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Abstract
Since the arrival of the first charter school in Minnesota in 1991, charter schools 
have become one of the largest movements in educational reform. In recent years, 
research has emerged that has compared the effectiveness of charter schools with 
their traditional school counterparts. The purpose of this study was to compare the 
extent of music offerings between charter schools and traditional public schools in 
the same urban district and geographic location within the city. Results indicated 
that while all schools in the sample offered significantly less music than national 
averages, significantly more charter schools offered music during the school day. 
Charter schools were more likely to offer traditional music (band, choir, orchestra) 
as electives. Schools with music programs, regardless of school type, had higher 
test scores and higher attendance rates even when controlling for differences in 
socioeconomic status between music and non music schools. Results are discussed in 
terms of their implications for the charter school movement, arts education policy, 
and suggestions for future research.
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In recent decades, charter schools have emerged as an alternative to traditional public 
education in the United States. They are seen as an alternative to traditional public 
schools especially in urban areas that are perceived to have been underserved by 
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traditional public education (Graves, 2007). The Center of Education Reform (2010) 
cites that over 1.5 million students are currently enrolled in charter schools across the 
country. While this nascent movement is gaining popularity in public opinion, much 
of the existing research on charter schools has focused on administrative rather than 
instructional practices (Bifulco & Bulkley, 2008), and the research findings on the 
effectiveness of teaching within charter schools is mixed. In music, there are two stud-
ies (Austin & Russell, 2008; Elpus, 2012) that have created a preliminary descriptive 
profile of music instruction in charter schools. Yet we know little about how charter 
school music offerings compare with those of traditional schools within the same com-
munity in terms of either amount or quality of instruction. This makes it difficult to 
assess the impact of the charter school movement on children’s access to a musical 
education.

The Charter School Movement

Since the arrival of the first charter school in Minnesota in 1991, charter schools have 
become one of the largest developments in educational reform (Bifulco & Bulkley, 
2008). From 2008 to 2010, the number of charter schools created grew by 6% nation-
wide despite moratoriums and caps on charter schools in some areas of the country 
(Center for Education Reform, 2010).

Charter schools are public schools operating under a contract or charter granted by 
a public agency or legislative body. This agreement allows charter schools a degree of 
independence from local and state regulations. Even though these schools are not 
accountable to the local school district, charter schools are accountable to the charter-
ing agency and to the parents of the students. If a charter school does not perform to 
the standard of the chartering agency, the contract of the school will be eliminated. 
Similarly, if the parents of students are dissatisfied with a charter school, they can 
remove their students and cause financial loss to the school (Bifulco & Bulkley, 2008).

In recent years, research has emerged that has compared the effectiveness of charter 
schools with their traditional school counterparts. Investigations on the effect of char-
ter schools on student performance, when compared to traditional schools, have been 
mixed. Charter schools have been found to have negative effects on students’ math and 
reading scores in Texas, North Carolina, and Florida when compared to similar stu-
dents in traditional public schools (Bifulco & Ladd, 2007; Booker, Gilpatric, Gronberg, 
& Jansen, 2004; Sass, 2006); conversely, elementary charter school students in Arizona 
were found to have greater reading growth than traditional school students over a 
3-year longitudinal study (Solman & Goldschmidt, 2004). Two studies examining the 
effects of charter schools in California found either no effect or mixed effects on com-
parisons of student performance (Buddin & Zimmer, 2003, 2006). Within the research 
community, no consensus has been established on the effect of charters when com-
pared to traditional schools.

Advocates of charter schools claim that the freedom from local school district regu-
lations allows them to be more innovative than traditional public schools by employ-
ing new teaching practices or developing innovative curricula (Bifulco & Buckley, 



90 Journal of Research in Music Education 64(1)

2008). However, when comparing practices between charter schools and traditional 
schools, very few charter schools exhibited innovative practices that traditional 
schools did not also employ, save for the abandonment of teacher tenure in most char-
ter schools (Preston, Goldring, Berends, & Cannata, 2012). One study has identified 
that charter schools are more cost-efficient than traditional schools (Gronberg, Jansen, 
& Taylor, 2012). However, the cost savings are due to fewer regulations, such as elimi-
nating a standard salary schedule for staff, rather than novel budgetary practices to 
educate students at a lower cost.

