveness and economic development” 
(Gleeson, et al., 2020). It also formalises the place of general capabilities, which had previously been 
part of the ‘hidden’ curriculum of skills or competencies that were neither measured nor reported 
upon (Eisner & Vallance, 1974; Gilbert, 2019). The expressiveness  and transformational nature of 
the Arts, in addition to their links to social justice by providing exposure to diverse cultural themes 
and issues, are a natural fit with the Australian Curriculum’s general capabilities and cross-cultural 
priorities, particularly in supporting the two goals of the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education 
Declaration, agreed to by all of Australia’s State and Territory Education Ministers (2019, pp. 4-5): 
 
• Goal 1: The Australian education system promotes excellence and equity; and 
• Goal 2: All young Australians become confident and creative individuals, successful lifelong 

learners, and active and informed members of the community. 
 
The Arts enable students to engage in a range of sensory experiences and the opportunity to 
experiment, to imagine, to play, and explore as they discover how to communicate, share and create 
with others. The Arts promote understanding of diversity by engaging students with different 
cultural experiences which are often integrated through the storytelling worlds of Drama and Media 
Arts, the physical imagination of Dance, the visual escape from the body and self-enablement 
through Visual Arts, or the aural sanctuary that is created when  making or listening to Music 
(Barrett, 2019; Barton & Baguley, 2017; Bresler, 2007; Burridge & Dyson, 2020; Dezuanni, 2017; 
Eisner, 2009; Ewing, 2010; Ewing, 2019a; Ewing, 2019b; Fleming et al., 2015; Grierson, 2011; 
Meiners, 2014; O’Toole, 2009).   
 
Contextual Background  

The following section provides a contextual background to this paper, including the valuing of the 
Arts and Arts education during the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of the Arts and particularly 
Arts education during times of crisis, and the importance of Arts educators and Arts industry 
practitioners speaking with one voice.  
 

Valuing of the Arts and Arts education during the COVID-19 pandemic 

Arts educators are routinely challenged to quantify the contribution their respective disciplines make 
to furthering Australia’s prosperity in the national and global context (Australian Government, 2019). 
Although the Arts are one of the eight learning areas in the Australian Curriculum, arts organisations 
and arts courses in higher education have nevertheless suffered severe reductions to funding during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 
2020) has identified the Arts as one of the areas  most at risk due to the impact of social-distancing  
restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet when the Arts are disenfranchised and cease 
to be valued as a vital component in an authentic and holistic education, by default, “the value of 
people’s lives, individual identities and rights” are open to sustained challenge (Morgan, 2018, p. 96). 
For as Sabol (2021, p. 2) argues, “fundamental beliefs about the value of an education in art are 
critical for developing productive citizens in a democracy”. In the Australian context, the Arts are 
well able to respond to the demands of the national curriculum, for in addition to helping students 
learn about and through the Arts, they can make a unique contribution to the “development of 
children into compassionate and democratic citizens who can create a more liveable word, and 
become creative and innovative contributors” (Morgan, 2018, p. 96).   

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has reverberated across education. Face to face arts teaching 
has been replaced by online learning and numerous arts organisations are now entirely reliant on 



government support (Hands, 2020; Turner, 2020; Sabol, 2021; Tuttle & Hansen, 2021). The Australian 
Government recognises that the effects of COVID-19 on the creative and cultural sector “have been 
severe” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2021, p. 24). In the May 2021  Australian government budget, 
approximately $300 million was allocated to “help activate and support the successful reopening of 
Australia’s creative and cultural sector” building on almost $800 million in targeted support 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2021, p. 24). However, the general assessment by Arts industry 
practitioners  is that the federal government have provided a ‘small and late’ response to their call 
for an $850 million rescue package in March, 2020 (Dye, 2020; Turner, 2020). The landmark study 
Creating our Future (Australia Council for the Arts, 2020) that examines the engagement of 
Australians with the Arts showed “a growing number of Australians value the Arts for its role in 
building social cohesion, personal happiness, overcoming stress and anxiety and driving economic 
growth” (Morris, 2020). In spite of these important findings however, unprecedented events such as 
COVID, have “been the great clarifier, revealing the priorities of societies and governments” (Turner, 
2020, para. 17), which of course need to address the immediate health concerns of the pandemic, 
yet are not always cognisant of the critical role of the Arts towards in (virtual) classrooms around the 
world (O’Connor & Estellés, 2021; Sabol, 2021; Tam, 2020).   

