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Community Arts Participant Study  
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Introduction 
Community art is made in a community context and often involves collaboration. The art-making process 
and the final product are designed to affirm, strengthen, and transform individuals and/or community. 
Though the idea of art being produced in community to celebrate individual and community strengths 
occurred in many ancient cultures, community art as a field is young. It has only been in the last ten years 
that degree programs have emerged. As a result, there is little empirical research that describes its impact. 
The purpose of this study is to contribute to a body of information that describes the impact of the work so 
that there can be more investment and understanding of the field. The hope is also to explore how art can 
be used more strategically as a tool for youth development and community building. 
 
Many community arts practitioners find that in lower income communities, art can create a pathway to 
enhancing existing strengths (Cleveland 2010). Other theorists and practitioners of community art agree 
with this idea: Goldbard (2005) sees community art as a way to affirm culture in the face of challenge to 
identity (2005). Stuhr (2003) sees art as a part of cultural life that culture helps to shape beliefs and values. 
Hutzel (2007) sees art as designed to increase the capacity of residents to improve their own quality of life 
rather than fostering dependency. This idea of art functioning as a way to build relationships also resonates 
with a report from the Social Impact of The Arts Project (SIAP) where the authors note that: “Empirical 
research suggests that culture–like other forms of civic engagement–strengthens relationships among local 
neighborhood members as well as their determination to be involved in community life” (Stern & Seifert 
p.10). 
 
Literature also suggests that art can help engage young people in schools. Burton, Horowitz & Abeles 
(2000) found that engagement in the arts had impact on critical thinking and an impact on school climate 
and can contribute to higher order thinking skills. Extensive data also can be found in an inventory of over 
60 research studies on the effects of learning in the arts on academic and social skills (Deasy, 2002) The 
studies explored show evidence of transfer of knowledge and/or skills between the arts, social development, 
and other academic subject areas. In the concluding article, Catteral (2002) summarizes the findings. In the 
studies of visual art, transfer in reading, writing, and reasoning skills is seen. Studies of music show 
transfer to spatial reasoning, verbal, writing, and reading skills, and self-efficacy. Classroom drama 
transfers to social, problem solving, and conflict resolution skills, as well as story comprehension. Dance 
transfers to creative thinking, reading, nonverbal reasoning, and social development and skills. Lastly, 
learning in Multi-arts programs (integrated arts/academics, intensive arts experiences, and arts rich 
schools) transfers to a large range of academic and social domains and produces other positive outcomes.  
 
Past research on community art outcomes was conducted with 14 practitioners (Reznick-Gewanter & 
Yenawine, 2011). The practitioner study finds that community art results in engagement, sense of self, 
increased sense of community, empowerment, creative problem solving, social change, and skills gained. 
The study described in this paper was designed to check these findings with the experience of participants.  
 
These kinds of outcomes are important in a city like Baltimore where schools and communities experience 
high levels of high school dropouts, poverty and crime. The school dropout rate in Baltimore is 40%; the 
median income is $39,000; and 21% live below the poverty level (Census, 2010). Though a multipronged 
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approach is needed to address Baltimore’s challenges, community art can make a valuable contribution by 
helping communities and individuals feel empowered to make change. 
 

Sample Description 
In the spring of 2012 a total of 84 young people participated in focus groups and 14 participated in 
interviews on the impact of community art. Of the 84 participants, 62 made statements that were coded as 
relevant to the study of arts outcomes. The young people came from 10 different community arts classes 
and represented 9 organizations. The organizations include 901 Arts, Access Art, Higher Achievement, 
Child First Authority (the Excel Program and Dr. Bernard Harris Program), Jubilee Arts, Wide Angle, Paul’s 
Place, The Baltimore Viewfinders and the Community Arts Partnership at Mt. Royal. The youngest children 
were six and the oldest was 19. Eighty one percent of students were African American. All but one attends 
or recently graduated from a Baltimore City Public School. 
 

Data Collection Methods 
The questions posed to youth were designed to illuminate what they get out of their community arts 
program including whether they learned anything that can be used in the future from this program, what 
they get out of their arts program, favorite thing at the program (see Appendix A for questions). Focus 
group participants answered an additional set of questions contained in a short survey, which asked them 
to rate how they feel in their arts program in comparison to how they feel in their neighborhood. The Likert 
scale on this survey was represented by 4 faces. Young people were asked to define what the pictures 
meant before coloring them in. Generally the words they associated with the picture were “bad/not good,” 
“ok,” “happy,” “very happy/excited.” Focus groups and interviews were videotapes, transcribed and coded 
in excel. The coding system was created based on the matrix of outcomes that practitioners identified in a 
previous study (Reznick-Gewanter & Yenawine, 2011). Codes for outcomes included engagement, sense 
of self, increased sense of community, empowerment, creative problem solving, social change and skills 
gained. Subcategories within some categories were identified. If participant data did not fit the practitioner 
coding system, new categories were generated to accommodate youth perspectives and one category 
(social change) was eliminated. Rebecca Yenawine conducted coding. 
 