Current research shows little distinction in the academic performance and teaching 
practices between charter and traditional schools (Gronberg et al., 2012; Kelly & 
Loveless, 2012; Zimmer, Gill, Booker, Lavertu, & Witte, 2012). The research on char-
ter schools has most often focused on school effectiveness, examining outcomes on 
high-stakes testing; research examining curricular and pedagogical choices in charter 
schools has been lacking (Buckley & Fisler, 2002). Furthermore, there is little or no 
information on charter schools’ commitment to arts education and even less on how 
they compare to traditional public schools in curricular offerings in music and the arts 
(Austin & Russell, 2008). Does this new schooling model offer more in the way of arts 
education than its traditional counterpart, or does the focus on high-stakes testing 
make charters less likely to offer music and arts education?

Music Education in Public Schools

In 2012, the United States Department of Education published a report on the status of 
arts education (Parsad & Spiegelman, 2012). The data were gleaned through surveys 
mailed to a stratified national sample of elementary and secondary schools during the 
2009–2010 school year. The survey found that 94% of elementary schools and 91% of 
secondary schools reported offering music instruction during the school day. Schools 
with higher enrollments in free and reduced-price lunch program had a lower percent-
age of music instruction present in their schools.

In their descriptive profile of music programs in elementary schools, Abril and Gault 
(2006) found that 92.5% of reporting schools offered music education as part of the 
school curriculum. A small minority of schools reported offering music instruction as 
an option for students, while only one school indicated that they did not offer any music 
instruction. In over 90% of elementary schools, music instruction of at least 30 minutes 
per week was reported; 94.9% of elementary principals reported employing a music 
specialist as a teacher. In their survey of secondary schools, Abril and Gault (2008) 
found that 98% of secondary schools reported offering music education, taught by a 
specialist. The researchers were cautious about the results as response bias could be in 
effect because principals who did not have music programs may not have responded to 
the survey. The average number of full-time music specialists in urban areas was 1.98 
compared to 2.31 specialists on average in suburban areas. Urban schools, on average, 
offered fewer courses in music (M = 4.36) than suburban schools (M = 4.86), although 
this finding was not statistically significant. However, when socioeconomic status 
(SES) was taken into consideration, the number of course offerings was statistically 
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lower at schools with higher participation in the free and reduced-price lunch program 
(low SES, M = 3.29; middle SES, M = 3.97; high SES, M = 4.73).

Music, SES, and Academic Achievement

Using data from a preexisting longitudinal survey of high school students (N = 13,240), 
Elpus and Abril (2011) investigated the demographics of high school ensemble stu-
dents. Twenty-one percent of those responding were enrolled in a music ensemble 
(choir, band, or orchestra). Of those participating in music ensembles, lower SES stu-
dents, Hispanic students, and English language learners were significantly underrepre-
sented. This corroborates earlier findings that SES may influence access to and 
participation in music programs. Abril and Elpus also discovered that students with 
higher standardized test scores in math and reading as well as higher grade point aver-
ages were overrepresented in music programs.

These findings are in line with the popular perception that music participation can 
lead to higher academic performance. Other data, however, do not support overall 
superior achievement by music students (Fitzpatrick, 2006; Kvet, 1985; Wallick, 
1998), though students that participate in music programs are more engaged in their 
school experience and likely to be involved in prosocial activities that lead to positive 
educational outcomes (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Feldman & Matjasko, 2007). It has 
been suggested that the relationship between music and achievement may actually 
represent a tendency for high-achieving students to seek out music instruction for their 
elective activities (Demorest & Morrison, 2000). For students who perform poorly in 
school or English language learners, elective opportunities are often curtailed by the 
need for remedial math or language course work. Some studies have suggested that 
while academic performance may not be better for low-SES students, music participa-
tion may slightly moderate the negative effect of lower SES for some students 
(Fitzpatrick, 2006; Kinney, 2008; Miksza, 2007; Southgate & Roscigno, 2009). It is 
possible that students in lower SES settings, where charter schools are often located, 
may benefit academically or socially from increased access to music instruction.

While a majority of public schools in the United States offer music education, 
schools in urban areas do not always provide the same range of music educational 
experiences as suburban schools (Parsad & Spiegelman, 2012). Because charter 
schools are frequently founded in urban areas of high educational need (Graves, 2007; 
Loveless & Field, 2011), any comparison of charter schools with traditional schools 
should control for similar geography and demographic characteristics.