In late 2020, the Australian government amended the HESA (Higher Education Support Amendment) 
Act, which altered the funding rates for some  disciplines to drive greater undergraduate enrolment 
growth in areas of national priority and in areas where it anticipated greater future jobs growth and 
opportunities (Marshman & Larkins, 2020). Teaching, nursing, agriculture, STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, and maths) and Information Technology were the most notable 
beneficiaries. The subsequent Job-ready Graduates Package seeks to “deliver more job-ready 
graduates in the disciplines and regions where they are needed most and help drive the nation’s 
economic recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic” (Australian Government, 2021, para. 3). The 
National Advocates for Arts Education (NAAE) (2020, para. 11) understood that behind the 
bureaucratic language, there is an existential threat to arts education which will impact on university 
offerings in the Arts teaching courses.  Though it will come as no comfort to the Arts educators, 
these challenges are not unique to the Australian context. Developments in the United Kingdom and 
the USA indicate that the Arts are not a strategic government priority even during times when 
collaborative, critical and creative thinking are required to tackle global problems such as the COVID-
19 pandemic (Baguley, et al., 2020). The United Kingdom recently approved a fifty percent funding 
cut for art and design courses and redirected the savings to science and medicine (Harris, 2021; Rea, 
2021). In their assessment of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in the USA, Guibert and Hyde 
(2021, p. 3) acknowledge that the sporadic employment of artists has led to even “greater 
vulnerability and financial burden”. However, they also commended arts organisations, artists and 
performers for “finding innovative ways to adapt and survive during the pandemic”, with online tools 
providing an opportunity for these groups to “reach many more audiences during the pandemic than 
might have been possible otherwise” (Guibert & Hyde, 2021, pp. 6-7; UNESCO, 2021a). The ‘digital 
turn’ for arts educators and arts industry practitioners, however, is not a panacea, for individuals, 
groups or organisations are not always able to afford the technology  and re-skilling required to 
“monetize their offerings in a virtual environment” (Guibert & Hyde, 2017, p. 7).   

Importance of the Arts and Arts education during times of crisis 

In a joint address during the 2021 International Arts Education Week (24 – 30 May), Ms Stefania 
Giannini, Assistant Director-General for Education of UNESCO and Mr Ernesto Ottone R, Assistant 
Director-General for Culture of UNESCO acknowledged that culture and the Arts, such as music on 
balconies and the sharing of digital content, have been an important source of solace and connection 



during lockdowns throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. UNESCO  also emphasised that arts education 
not only  involves learning about the Arts but learning through the Arts, motivating students to 
learning, deepening the learning experience and “promot[ing] values grounded in peace, inclusivity, 
and respect for cultural diversity” (UNESCO, 2021b). In launching the ResiliArt global movement for 
arts and cultural professionals, Audrey Azoulay, the Director-General of UNESCO, affirmed that arts 
education not only helps people deal with crisis situations but also contributes to “socio-emotional 
well-being and improves learning outcomes” (UNESCO, 2020). In May 2020, the United States 
National Arts Education Association (NAEA, 2021) released a joint statement on behalf of numerous 
organisations emphasising the importance of providing an arts education for all students. The 
document titled ‘Arts Education is Essential’ outlines the following three principles: 

• Arts education supports the social and emotional well-being of students, whether through 
distance learning or in person; 

• Arts education nurtures the creation of a welcoming school environment where students can 
express themselves in a safe and positive way; and 

• Arts education is part of a well-rounded education for all students as understood and supported 
by federal and state policymakers. (para. 3) 

Professor Peter O’Connor, an internationally recognised expert in theatre and drama education, has 
implemented these principles across a range of contexts to support children when they return to 
school after experiencing traumatic events (Gibbs, et al., 2013). At the beginning of the pandemic, he 
worked with a team of arts educators from across New Zealand and Australia to develop the 
resource Te Rito Toi which has been used in 114 countries (University of Auckland, n.d.). Te Rito Toi 
uses arts-informed curricular approaches to provide “powerful methods for individual and 
community recovery during and after disaster” and participatory arts-based methods to “strengthen 
social support and help people to build critical hope” (O’Connor & Estellés, 2021, p. 1). O’Connor’s 
research on Christchurch schools during the earthquakes in 2011 and 2012 found that teachers 
continued to focus on preparing students for the future rather than “helping children make sense of 
their present” (O’Connor & Estellés, 2021, p. 3). The intention of Te Rito Toi was therefore to assist 
teachers in creating a shift in their pedagogy and to provide a curriculum resource that responded to 
the changed circumstances of COVID-19. Te Rito Toi draws from the work of Paulo Freire (1998) and 
Nel Noddings (2005) to create and inform a pedagogy of love and care. O’Connor and Estellés (2021, 
p. 1) described how the team of arts educators who created Te Rito Toi knew that “the arts uniquely 
protect participants into, not from, emotion” [emphasis added].  Drawing on the work of Gavin 
Bolton (1986), O’Connor and Estellés (2021, p. 1) argue that “the purpose of providing spaces 
through the arts for dialogue is not so that emotional response is removed from the situation, rather 
the space allows an opportunity for people to feel in a safe manner” [emphasis added].  