Data Analysis Methods 
Participant data was analyzed by looking at the frequency that an outcome and its subcategory were 
mentioned. When the same student mentioned the same outcome multiple times, this repetition was 
removed. Data was assessed for differences based on young peoples’ age and length of time in the 
program. The survey given out to focus group participants was analyzed through entering individual 
answers in excel and generating a chart of findings. 
 

Findings 
Data show that more then half of participants who made statements distinguished engagement, increased 
sense of community, sense of self, and skills gained as outcomes of community arts. 
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Table 1 

 
 
Engagement 
A high level of interest, fun, and joy from making art defined the category of “Engagement”. This outcome 
seems especially meaningful in the context of other parts of daily life that youth described where many say 
they are not engaged.  

 “It's real fun because…everything.” C.S., 10  
“I just feel motivated to do something.” D.E., 18  
“It gives me something fun to do during the week. Like usually during the week, a rough day at 
school and now I can come here and I'm gonna have fun. I've been here since October and there 
has never been one class where it's been like ug, this is boring. It's always fun, always exciting, 
always something to do. Never really any down days.” J.N., 18 

 
This category also included statements that art making can create a shift in ones emotional state. 
Statements reveal how the arts program made students feel calm even when they came in feeling angry or 
sad.  

“It's almost like therapy for me in a way because it just gets things off my mind and makes me more 
calm…. you don't have to worry about people fussing, fighting, that's what we have to deal with 
outside of here so...just relaxing for me.” B.I., 14 

 

24% 

18% 

60% 
56% 

61% 61% 

creative 
problem 
solving 

empowerment engagement increased sense 
of community 

sense of self skills gained 

Percent of participants who mention 
outcome category 
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The idea that fun or feeling good is a significant outcome is underscored by the findings from the survey 
comparing youth feelings about the program in comparison to their neighborhoods. From this data where 
youth rated both their feelings about community and their feelings about their program on a Likert scale, we 
see that young people feel much more positive about their arts programs then they do about the 
communities they live in. The data show that 38 (55%) of students felt very happy about their arts program 
while only 11 (16%) felt very happy about their neighborhood (see table 2). This difference is large and 
telling about the need for these kinds of programs.  
 
Table 2 

 
 
One student explained why he felt unhappy about his neighborhood.  
 

“Did I tell you why I feel bad about my neighborhood? Because they be robbing houses and 
breaking in people's cars and all that stuff…and busting windows. “ D.O., 11 
 
“It's fights around there and I was in one of those fights. At least I didn't get hurt but still they bad. 
At least my cousins live around there and I have dogs to protect me.” Jasmine, 11 

 
Sense of Self 
The outcome of improved “Sense of Self” refers to the affirmation of one’s strengths that allows people to 
change their beliefs about themselves and what they are capable of. The subcategories include the ability 
to express oneself, affirmed strengths and identity, confidence, self-esteem and pride.  
 
Table 3 describes the subcategories that make up the “sense of self” outcome cluster mentioned by 61% of 
respondants. The percentages below show the amount and kind of responses that make up that cluster. 
 
 
 

7% 
12% 

38% 
33% 

39% 

55% 

16% 

How do you feel when in your program How do you feel about your 
neighborhood 

Neighborhood vs. Program 

Not good ok happy very happy 
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Table 3 

 
 

“I used to be out here reckless, doing what I want to do but when they came, I started painting, I 
found my inner self for real so I be chillin' now, I'm good.” R.D., 17 
 
“Especially after sharing my personal story that I made last year. It made me a little bit more 
comfortable in you know being myself. Yeah.” D.L., 14 
 
“Since I went here it's made me change the way I think about myself because it helped me draw 
and be able to accomplish more things then I thought I would ever do.” J.A., 8 
 
‘When I get in front of the camera I stutter and I feel like my heart is racing really fast and pass out 
but When I first got here I was so amazed to express myself how I am and what my skill is.’ N.A., 
11 

 
 
Increased Sense of Community 
“Increased Sense of Community” is defined by increased connectedness even across cultural differences. 
Participants develop an understanding of new perspectives and gain the ability and desire to contribute to 
culture and community. The subcategories are connectivity, a desire to contribute to community, and new 
perspective gained.  
 