Music Instruction in Charter Schools

Austin and Russell (2008) conducted the first study examining the status of music 
programs in charter schools. They sent a questionnaire to 400 charter school adminis-
trations in the 15 states with the largest proportion of charter schools in the country. 
The response rate was 31%, with 122 schools returning the survey. Results indicated 
that music instruction is significantly associated with grade-level configuration and 
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what groups are responsible for designing a charter school. General music was the 
most likely offered music instruction in charter schools. The authors compared their 
results with previous data published by the U.S. Department of Education collected 
from surveys from across the country. The comparison demonstrated that traditional 
schools have music instruction in a higher percentage of schools, have more creden-
tialed specialists, and are more likely to have a school district curriculum for music. 
Charter schools in their sample offered music less often, but the schools that did offer 
it had more minutes committed to music instruction. The researchers also concluded 
that while the majority of charter schools offer music instruction, music education is 
not given the same status in charter schools as it is in traditional schools.

Elpus (2012) designed a study to survey charter school practices within a specific 
geographical area, New York City, to control for legislative differences between states 
and school districts. A questionnaire was e-mailed to 99 charter school administra-
tions; 38 administrators responded, providing a response rate of 40.8%, which the 
researcher deemed satisfactory. Approximately 87% of respondents offered formal 
music instruction; those schools that did not report music instruction cited budgetary 
reasons for the omission. In contrast with Austin and Russell (2008), this study found 
that choral music was the most frequent offering in music programs, followed by gen-
eral music and instrumental music. Elpus also explored teacher credential, compensa-
tion, and design partners as they relate to the status of music programs in charter 
schools. Charter schools that had parents involved in the design of the school were 
more likely to have music programs.

Although these initial studies provide descriptive details of music programs 
within charter schools, the comparison to traditional schools is limited. Austin and 
Russell (2008) compared their results of a relatively small sample of charter schools 
from 15 states with a national sample of traditional schools across the country. 
Elpus (2012) controlled for legislative differences by using a sample from a spe-
cific geographic area; however, no comparison to local traditional schools was 
made. Finally, both studies had response rates under 50%. The results should be 
viewed cautiously as there may be a nonresponse bias in effect; Elpus discussed 
how some administrators of charter schools that do not have music programs may 
have been unlikely to respond. While these initial studies offer a glimpse into the 
music programs of charter schools, more study is needed to fully understand the 
incidence of music instruction within charter schools and how it compares with that 
of traditional schools.

The purpose of this study was to compare music instruction in charter schools and 
public traditional schools within the same geographical area: Chicago, Illinois. 
Specifically, this study investigated if there is a relationship between the type of 
school (charter or traditional) and a number of variables concerning the music pro-
gram such as required, elective, and extracurricular music offerings; facilities; num-
ber of music teachers; teacher expertise; and frequency of instruction. Additionally, 
school demographics, such as SES and academic performance, were examined in 
relation to the presence of music instruction within the school. The choice to limit 
the study to a single geographic region allowed us to (a) offer a much more direct 
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comparison of charter and traditional schools that were seeking to serve the same 
population and (b) achieve a much higher response rate than previous surveys that 
relied on written questionnaires.

The research questions for this study were (1) Do charter schools offer the same 
amount and type of music education opportunities as geographically matched tradi-
tional schools? and (2) Do charter schools and traditional schools with music pro-
grams differ from schools that do not offer music in academic performance indicators 
or demographics?

Method

Sampled Schools

Chicago Public Schools (CPS) were chosen as the population for this study because 
of the active charter school movement found there. In 1988, William Bennett, the 
U.S. secretary of education, proclaimed CPS to be the worst public schools in the 
nation (Luppescu et al., 2011). Subsequently, CPS employed many reforms to 
change the reputation of the school district. When the school system came under the 
control of the mayoral office in the mid-1990s, standardized testing was imple-
mented to hold students and schools accountable for performance. In 2004, Arne 
Duncan, then CEO of CPS, called for a dramatic reform in school design (Rivero, 
2009). This new campaign, Renaissance 2010, called for 60 to 70 low-performing 
schools to be closed and projected 100 innovative schools would be opened by 
2010. By the spring of 2010, 69 schools had been closed and 92 charter schools had 
opened.

Though the Renaissance 2010 campaign initially was committed to closing low-
performing schools, some successful traditional schools were closed for low enroll-
ment or facility issues rather than low test scores (Caref, Hainds, Hilgendorf, Jankov, 
& Russell, 2012). Additionally, schools in African American communities endured 
more school closures than similar performing White or Hispanic schools (Caref et al., 
2012). Some African American students were relocated to four different schools within 
a 3-year period. This suggests that students were reassigned to similar low-performing 
schools and received a similar quality of education (Gwynne & de la Torre, 2009). 
While Renaissance 2010 has created positive effects like higher graduation rates and 
higher standardized test scores at the high school level, achievement gaps between 
racial groups has increased, and the majority of CPS graduates are not “college ready” 
(Luppescu et al., 2011).