The importance of schools as sites of caring communities has been brought into even sharper focus 
during the pandemic. As Sabol (2021, p. 4) observes, arts educators have worked tirelessly during the 
pandemic and have “stepped up and acted”. Their efforts have been “highly creative and included 
nearly infinite variety and unbounded innovation”. Joseph (2020, p. 73) was likewise moved to write 
that arts educators are “determined to be successful and demonstrate resilience in the face of 
adversity and ambiguity”. However, globally there have been issues with equity and access; 
connectivity to the internet, expertise with technology, and access to arts supplies favour wealthier 
families, with low socio-economic status being, as always, a “huge risk factor” (Haase, 2021, p. 1; 
Joseph, 2020). However, Sikkema et al., (2021, p. 21) argue that the pandemic has also provided an 
opportunity to bring the Arts from the margins of the curriculum to the centre of learning and to 
“work with students and communities to rethink what school can and should look like”. Berry (2020, 



p. 16) contends that the pandemic has encouraged educators to “reach out to students, check in on 
them and their families, and support them as whole children, not as test-takers” (O’Connor & 
Estellés, 2021; Sikkema et al., 2021). During the pandemic, students and teachers have had the 
opportunity to meet ‘virtually’ in each other’s homes, thereby challenging the hierarchy that has 
traditionally defined teachers’ interactions with students (Conaty, 2020; Sikkema et al., 2021).  

Eisner (2002; 2009) contends that the Arts offer a valuable lesson for those seeking to create the 
kind of schools that children deserve and society needs. He argued that the Arts use higher order 
thinking skills, employ problem-solving strategies, explore a range of unique processes and tools to 
communicate complex ideas, and encourage consideration of alternative ways of knowing and 
communicating. In doing so, he acknowledged that when a society includes the Arts in its curriculum 
it makes a profound statement to students about what that society believes is important (Sabol, 
2021). This value extends far beyond a philosophical statement of belief. For example, in a recent 
empirical study on Australian preschool children during the COVID-19 pandemic, Vasileva et al., 
(2021, p. 6) found that they used ‘magical thinking’ to help understand the crisis. The children 
engaged in imaginary play (drama) to cope with stress and to process what was happening, making 
them feel as though they had some control over what appeared to be a chaotic world. Arts 
educators have long been aware of the transformative potential of the Arts and possibilities inherent 
in an arts-led curriculum (Ewing, 2010; Goldberg, 2021; Rago & Gibson, 2021).  

For all the controversy surrounding its genesis, the triadic model of the Australian Curriculum 
recognises that “disciplines are not self-contained or fixed but are interconnected” (Moss, et al., 
2019, p. 24). In spite of this recognition, curriculum delivery has been re-prioritised due to the 
emphasis on high-stakes testing in areas such as literacy and numeracy. The current crisis is not just 
a deficient, for it has provided an unprecedented opportunity to ‘reset’ traditional ways of thinking 
about education with a “powerful counterargument against universal curriculum top-down 
professional development, [and] the compartmentalization and containment of parent and 
neighborhood voice” (Sikkema, et al., 2021, p. 25). The speed at which traditional institutions such as 
schools have had to ‘pivot’ shows that it is possible to reconsider “standardized curricula, 
compliance-oriented formulas, regulations, [and] centralized management and move towards a 
more equitable education that emphasises  inquiry and exploration, student voice, and relationship 
building” (Sikkema, et al., 2021, p. 25). These approaches are, pedagogically speaking, the bread and 
butter of arts education. The cancellation of the National Assessment Program for Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN) in Australia for students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 due to COVID-19 has driven an 
interrogation of a test that “reduces intelligence into a kind of mechanistic and narrow area of 
knowledge … it doesn’t really say [anything] about the other intelligences that children might have” 
(Pasi Sahlberg, cited in Duffy & Sadler, 2020, para. 30). The Arts are comfortable with the type of 
ambiguity that COVID-19 has brought to the educational landscape, and might well thrive in them 
(Sabol, 2021). The qualities that the Arts teaches are critical to helping students to understand, 
express themselves and to cope with these times of uncertainty and challenge during the pandemic. 

 

Arts educators and Arts industry practitioners speaking with one voice 

Australian schools are under increasing pressure to raise academic standards with an ever increasing 
focus on areas such as literacy and numeracy, which are often quarantined from areas such as the 
Arts and the Humanities despite their potential to provide broader-based cross-curricular 
approaches and themes (Eaude & Catling, 2019; Nussbaum, 2017; Sears & Clark, 2020). Ken 
Robinson (cited in Burnaford et al., 2011, p. xx) acknowledged that the role of teachers has become 