 

Affirmed 
strengths 

8% 

Confidence 
27% 

Pride 
14% 

Self expression 
31% 

Sense of possibility 
20% 

Sense of Self Subcategory Breakdown 
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Table 4 

 
 

“We learned that we can all use teamwork and that we can never mess up when we have a team 
around us.” A.A., 7 
 
“We’ve shared things with each other that we probably haven’t shared with anyone else unless 
they were a part of the experience. So it’s like, wow, we trust each other. We’ve become pretty 
good friends in the last couple of months.”  J.N., 18 
 
“We did this one topic about refugees. I always knew that refugees didn't really feel welcome...most 
of them at least and I learned that the way that I speak to them or what I say or even little things 
that I might do that I shouldn't really be doing because they feel out of place here and I should 
make them feel more welcome.”  B.A., 15 

 
Empowerment 
Empowerment was defined as the ability to make good choices and determine one’s own future in a way 
that allows one to be self sufficient and self-actualized. Participants grow into leadership and continue the 
work beyond the duration of a project. This category only included statements where young peoples new 
perspective transferred to another situation outside the art center activities. This did not rank as high as 
other categorical areas.  
 

“Before I started coming here I would hang around the wrong people and do things I'm not 
necessarily supposed to be doing but when I started coming here I've gotten onto positive things 
and gotten more connected.” B.I., 14 
 

Connectivity 
35% 

Desire to 
contribute to 
community 

41% 

New 
perspective 

gained 
24% 

Sense of Community Subcategory 
Breakdown 
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“I think it's helped at school cause I'm a little more sociable in school now and I like to help out 
more at school cause I can take what I've learned here and apply it at school. Teach other people 
the things that I’ve learned. And I think that’s pretty cool.” J.N., 18 

 
Skills Gained 
The category of skills gained was ranked high. Young people expressed learning art, life, leadership and 
job skills. Though this was a significant outcome in terms of the number of youth who reported it. It is 
interesting that some of the skills reported were not just about art skills but also about media literacy and 
life skills. 
 
“Now when I see posters I notice what they're trying to do to get your attention like layout designs & stuff so 
I pay more attention to graphic design as an art form when I didn't really know what was up at first. Now I 
know what's up.” D.A., 17 
 
“I learned to be an artist” A.A., 7 
 
Creative Problem Solving 
The Creative Problem Solving outcome included participants’ statements that they learned to think for 
themselves, connect divergent ideas, be imaginative, refine ideas, and focus on multiple constructive ways 
to solve a problem. This outcome did not rank high, perhaps because recognition of this outcome involves 
a great deal of metacognition. Younger children, especially, may not tend to engage in this kind of 
metacognition. Observations of problem solving behavior might represent a better way to measure this than 
self-reports from interviews or focus groups. 
 
“So now, I don’t just come up with an idea, ooh, we should do that…like, more inclined to create, like, what 
I envision. And, like, complete it and share it with other people.” D.A., 17 
 
“I learned that we can pick any topic... I thought that we had to go by what the adults want us to use but I 
learned that we can cover anything we want.” K.A., 18 
 
Outcomes by Age 
Student data was categorized into three age groups based on level of schooling. There were 19 youth in 
elementary school, 25 in middle school and 17 were in high school. Findings show that youth in high school 
experience higher levels of impact in every outcome area especially in their sense of community, sense of 
self and skills gained (see table 5). This difference could be attributed to the fact that older youth are more 
articulate about the outcomes they experience than younger youth or it may mean that older youth and 
younger youth experience different kinds of growth and benefit. 
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Table 5 

 
 
Length of time in program  
Data was analyzed to determine if length of time in the program impacted the outcomes mentioned. There 
were 51 youth who reported being in their program for a year or less and 9 reported being in the program 
for more then a year. Findings show that in engagement, increased sense of self, increased sense of 
community and empowerment, there is an increase (see table 6). Engagement showed the most increase 
over time with 57% of newer young people experiencing engagement and 89% of returning young people 
experiencing engagement. This could be a result of self-selection where those that are most engaged stay 
in art programs longer. Increased sense of community also saw a significant jump from 55% to 78%. 
Increases in sense of self were slight with 63% of newer participants experiencing increases in this 
outcome in comparison to at 67% of returning students. Though these jumps seem significant, the small 
number of student who reported being in programs for a long time makes these findings less meaningful. 
Students talked less about skills they gained and their capacity for problem solving the longer they were in 
their programs. The small sample size of youth who have been in their programs for more then a year is 
low and makes these findings not as significant. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