The educational history of Chicago provides a fertile environment for research in 
the practices of charter schools, especially in comparison to traditional schools. With 
the motivation for school reform, Chicago charter schools have become an important 
component within the school district. Furthermore, as closed traditional schools are 
replaced with new charter schools, the comparison of school types is integral to the 
body of educational research. As of Fall 2013, CPS had identified 96 of its schools as 
charter schools on its website.
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Arts Education in Chicago Public Schools

Arts education in CPS, like many large metropolitan school districts, is quite vari-
able throughout the city. At the time of data collection for this study, the funding 
policy for arts education teachers (including music, visual arts, drama, and dance 
teachers) was wholly contingent on the size of the school. Each Chicago Public 
School was entitled one full-time arts education teacher for every 750 students that 
attended the school; for schools with less than 750 students, one half-time arts edu-
cation teacher was entitled (Chicago Public Schools, 2013). This policy is similar to 
other funding paradigms in other metropolitan areas, although the number of stu-
dents per arts teacher is considerably higher. Miami has policies for one full-time 
arts teacher for every 550 students; Boston funds an art teacher for every 350 stu-
dents within a school (Chicago Public Schools, 2013). While the funding structure 
seems less progressive than comparable metropolitan areas, Ingenuity Incorporated 
(2013) reported that CPS had a ratio of one arts teacher for every 360 students 
(1:208 in high school, 1:398 in elementary schools). Dallas Independent School 
District had one music instructor for every 699 students and one visual arts teacher 
for every 679 students (Pinto, 2009). The New York City Department of Education 
reported a ratio of 1:522 between elementary students and arts teachers and a ratio 
of 1:511 between middle school students and arts teachers (New York City 
Department of Education, 2013). Chicago’s ratio of arts education teachers to stu-
dents should be observed with caution, as the data do not delineate whether the 
teachers are full- or part-time.

As part of the CPS Arts Education Plan adopted in 2012, every elementary student 
is expected to receive 120 minutes a week of arts instruction; however, any kind of arts 
instruction (visual arts, music, dance, or theater) will meet policy expectations  
(J. Lasalle, personal communication, June 16, 2015). Currently, CPS is in the process 
of ensuring all elementary schools comply with the recent arts education initiative.

While the school district provides funding for arts education at each school, the 
building administration is given complete authority to decide whether to use the enti-
tlement for arts education as well as what type of arts education to provide to students 
(J. Lasalle, personal communication, June 16, 2015). Since buildings implement their 
own arts programs, arts education programs vary considerably across the city (Chicago 
Public Schools, 2013). In the 2011–2012 school year, there were 2,754 arts endorse-
ments among the teaching staff of CPS (Chicago Public Schools, 2013). Of these 
endorsements, approximately 50% were in visuals arts. Approximately one third of the 
endorsements were in music. Theater endorsements made up 13% and dance endorse-
ments only 3% of the total arts endorsements in the district (Chicago Public Schools, 
2013). However, it must be noted that some teachers have endorsements in multiple 
subject areas. It is likely that a number of these reported arts endorsements were held 
by teachers credentialed in other areas and not teaching in the arts. While specific data 
on the arts programs in Chicago are unavailable, this information on endorsements 
suggests that many schools may elect to have a visual arts program as the only arts 
education option. Furthermore, this funding paradigm for arts education classes may 
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make music classes, specifically more expensive classes like instrumental music 
classes, less common than expected in other districts or school types. Regardless  
of type of arts instruction, Chicago Public School students receive, on average,  
99 minutes of arts education in elementary schools (Ingenuity Incorporated, 2013).

Survey Instrument

Prior to collecting data, we designed and piloted a structured interview protocol to be 
administered by telephone that could glean basic information on the music program of 
each school. The instrument was designed to elicit efficient and accurate responses 
from school personnel (e.g., an administrator or a receptionist). During the piloting of 
the instrument, we observed that secondary schools had a much greater variability in 
types of offerings and personnel in those schools were often unable or reluctant to 
provide information about their music programs, making comparison difficult. 
Consequently, we chose to narrow the scope of this initial study to only elementary 
schools (K–8)1 in order to obtain more reliable and consistent data.

As of Fall 2013, CPS listed 57 public charter elementary schools on its website, and 
all were included in the sampling frame. For each charter school in the sample, we 
identified the traditional public school in closest physical proximity through the CPS 
website to use for comparison. The sampling frame incorporated a total 114 elemen-
tary schools.