increasingly complex, compounded by a range of social, economic and technological changes and 
that too often the Arts are “pushed to the edges of education at the very moment when what they 
offer is urgently needed at the centre of it”. Centralising the Arts in the curriculum would change the 
conversation from “how special the arts are, [to] how normal we are” (Evans, cited in Turner, 2020, 
para. 48). For as Rachel Healy argues, the Arts are currently viewed as more of a series of islands 
rather than a unified sector (cited in Turner, 2020, para. 47). This compartmentalisation does not 
always emanate from outside of the Arts, and in fact came to dominate the drafting of the 
foundation document for the national Arts curriculum. Many arts advocates were so determined to 
protect the integrity and boundaries of their arts forms that they “engage[d] in both collaborative 
endeavour and power struggles to draft, consult and resolve complex contestations” (Meiners, 2014, 
p. 225; O’Toole, 2013).  Dr Jeff Meiners, the Dance foundation arts shape paper writer, recalls that 
during the process “collegiality, resilience and trust were needed as individuals … the larger group 
handled assaults on their integrity and intellect in public media commentaries and critiques, which 
included a discourse of denigration and dissidence” (2014, p. 230).  Eltham (2014, para. 9) recognised 
the extensive work undertaken in developing The Australian Curriculum: The Arts and “though 
eternally controversial, the arts curriculum delivered”. With five separate arts subjects and a “new 
and innovative subject titled ‘media arts’” which recognised the impact of digital and screen-based 
devices in the lives of 21st century citizens, it broke new ground in the Australian education system, 
though it was a success born of compromise.  

The Australian Curriculum: The Arts (ACARA, 2015) states that although the Arts is a learning area 
that “draws together related but distinct art forms”, they are also often used in interrelated ways, 
with each involving “different approaches to arts practices and critical and creative thinking that 
reflect distinct bodies of knowledge, understanding and skills”.  Rich and deep arts learning occurs 
when students can see the relationship between what they are learning and their own lived 
experience and the wider world. Each of the Art forms have unique histories,  language and 
approaches. Any discussion of the possibility of integrating the Arts with themselves or more 
particularly with other subject areas has traditionally been problematic because of fears that it will 
take time away from high-stakes testing, (Lingard et al., 2016; Moss, 2019), the lack of teacher self-
efficacy with arts integration (Battersby & Cave, 2014; Burnaford et al., 2011) and limited teacher 
professional development (Hipp, 2019; O’Toole, 2018). Davis (2008) and O’Toole (2018) both argue 
that arts educators are also concerned that the integration of the Arts with other subjects will 
obscure the view of the Arts as unique disciplines:  

Every teacher of an art form has had their subject traduced into menial service as a 
handmaiden for another subject or even art form – music reduced to rhythm games for 
maths, visual arts co-opted into painting the sets for the school musical, drama 
diminished into little skits for history or school camp, media arts turned into critical 
literacy exercises in English, dance merely a back alley in physical education, and in 
primary schools all of them lumped together into an amorphous and ill-defined form of 
Friday afternoon relief called Expressive Arts. (O’Toole, 2018, p. 430) 

However, as Ewing (2020, p. 78) reveals, there was an “experiential and cross-curricular approach to 
arts programming” foreshadowed in The Australian Curriculum: The Arts, which is more meaningful 
than dividing the time between the different arts disciplines. She further argued that “deep learning 
and understanding is more likely when integration is carefully planned to reflect real-world learning 
experiences” (Ewing, 2020, p. 78). There is a plethora of evidence that arts integration supports 
active learning and engagement and deeper, more sustained learning (Burnaford et al., 2011; 
Goldberg, 2021; Hipp & Sulentic Dowell, 2019). However, as Marshall (2014, p. 105) argues, arts 



educators need to “fully delineate and promote art integration as the complex, dynamic practice it is 
so that those outside the field can see its potential”. She identifies a number of important 
considerations regarding transdisciplinary approaches using the visual arts as an example. The web 
metaphor offered by Klein (2000, cited in Marshall, 2014, p. 107) outlines how arts integration works 
through collaboration between arts educators and arts industry practitioners  using a 
transdisciplinary approach: “Its web is constructed by three kinds of practitioners: (1) artists and 
specialists in other disciplines or fields who spin the disciplinary threads (spinners); (2) art educators 
(weavers) who weave these threads together; and (3) learners (weavers) who further weave threads 
into their own fabric of understanding”.   

Arts integration is far from being an under-theorised phenomenon. Gardner’s (1983) theory of 
multiple intelligences informs the Arts Integration movement and highlights the importance of 
engaging students’ difference intelligences by diversifying methods of teaching (Snyder, et al., 2014). 
Erikson (2000, cited in Snyder et al., 2014, p. 4) found that arts integration allows for “a natural, 
meaningful connection among one or more art forms and one or more subject areas to help students 
master significant content and/or skills in both”. Griss (1994, p. 79) argues that the Arts and 
education are inseparable, as “you cannot study the arts without learning concepts of math, science, 
history and problem solving, nor can you be truly educated if you are ignorant of the role of arts in 
culture and history”. Snook and Buck (2014, p. 24) posit that “all subject areas [should] be seen less 
as silos and be more integrated across other subject areas”. Marshall (2014, pp. 106, 125) contends 
that “art integration’s capacity to foster conceptual/procedural skills and metacognition is a 
powerful rationale for moving it into the core of education” and utilising this approach “could inspire 
new models of practice in an education system sorely in need of change”.   