16% 

5% 

74% 

47% 

37% 

58% 

28% 

16% 

40% 
44% 

60% 
56% 

29% 

35% 

76% 

88% 

94% 

76% 

creative problem 
solving 

empowerment engagement increased sense 
of community 

sense of self skills gained 

Percent of category mentions by age 

Elementary Middle High 
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Table 6 

 
 
School 
Though this was not an intended focus of the study, many students discussed their relationship to school in 
comparison to their arts programs. Though the numbers of youth who talked about school were small, the 
kinds of comparisons they made are worth noting. Many described school as not being engaging and not 
providing the same opportunities for relationship building that their programs do (see table 7). 
 
 
Table 7 

27% 
18% 

57% 55% 
63% 65% 

11% 

22% 

89% 

78% 

67% 

15% 

creative 
problem 
solving 

empowerment engagement increased 
sense of 

community 

sense of self skills gained 

Length of time in program comparison 

a year or less more then a year 
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“It's similar to school in that we're like a class but we work together and it's more hands on than in school. 
We have a lot more attention and we get more one on one time with the teacher. You get to have an actual 
conversation with them rather then just ask a question and then they move on to the next student. And we 
have more time to focus. “ J.N., 18 
 
“It's way funner then school like in school you have to sit and do work all day and access art you can do 
stuff you like.” R.E. 11 
 

Discussion 
Overall, community arts programs offer participants experience high levels of engagement, an increased 
sense of self, increased sense of community, and skill building. Creative problem solving and 
empowerment are also noted to a lesser degree. Participants report feeling better in their programs than 
they do in their neighborhoods and often better than in their schools as well.  
 
Engagement seemed to function both as the hook that lured young people in as well as keeping returning 
students and older students invested. This outcome was descibed as a release of negative feelings and an 
increased experience of peace, calm, fun and joy. This emotional shift seems to come from being able to 
express and be oneself in the art environment. This shift is significant in the context of schooling; according 
to the 2010 Baltimore City Climate survey, 50.6% of students think students picking on other students is a 
problem, 48.4% see fighting as a problem and 70.8% find that class disruptions get in the way of student 
learning. The positive environment reported in arts classes instead offers a place where youth feel safe and 
joyful. 
 
A Sense of Self may build from this youth Engagement. As participants have opportunity for self-expression, 
they naturally begin to build confidence and more deeply understand and believe in their strengths. 

1 

3 

9 9 
10 

3 
2 

5 

Program vs. School 
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Because of community arts focus on making art to strengthen and improve community, young people find 
themselves using their confidence to think about an issue greater than their self-improvement. When young 
people apply this sensibility in their lives outside of their arts center, this is when we see empowerment. 
This implied progression begins with feeling good on a personal level, gaining confidence in ones own 
abilities and then applying ones strengths towards addressing an issue.   
 
While findings show that community arts programs are providing a positive space for learning and growth to 
take place, future research could do more to look at students who participate over time and further assess 
transfer of outcomes to school, community, home, college or careers. Though young people reported some 
empowerment and transfer of outcomes from their programs to increased helpfulness, confidence and 
sociability in school and home, findings were not great. This might be because the sample of youth 
engaged for the long term was small and this is easier to measure in a longitudinal study rather then in a 
snapshot in time.  
 
Though this study focused on the outcomes on the individul, the high level of change that young people 
experienced in the category of increased sense of community suggests that art could be used strategically 
as a community strategy that could help neighborhoods feel more able to make change. 
Overall it seems community arts programs are building social and emotional competencies and preparing 
young people to be good citizens who are capable of making good choices. 
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Appendix A 
 
Focus Group/Interview Questions 
Name, age and length of time in program 
Tell me about your arts program. What happens here? 
What’s your favorite thing you do at the program? 
What do you get out of your arts program? 
Did you learn anything that you can use in the future from this program? 
Have you changed the way you think about anything because of things you’ve done in the program?    

Do you think differently about yourself? 
Do you think differently about your community? 
Do you think differently about school? 

How do you feel when you’re in your arts program?  
If you never came to this program what do you think you’d be doing with your time?  
How does this program compare to school? 
How does this program compare to other programs you’ve been in? 
 
 

 

 