The interview protocol contained 18 questions that addressed three areas of interest: 
(a) amount and type of music instruction, (b) music program resources, and  
(c) extracurricular music activities. Ten items explored music instruction including 
access to music instruction during the school day, number and length of music classes 
per week, and type of music class (e.g., compulsory, elective, general music, choral). 
Five items examined music program resources such as the number of full-time or part-
time teachers, certification status of music teachers, and space dedicated to music 
instruction. Finally, three items investigated extracurricular music activities such the fre-
quency and type of after-school musical activities offered at schools (e.g., choir, maria-
chi, popular music) as well as information regarding the facilitator of the activities 
(school personnel vs. outside agency). The questionnaire was designed for an online 
platform, which allowed the interviewer to record responses from a drop-down menu as 
well as type in free responses when necessary ( see Appendix A in the online supplemental 
material for the complete questionnaire, available at http://jrme.sagepub.com/supplemental). 
The interview protocol took less than five minutes on average to complete.

Prior to executing the interview protocol, we contacted the Institutional Review 
Board at the University of Washington. Since the information that we were seeking 
from schools was public information (e.g., information that a parent could request), we 
were advised that an institutional review board approval was unnecessary. However, 
when we contacted each school, we identified ourselves as researchers prior to begin-
ning the interview protocol and asked for verbal assent to participate.

Each of the 114 elementary schools was contacted via telephone by one of the 
researchers in the fall semester of 2013. If initial contact with the school was 

http://jrme.sagepub.com/supplemental


96 Journal of Research in Music Education 64(1)

unsuccessful, three additional attempts were made. In three instances, an e-mail 
address of the school music specialist was supplied to the researchers; access to the 
survey was sent to those three music specialists electronically. We were unable to get 
complete data from nine schools (three traditional and six charter schools) from our 
original sampling frame. This led to an initial response rate of 92%.

After we collected the data, we noticed a high variability in the grade-level configu-
rations of some of the schools in the original sample. To ensure the most valid com-
parison possible, the decision was made to limit the schools included in the analysis to 
those that taught at least three grade levels (K–5) traditionally associated with elemen-
tary school to make the sample more homogenous. This decision eliminated seven 
schools (one traditional and six charter schools) from our analysis; however, the elimi-
nated schools were schools that were either newly opened, serving only a few grade 
levels, or were designed as traditional middle schools (grades 6–8). (See Appendix B 
in the online supplemental material for a list of the grade configurations of the schools 
surveyed, available at http://jrme.sagepub.com/supplemental.) The number of schools 
with complete survey results included 53 traditional schools and 45 charter schools  
(N = 98). Demographic statistics by school type are reported in Table 1.

Results

Music Instruction

Fifty-seven out of the 98 schools surveyed (58%) reported offering some form of 
music instruction during the school day. Sixty-nine percent of charter schools and 49% 
of traditional schools offered music instruction during the school day. A χ2 goodness-
of-fit test was performed to examine if the incidence of music programs in the sample 
was significantly different from national norms. Using the reported data from the U.S. 
Department of Education on arts education in public schools (Parsad & Spiegelman, 
2012), the expected incidence of music programs in elementary schools with compa-
rable free and reduced rates is 89%. The results indicate that our sample was sig-
nificantly different in the incidence of music programs found in schools (χ2 = 95.19, 
df = 1, p < .001); in this case, the sample had significantly fewer music programs than 
the national data. A χ2 test for independence was performed to examine if frequency of 
music programs was proportional between school types. The proportion of music pro-
grams in charter schools was significantly higher than the proportion of music pro-
grams in traditional schools (χ2 = 3.93, df = 1, p = .047).

An additional χ2 test for independence was performed to examine if music program 
offerings were proportional among small (less than 400 students, n = 29), medium 
(400–799 students, n = 51), and large schools (800 or more students, n = 18) across 
school type. Results indicated there was a significant relationship between the inci-
dence of music programs and the size of the school (χ2 = 12.53, df = 2, p = .002). Post 
hoc comparisons identified differences between large and small schools (χ2 = 7.57,  
df = 1, p = .006) and medium and small schools (χ2 = 10.56, df = 1, p < .001) but not 
between medium and large schools (χ2 = 0.08, df = 1, p > .05). Thus, the incidence of 
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music programs in large schools (72%) and medium schools (69%) was significantly 
higher than small schools (31%).