In his discussion of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts, the lead writer for the Arts position paper, 
Professor John O’Toole (2019), highlighted the importance of tertiary training and professional 
development of both teachers and artists, arguing that this was where the greatest policy shift was 
required. In addition, he noted the external challenges of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics), PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) and the constant 
emphasis on literacy and numeracy related to external benchmarking and political pressure. In 
response, he advocated for greater collaboration between Arts educators and Arts industry 
practitioners by proposing that: 

Teaching artists and artist-teachers are urgently needed to address the severe and 
endemic arts deficit in most pre-service generalist education, and the equal pedagogy 
deficit in most artist training. To comply with the Australian Curriculum, all pre-service 
teachers now need arts education, and most artists being trained in our conservatoria 
will spend at least some of their careers in educational contexts. However, many 
educational faculties and conservatoria traditionally and still ignore one another, and 
few as yet work closely together on this new imperative. With a will, this gap could 
easily be closed. (O’Toole, 2019, para. 13) 

Bringing Arts educators and Arts industry practitioners  together more proactively would provide 
mutual benefits for both. Stein (2004, p. 14) states that artists are “intrinsically motivated to change 
the entire school’s climate into one in which arts integration is an integral part of the school 
curriculum”. However, it is imperative that artists and teachers collaborate on this endeavour “with 
demonstrated mutual respect and understanding” (Snook & Buck, 2014, p. 20). Felleman-Fattal 
(2017, p. 67) argues that arts integration is also a way of enacting a socially just classroom where a 
range of diverse voices can freely express themselves “through language and non-verbal forms of 
communication, such as the visual arts, theatre, dance/movement and music” thereby envisioning 



and creating a more just society through “practical, creative and engaging teaching and learning”. 
Integration of the visual and performing arts into other discipline areas creates new creative 
practices, expands theoretical frameworks and generates new tactical practices” (Chemi, 2014; 
Felleman-Fattal, 2017; Marshall, 2014). 

During the pandemic, sectors such as science and health have worked together to provide a strong 
and consistent voice regarding measures to prevent and reduce transmission of the virus, including 
“tough but necessary social distancing and isolation requirements, putting public safety first, based 
on the advice of health authorities” (Payne, 2020, para. 10). Payne (2020, para. 28) reveals, however, 
that there has also been disinformation promoted about COVID-19 and that some countries are 
“using the pandemic to undermine liberal democracy to promote their own authoritarian models”. 
The Arts and Humanities provide a vital counter-weight as they can inform and motivate a challenge 
to biased and limited views since “it is easier to treat people as objects to be manipulated if you have 
never learned any other way to see them” (Nussbaum, 2010, p. 23, cited in Eaude & Catling, 2019). 
COVID-19 has provided an invaluable opportunity for the Arts education and Arts industry 
practitioners  to unite, and utilise the extensive expertise and experience of practitioners in both 
areas to address current concerns regarding limited professional development, centralise the Arts in 
the curriculum through genuine arts integration approaches, and to speak with one voice in ensuring 
the Arts are viewed as integral and critical to a holistic and democratic education.   

 
Methodology 
The participant researchers utilised a qualitative phenomenological approach in the ‘Challenges, 
implications, and future of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts’ project, which involved an “analytical 
and descriptive experience of phenomena by individuals in their everyday world” (Eddles-Hirsch, 
2015, p. 251). This approach is grounded in the belief that that human experience is valid, thereby 
rejecting any characterising of the detached and scientific imperial tradition as a superior method of 
research (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015). As phenomenological research attempts to understand the essence 
of a phenomenon from individual experience (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015; Lester, 1999), the researcher 
becomes a visible presence in the research. Like the participants themselves, they act as an 
“interesting and subjective actor rather than a detached and impartial observer” (Lester, 1999, p. 1). 
This allows for considerable flexibility in approach, for as Holloway (1997) and Hycner (1999) 
contend, it is not possible to impose method on a phenomenon, “since that would do a great 
injustice to the integrity of that phenomenon” (p. 144). Far from being a limitation, the reticence to 
impose a method is a recognition that phenomena “have something to say to us – this is common 
knowledge among poets and painters” (Van Manen, 1997, cited in Groenewald, 2004, p. 44). This 
makes it an appropriate choice to explore the Australian Curriculum: The Arts through the 
perspective of five discipline experts from Dance, Drama, Media Arts, Music and Visual Arts.  
 
The data were collected from written phenomenological reflections about implementing The 
Australian Curriculum: The Arts during the period 2016-2021 provided by each of the participant 
researchers, who are also the authors of this paper.  The intention of this research was to explore 
the phenomenon of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts through the experiences of arts educators 
and arts industry practitioners  with a particular focus on the challenges, implications and future of 
their arts form. Coliazzi (cited in Gronewald, 2004, p. 50) describes this ‘artistic process’ as the 
drawing of meaning from written reflections: “the phenomenological researcher engage[s] in 
something which cannot be precisely delineated … in that ineffable thing known as creative insight”. 
The practitioner researchers had an initial meeting to discuss the scope of the project which included 
key issues they wished to explore. Each person wrote an individual reflection which provided an 
overview of what they perceived to be the uniqueness of their arts area including pedagogical 
processes, language and personal experiences. These were then incorporated into a longer narrative 



and shared with the group where emergent themes were identified: quality arts education; the arts 
and diversity; and the arts community. The participant researchers then wrote another reflection 
using the emergent themes and incorporating personal experiences related to these. These written 
reflections resulted in further refinement of the emergent themes into three key resonant themes:  a 
quality arts education is an entitlement for every child and young person; the Arts provide important 
opportunities for children and young people from diverse backgrounds and cultures to demonstrate 
their learning, express themselves and participate; and arts educators need to work together to 
strengthen community understanding about the value of the Arts in education.  The following 
section will present the themes as part of a collective phenomenological response informed by the 
collective voices of the five discipline experts who variously encompass roles as educators, arts 
educators, and/or arts industry practitioners: (Julie/Dance –  arts educator/artist; Robyn/Drama – 
arts educator; Martin/Media Arts - other; Linda/Music – arts educator/artist; and Margaret/Visual 
Arts/– arts educator/artist) with italics used to denote direct quotations from their written 
reflections. The participant researchers are currently located in New South Wales, the Australian 
Capital Territory and Queensland. 
 
Resonant Themes 
 
A quality arts education is an entitlement for every child and young person 
 
The participant researchers reported  that the five art form areas of Dance, Drama, Media Arts, 
Music and Visual Arts, enrich our knowing, doing, being and becoming despite the growing global 
uncertainties exacerbated by COVID-19, crises caused by climate change, huge inequities between 
rich and poor, and ongoing international tensions. There was also acknowledgement that it is the 
right of every Australian child and young person to engage in a quality arts education. The 
researchers were unanimous in their evidence  that each Australian student was entitled to learn 
about, in and through the five artforms across Foundation to Year 10. They discussed how they had 
each utilised research in their advocacy roles to emphasise the central role the Arts play in our lives, 
particularly in nurturing and sustaining our social and emotional wellbeing (WHO, 2019). This 
included their experiences of using Arts-rich pedagogies and approaches and how they enable 
people to come to a sense of who they are, in addition to their role in fostering understanding of 
others’ perspectives.  
 
Julie reflected  that Dance was previously part of the Physical Education curriculum and had 
traditionally been perceived, as an optional extra by those who had not had the opportunity to 
engage with this dynamic art form, apart from acknowledging its physical and social benefits. In 
relation to Drama, Robyn revealed that for decades it was located solely within the English 
curriculum. She noted that “while drama and dance became part of the Victorian, Queensland and 
Tasmanian curricula in the 1980s, a Creative Arts syllabus which included drama and dance was not 
published by the New South Wales Board of Studies until 2000” (Ewing, 2010, p. 21). In New South 
Wales this refers to Drama and Dance in the K-6 Creative Art Syllabus. The Drama and Dance Stage 6 
Syllabuses were implemented in 1992. Each of the researchers referred to examples of the myriad 
ways the Arts have enabled children and young people they have worked with to imagine and 
aesthetically represent new possibilities and alternatives with the tools to communicate, question 
and challenge dominant hegemonies (Ewing, 2019a; Ewing, 2010; Riley, 2021). Robyn described how 
through Drama students learn to walk in someone else’s shoes and see the world from a different 
perspective which provides students with authentic opportunities to continue to develop curiosity, 
empathy and compassion, creative and critical thinking and a deep understanding of equity and 
social justice. The researchers have also experienced how the Arts action creative skills (Harris & 
Carter, 2021), engage children and young people more deeply in learning in other curriculum areas 



(Gibson & Ewing, 2020) and ensure that a learner’s optimal achievement in non-Arts subjects can be 
realised (Fleming, et al., 2015).  
 