Of those 57 schools with music programs, 74% offered compulsory music classes 
to all of their students. The majority of the compulsory music classes was in the form 
of general music classes with a small number reporting instrumental (1), choral music 
(1), and music and movement (2). Seventy-one percent of music programs in charter 
schools and 77% of music programs in traditional schools offered compulsory music 
to all grade levels with one additional traditional school offering a combination of 
compulsory and elective. Looking at the entire sample, only 45% of schools offered 
compulsory or elective music to all grade levels (49% of charter schools and 42% of 
traditional schools).

The mean frequency of music classes was 1.21 classes per week in charter schools 
and 1.32 classes per week in traditional schools. Classes in traditional schools (M = 
53.70, SD = 7.72) were significantly longer in minutes than charter schools (M = 
48.28, SD = 8.11), t(50) = 2.44, p = .018.

Only 2% of charter schools (n = 1) and 9% of traditional schools (n = 5) offered 
elective music classes; elective classes were described as music classes that met dur-
ing the day that were not compulsory. Choir and band were the only elective options 
at the charter school. At traditional schools, elective options included band (3 schools), 
orchestra (2 schools), choir (2 schools), general music (1 school), popular music  
(1 school), guitar (1 school), and private instrumental lessons (1 school).

Music Program Personnel

One hundred percent of all charter schools that offer music had at least one full-time 
music teacher on staff as compared to 89% of traditional schools. In addition, 7% of 
music programs in traditional schools had two full-time teachers while 4% of music 
programs in charter schools had two full-time music teachers. No charter schools 
employed part-time music teachers while 8% of traditional schools with music pro-
grams did. For schools that offered music during the school day, 76% of traditional 
schools and 71% of charter schools had dedicated space for music instruction.

Extracurricular Music Activities

There was no significant relationship between type of school and incidence of extra-
curricular activity, χ2(1) = 0.38, p = .537. Thirty-seven percent of all schools reported 
offering extracurricular music activities; 40% of charter schools (18 schools) and 34% 
of traditional schools (18 schools) offered music activities before or after the school 
day (see Table 2).

We performed a χ2 test for independence to examine the relationship between size 
of school and incidence of extracurricular activity. There was a significant relationship 
between school size and incidence of extracurricular music activity, χ2(2) = 7.00, p = 
.030, with larger schools more likely to have extracurricular music activities. Post hoc 
comparisons identified differences between large and small schools (χ2 = 5.70, df = 1, 
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p = .017) and medium and small schools (χ2 = 5.55, df = 1, p = .019) but not between 
medium and large schools (χ2 = 0.25, df = 1, p > .05). Charter schools were signifi-
cantly more likely to have their extracurricular activities run by the music staff, 
χ2(1) = 5.60, p = .018. Of the 36 schools with extracurricular music offerings, 78% of 
charter schools and 39% of traditional schools had their extracurricular activities facil-
itated by a music teacher on staff, while the remainder reported that an outside organi-
zation facilitated extracurricular music activities.

The type of extracurricular music activities that were reported by schools were 
choir (26 schools), band (9 schools), orchestra (4 schools), guitar (3 schools), private 
instruction (2 schools), piano (2 schools), mariachi (2 schools), popular music  
(2 schools), drumline (1 school), and unspecified (3 schools). Traditional schools 
reported a higher incidence of nontraditional extracurricular music activities such as 
mariachi, popular music, and guitar (see Figure 1). Of schools that offered extracur-
ricular music activities, only 58% of traditional schools offered extracurricular choir, 
band, or orchestra compared to 84% of charter schools.

Academic Performance Data

A two-way, fixed-factor ANCOVA was conducted to examine the relationships 
between school type, access to music instruction, and performance on the Illinois 
Standard Achievement Test (ISAT), controlling for the percentage of low-income stu-
dents in each school. Mean ISAT performance scores were only available for 93 of the 
schools in the sample as some schools had been open for less than a year. There was a 
significant main effect of offering music instruction, F(1, 92) = 7.59, p = .007, indicat-
ing that schools that offered music instruction (M = 50.60; SD =11.65) performed 
better on the ISAT than schools that did not offer music (M = 42.70; SD = 13.09). 
There was no corresponding main effect for school type (charter or traditional) on 
ISAT scores. Additionally, there was no interaction detected between school type and 
music instruction on ISAT scores.

A two-way, fixed-factor ANCOVA was performed to examine the relationships 
between school type, access to music instruction, and school attendance rates, again 

Table 2. Incidence of Music Offerings at Sampled Schools.