Quality arts education emerged as a challenge and implication that arose in the reflections of quality 
arts education by the participant researchers. The researchers’ concerns related particularly to the 
dearth of jurisdictional funding for teacher professional learning in the Arts, with huge disparities 
remaining in the provision of adequate arts learning time in pre-service teacher education programs  
as well as for early career and experienced teachers (Hipp & Dowell, 2019; Russell-Bowie, 2013). Julie 
discussed the importance of ongoing vigilance required for all the Arts forms, and particularly for 
dance due to the perception that it is only for ‘talented’ students with a particular body shape and 
physical abilities (Russell-Bowie, 2013; Snook & Buck, 2014). She revealed this situation has been 
exacerbated by a lack of confidence amongst teachers in providing dance experiences and negative 
perceptions of dance which still persist (Hennessy, et al., 2001; Snook & Buck, 2014; Meiners, 2014). 
Robyn described the range of factors, affirmed by the other participant researchers in relation to 
their arts form, that impact on a teacher’s reticence to teach Drama including a lack of confidence 
and expertise in this artform, often stemming from their own school experiences. Linda referred to 
her experience of teachers lacking confidence in teaching music in the classroom and parents who 
were also reluctant to engage in music listening and music-making with their children (de Vries, 
2009). She said that this jeopardised the ‘entitlement’ (ACARA, 2011) to music and the musical 
growth of students. The researchers had all experienced the disparity that arose when more affluent 
families were able to “compensate for a paucity of arts in the school context by providing extra-
curricular quality arts experiences” (Ewing, 2020, p. 76). The researchers recognised the historical 
undervaluing of the Arts in the curriculum, despite the rhetoric of the intended national Arts 
curriculum. Robyn noted the ongoing cuts to arts education in pre-service teacher education and the 
lack of provision for professional learning in the Arts in all education systems across the country. This 
has not helped early career teachers to gain an understanding of the potential role the Arts can, and 
should play, across the curriculum.  
 
The Arts provide important opportunities for children and young people from diverse backgrounds 
and cultures to demonstrate their learning 
 
The value of the Arts in providing opportunities for children and young people from diverse 
backgrounds to see themselves, their identities and their cultures reflected in the Arts curriculum 
was something each of the researchers had experienced. They were heartened by the current review 
of the Australian Curriculum that explicitly seeks to better embed the culture, knowledge, history 
and understandings of First Nations Australians, the world’s oldest continuous living culture (Riley, 
2021). In relation to Dance, Julie noted that many children and young people are denied equal access 
to Dance as an important non-verbal art form with expressive potential for those with disability, 
learning difficulties or language barriers (Risner & Stinson, 2010). She revealed that it is currently a 
major challenge to support the study of dance in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and 
cultures so that they become a priority in the Australian dance curriculum (Williams, 2014). Martin 
revealed that Media Arts enables students to engage online with cultures that may be very different 
to their own, with greater awareness of the challenges faced by others which can inform their 
understanding of social justice and how they can contribute to a more socially-just society 
(Dunscombe & Stewart, 2019). Linda referred to the importance of recognising students’ own 
experiences of music. She described her engagement with the music curriculum which scaffolds 
music teaching and learning for the early years of school, enabling teachers to start with music the 
students know and to incorporate repertoire already evident in the local community which validates 
the students’ own music experience as they begin to learn in the more formal context of school.  
 



Martin highlighted how when students become more aware of the reverberations of the past, they 
are able to consider their impact on the present, including in areas such as “social issues, equity, 
community and identity” (Hunger-Doniger, 2018, p. 51). In relation to Visual Arts, Margaret 
emphasised how artists hold a mirror up to society, providing us with a deeper and more considered 
perspective of societal issues and injustices. She drew parallels with the court jester, who could 
provoke the King “with absolute immunity and freedom to speak the truth” (Klein, 2007, p. 35). She 
has seen how visual arts enables students to experiment, take risks with media, and to be 
empowered by the act of creating something that helps them to make meaning of their world, which 
enhances their overall wellbeing. In line with the other researchers, Margaret emphasised the 
importance of students encountering the work of other artists to see how the Arts can be used in 
powerfully evocative ways to increase awareness of different voices and perspectives. She revealed 
that she often uses artworks to help provoke discussions about issues and to show the importance of 
learning from the past (Conaty, 2020). Quality arts education therefore assists students to make 
meaning from these encounters, develop empathy, and integrate this knowledge into their 
lifeworlds (Stewart & Walker, 2005). Linda revealed how arts educators battle barriers of culture, 
class or education which permeate our schools and influence curriculum interpretation (Lorenza, 
2018). When considered from this viewpoint, The Australian Curriculum: The Arts challenges us to 
reconsider and in fact, to re-define arts education in our schools so that we can move closer to 
enacting a ‘socially just’ curriculum. 
 
 
Arts educators need to work together to strengthen community understanding about the value of 
the Arts in education 
 
Each of the researchers acknowledged that their arts discipline embodies distinctive ways of 
meaning making (Dyson, 2019). However, they also argued that the ability to synthesise and cross 
traditional discipline boundaries is integral to our future work together in, through and across the 
Arts. Each of the researchers has experienced genuine integration between the Arts forms, however, 
they acknowledged for this to work effectively, the Arts need to develop a shared narrative that 
recognises and respects the differences between the Arts disciplines but also enables genuine 
transdisciplinary configurations that deterritorialise subjects (Burnard, et al., 2021).  Robyn  
described the impact of increasingly narrow and reductive forms of literacy and numeracy that linger 
in the enacted and experienced curriculum through siloed curriculum areas, increased high stakes 
testing and the ongoing privileging of the competitive academic curriculum. Martin referred to the 
skills and expertise that participants in the arts-informed projects he has led have developed through 
Media Arts, which have enabled them to be active and considered contributors to local, national and 
global conversations in which their voices can be heard. Margaret shared her experience of designing 
a new arts education course for a teacher education program for generalist primary teachers based 
on the principles of genuine arts integration, both with the five arts forms and other discipline 
subjects, which was well accepted and moved seamlessly through the AITSL program accreditation 
process. She indicated this was because she had emphasised how critical it was for the pre-service 
teachers to develop the conceptual link between the two or more learning areas, to show how the 
Arts were leading the process, and to ensure they were assessing both. During the development of 
the teacher education course she had been in contact with US colleagues who had also experienced 
issues in teaching genuine arts integration due to the fear that their discipline area would become 
marginalised in the process (Goldberg; 2021; O’Toole, 2019). The researchers all revealed that there 
have been missed opportunities in the Arts education sector to present good arguments which 
support genuine arts integration (Chemi, 2014). 
 



The researchers discussed their experiences of partnering with arts organisations, including their 
respective disciplinary professional associations and the national arts and arts industry associations. 
As the former and long-standing Chair of the National Advocates for Arts Education (NAAE) Julie 
revealed how invaluable this support has been in educating governments, policymakers, educational 
leaders and the community more broadly about the transformative nature of arts-rich pedagogies. 
She also articulated how young people’s self-esteem and confidence grow through exposure to a 
broad arts education, but it requires ongoing and strong advocacy from artists, arts educators, arts 
bureaucrats and politicians. Margaret recalled meetings with various politicians who were very 
supportive of the Arts, however, were at times hampered by the ongoing tension between federal 
government funding and the state and territories responsibility for Education (Bezzina, et al., 2009; 
Brennan, 2011). Julie revealed that the option of an arts specialisation in pre-service primary 
education, such as those offered by the University of South Australia would support primary teachers 
to feel confident and empowered to teach the Arts, and particularly dance.  Martin described how he 
had seen arts industry practitioners bring something special to schools and inspire students through 
their lifelong commitment to the arts. Drawing upon her experiences as an artist and arts educator 
Margaret described how much credibility she had with her students by being a practicing artist 
(Carrillo & Baguley, 2011; Kerby et al., 2016). She felt that the future of the arts relied on drawing 
upon and valuing the vast pedagogical expertise of teachers and the expertise of arts industry 
practitioners. Margaret felt this combination of experience and expertise could be a way to address 
the reduction in arts education courses, assist arts industry practitioners and enable students to 
genuinely experience the passion of people who have committed themselves to a career in the arts.   
 
Conclusion  

This paper challenges the extent to which the Arts are currently positioned in the Australian 
Curriculum, due to inconsistent implementation exacerbated by a lack of professional development 
for teachers. The participant researchers argue that the Arts should be centralised in the curriculum 
as a social justice issue. The five arts experts have provided important insights into the challenges, 
implications and potential future for the Arts in Australian education. The phenomenological 
research is unequivocal in the value of the Arts for learning with the current pandemic providing an 
opportune time to consider re-envisioning the Arts Curriculum. The Arts make children and young 
people’s learning visible through both their process and outcomes. The significant contribution the 
Arts make in terms of student resilience, confidence and wellbeing, and in engaging children from 
diverse backgrounds through sensory and non-verbal approaches to enable them to express 
themselves is invaluable, particularly during times of crisis.  
 

The Te Rito Toi project developed by Professor Peter O’Connor and arts educators from New Zealand 
and Australia during the pandemic has been the “first substantial curriculum resources in the arts 
and wellbeing for Primary schools in at least fifteen years” (O’Connor & Estellés, 2021, p. 2). This 
reinforces the importance of Arts educators and the Arts industry practitioners  working together to 
strengthen community understanding regarding the educational value of the Arts. O’Connor and 
Estellés (2021, p. 2) describe how the Te Rito Toi is a metaphor in Māori which represents how the 
arts (Toi) are at the centre of all growth. They also recognise the generosity of Michael Steedman 
Ngāti Whātua o Ōrākei, Ngāti Whātua, Te Uri o Hau, Kaiarataki at the University of Auckland for 
sharing this knowledge:  

The rito is kept safe by the leaves that surround it. Te Rito Toi recognises that the seed 
of the arts that start when we are young need to be protected and that the arts also 
help protect and help nourish the young. At a time of crisis, Te Rito Toi reminds us of the 



power of metaphor, of the grace and beauty to be found in understandings that derive 
from the natural and Māori worlds. 

Arts educators are aware of the power of metaphor, of being able to convey complex ideas 
utilising the power of the Arts. However, in order to ensure stakeholders including students, 
teachers, the community and the government, are aware of the transformative potential of 
the Arts through all learning, it is important to speak with one strong and united voice, 
bringing together the collective experience and expertise of Arts educators and Arts industry 
practitioners.   
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