Charter Traditional All Schools

 (n = 45) (n = 53) (N = 98)

 n % n % n %

Music instruction 31 69 26 49 57 58
 Compulsory 30 67 23 43 53 54
 Elective  1  2  5  9  6  6
Extracurricular music 18 40 18 34 36 37
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controlling for percentage of low-income students. Ninety-one schools had published 
their attendance rates on the CPS website. Results from the test indicated significant 
main effects for both school type, F(1, 90) = 17.72, p < .001, and access to music 
instruction, F(1, 90) = 7.30, p = .008, on attendance rates, although no interaction 
effect was detected. These results indicate that charter schools (M = 96.10; SD = 1.46) 
have significantly higher attendance rates on average than traditional schools (M = 
94.78; SD = 1.75). Similarly, schools that offer music instruction during the school day 
regardless of school type (M = 95.65; SD = 1.49) have significantly higher attendance 
rates than schools that do not offer music (M = 94.38; SD = 2.00).

Discussion

CPS, both traditional and charter, offer significantly less music instruction at the ele-
mentary level than national norms even when accounting for free and reduced-price 
lunch rates. This illustrates the importance of place in any discussion of charter versus 
traditional instruction. Unlike previous studies that compared charter school music to 
national norms (Austin & Russell, 2008), charter schools in this geographically con-
trolled sample offered significantly more music instruction than their traditional coun-
terparts, though differences in school configuration lead us to interpret this result with 
caution.

The results of this study substantiate Austin and Russell’s (2008) finding that there 
is a significant relationship between the size of school and the incidence of music 
instruction in charter schools. A significant relationship was also found between the 
size of school and the incidence of extracurricular music activities. These findings 

Figure 1. Types of extracurricular activities by school type.
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suggest that smaller schools may lack sufficient resources, such as equipment or pay-
roll, to provide music experiences for their students. While some school reformers 
advocate for smaller schools to address individual student needs, such schools may be 
at a disadvantage when it comes to offering adequate arts education.

The type of music instruction offered in both types of schools was primarily com-
pulsory rather than elective and was offered at all grade levels; the majority of schools 
employed a music specialist to teach music. The lack of electives is not unusual when 
considering the typical elementary music program and its focus on compulsory gen-
eral music offerings. However, the small number of elective music classes in both 
charter and traditional, including instrumental and choral opportunities, is unusual 
when keeping in mind that most of these schools included grades 6 to 8. This may 
reflect an idiosyncratic characteristic of the K–8 music programs in Chicago; again, 
the researchers caution generalizing to broader populations.

Extracurricular music was less prevalent in our sample but was most commonly 
found in larger schools. Charter schools primarily offered band, choir, or orchestra as 
an extracurricular activity facilitated by the music teacher on staff. In comparable 
traditional schools, there were more nontraditional after-school activities (mariachi, 
popular music) and more music facilitators from the community. The data suggest that 
despite a reputation for new paradigms of instruction, charter schools that include 
music in their curriculum choose to offer a more conventional approach to music edu-
cation. Traditional schools, on the other hand, appear to be less conventional in their 
implementation of music education opportunities. This may be due in part to some 
traditional schools’ reliance on community-based nonprofit organizations to run their 
after-school programs, who may choose to offer less traditional music experiences 
(Veblen, 2007).

Schools that offered music instruction during the school day had significantly higher 
test scores and higher attendance rates than schools that did not, even when controlling 
for differences in the number of low-income students between the schools (see Figure 
2). The only difference by school type was that charter schools had higher attendance 
rates overall. While there is likely no causal link between the presence of music instruc-
tion and better school outcomes, these data suggest that the presence of music instruc-
tion in schools may be an indicator of a healthy school environment. Schools with 
music programs may be more committed to providing students with many different 
types of learning experiences, which in turn promotes student engagement. Schools 
with music programs may provide more interactions within the school community with 
more opportunities for parents, teachers, children, and administrators to communicate 
with each other. These schools may also provide more opportunities for integrating 
material across disciplines rather than drilling for standardized tests. While the present 
data cannot explain why schools with music programs had stronger test scores and 
higher attendance rates, future research should explore the nature of this relationship.

Limitations of the Study

There are several limitations to the present study. First, because the schools were pur-
posefully sampled from a specific geographical location and the entire population of 
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charter schools was included, the results cannot be generalized beyond this population. 
Second, survey designs can be limiting when seeking information about complex 
issues, though there was a clear benefit to using an interview rather than questionnaire 
approach in terms of response rate. While acquiring basic information about an ele-
mentary school music program may seem simple, some schools reported very compli-
cated details about their music programs. We tried to represent the participants’ 
responses as accurately as possible within the constraint of the survey tool. Third, on 
some occasions the information provided may have been supplied by school personnel 
who were not completely informed about the school music program. When a partici-
pant in the survey did not know the answer to survey questions, the researcher asked 
to speak to someone else (either an administrator or a music teacher) who may have 
known the details. Despite this approach, participants may have unknowingly given 
misinformation.

Implications and Considerations for Future Research

For policy makers, the results of this study provide useful information. First, charter 
schools as a whole may provide more educational services such as music education 
than might be expected. Prior to this investigation, one working hypothesis was that 
charter schools would offer considerably less access to music education. The  

Figure 2. Comparisons on academic performance (percentage of students who meet or 
exceed state standards on ISAT assessment) and attendance rate (yearly average percentage 
of daily student attendance) between schools with music or no music programs. 
Note. Error bars denote one standard deviation from mean.
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reasoning was that since many charter schools are designed by for-profit organiza-
tions, these companies would design schools with the profit margin in mind and opt for 
cheaper arts education alternatives (Lacireno-Paquet, Holyoke, Moser, & Henig, 2002; 
Tienken & Orlich, 2013). We found instead that the charter schools in our sample were 
more likely to provide access to music education experiences. Perhaps, in an effort to 
recruit students among a competitive field of other charter schools, charter schools 
design programs that they believe will be attractive to both parents and students. 
Policy makers in the public sector might consider this possibility and be proactive in 
providing comparable programs within traditional public schools or safeguard arts 
education programs from further cuts in struggling districts. Additionally, as more 
research explores the inner workings of charter schools, examinations into the quality 
of arts educations programs within charter school need to occur. Future studies should 
investigate if there are substantial differences in the quality of arts education between 
different types of charter schools (e.g., for-profit, turn around schools, bilingual, career 
focus).

Along with Austin and Russell (2008), the results of this study provide evidence of 
a relationship between school size and access to music education. When schools are 
larger, they are more likely to have music education programs. This finding also has 
substantial policy implications for those who consider small schools an important edu-
cational benefit. While there may be some benefit to smaller schools (Vander Ark, 
2002), there is also a cost in terms of variety of curricular offerings. For charter or tra-
ditional schools that are designed to be small, stakeholders might look for opportunities 
to share resources between schools in order to provide arts education or be willing to 
disclose that they will not provide certain programs like music education.

Additionally, the results of this study indicate that the schools sampled, both charter 
and traditional, offer significantly less access to music education than national norms 
for urban schools (Parsad & Spiegelman, 2012). This finding raises many questions 
about music education in urban settings. What variables within urban settings influ-
ence whether or not arts education is a priority? How do local testing procedures, tax 
revenue designs, district initiatives, or teacher turnover influence the music education 
programs within an urban school district? How do some urban school systems provide 
music education programs throughout their district while others do not? Profiles of 
urban school districts and their access to music education need to be better understood 
to examine if there are systematic tendencies within large urban school districts. It 
may be erroneous to lump all urban school districts together, as each large metropoli-
tan area may have different challenges to serve its students.

Future research examining arts education in charter schools should consider the 
role of place in making comparisons. Replications of this study using different large 
school districts with an active charter school presence could provide important clarifi-
cation about the incidence of music programs in charter schools. After a series of 
replication studies have been conducted, a meta-analysis of this line of inquiry could 
identify trends across geographic locations.

Additionally, the approach of comparing charter schools to traditional schools 
within the same school district that was used here could serve as a strategy 
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for studies on a national scale. A viable way to accomplish this would be to use a 
survey design similar to Austin and Russell (2008) where participating charter 
schools are randomly selected from a national database. Using our paired compari-
son design, researchers would then need to find comparable and proximal tradi-
tional schools and survey those schools as a comparison group. This type of 
investigation would provide important understanding of the national trends and 
policies of arts education in charter schools while controlling for regional differ-
ence in school policies and funding. In addition to large surveys, more observa-
tional and ethnographic research of arts education practices within charter schools 
is needed to examine the degree to which such schools are innovators and to explore 
the role of music in the culture of these schools.

While charter schools have emerged as an alternative to traditional public schools, 
there is not a clear understanding of how arts education fits within the charter school 
model. Stakeholders, from parents who would enroll their children into charter schools 
to legislators who approve new school charters, should be better informed of the type 
of arts education charter schools provide. With continued investigation in the practices 
of these schools, the incidence and quality of arts education programs in charter 
schools can be more accurately defined in relation to traditional education.
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Note
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