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QUESTION #2 
Given the community setting and profile – including the statistics you included in the 
Quantities Form – please describe any pertinent challenges the school district has faced in 
developing and maintaining a comprehensive arts education program for all students.  
 
The Peoria Unified School District covers a large portion of Maricopa County’s Northwest Valley 
including most of the City of Peoria, portions of the City of Glendale, City of Surprise, the Town of 
Youngtown, and unincorporated Maricopa County.  The district, like many Arizona school districts, 
grew rapidly from a small agricultural beginning.  Today, Peoria is a bustling suburban bedroom 
community with many big city amenities such as theaters, museums, entertainment, and outdoor 
recreation.  The area is among the fastest growing regions in the county and country – making 
Peoria Unified the fifth largest unified district in the state.  Due to the school district’s vast size and 
philosophy of neighborhood schools, the student population is quite diverse.  The ethnic and racial 
composition of the district is 58% White, 31% Hispanic, 5% Black, 3% Asian, 1% American Indian, and 
less than 1% Pacific Islander.  Eighteen elementary schools and two high schools are classified as 
Title I.  Approximately 980 students receive ELL services and approximately 15,000 receive Title I 
services. Also like many Arizona districts, the greatest challenge Peoria Unified’s arts education 
program faces is state funding.  In the past few years, Arizona has been operating under extremely 
difficult economic circumstances with K-12 education suffering a 29% reduction in funding.  Despite 
limited resources, the Peoria Unified School District continues to maintain and support its arts 
programs. Unlike some peer districts, the Governing Board and district administration see the value 
in a diversity of arts offerings and arts education has become an integral portion of every schools’ 
curriculum.  While the community has great respect for the programs, awareness and parent 
engagement serves as an additional challenge.  Ongoing advocacy from Governing Board members 
and district administration continues to be a focus and community-centered events that encourage 
engagement around the arts have been expanded. 
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QUESTION #3 
Describe the distribution of arts expenditures, arts teachers, supplies, and other arts 
resources among the schools and students in the district, as well as varying levels of 
access to arts education among schools within the district. Based on this information, do 
students across the district have equitable access to the arts? How does the district 
address equality of access to arts funding? Are there assistance programs for interested 
students who cannot afford fees associated with arts learning? 
 
The Peoria Unified Board and administration believe that providing equitable access to arts 
education helps shape the whole child. The district employs 1,497 full-time teachers and 36 half-
time teachers.  The arts education department has 127 employees with only two in an 
administrative role. The district employs a Director of Arts Education who distributes arts education 
teachers equitably among schools. Students in Peoria Unified receive unprecedented access to the 
arts compared to neighboring school districts.  The district operates on an equity standard that has 
been approved by the Governing Board to allow the arts to be infused through school programs 
with a sense of fidelity. Each elementary campus has visual arts programs offered K-8. They also 
receive general music from K-6 grade; however, band and choir electives overlap in grades 5-8 
providing students the option of band, choir or general music. In each high school, performing arts 
courses like band  dance, theater and choir are offered. Some high schools are expanding their 
offerings with small ensemble courses for first time musicians such as computer created music, 
guitar and piano. In the visual arts department, art, photography and ceramics are offered. 
Additionally, high schools connect career and technical education courses with arts ideology through 
media programs from film and documentary to creative advertising and marketing. These grades 
operate with student/staff ratio maximums set by Governing Board policy. All high school visual and 
performing arts courses carry minimum capacities at 20 and maximum capacities at 35. For the 
2013-14 school year, the district’s instructional budget is $97.4M with 3.6% representing funds 
spent on arts teacher’s salaries, instructional materials and supplies. On a per pupil basis, Peoria 
spends approximately $187.61 per student on the arts. Elementary visual art materials are budgeted 
by a per student allocation with schools receiving roughly $2.50 per student enrolled in their 
program for arts supplies. In the elementary performing arts, participation/rental feels help fund the 
operation of the band program providing access to band instruments. Students who are unable to 
afford rental fees receive assistance through the arts department which helps with fundraising for 
this specific purpose. At the high school level, most of the funding comes from school allocations 
from the district. High school visual arts and performing arts budgets are set mostly by school 
administration based on the number of allocated sections on that campus.  Many of their programs 
are semi- self-sufficient with gate receipts from performances providing additional financial support. 
Arizona state tax law also allows for tax donations to support many of the arts programs and the 
district funds an annual campaign to solicit donations from the community. 
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QUESTION #4 
Describe the distinguishing characteristics of any exemplary arts education instructional 
programs (including visual arts, music, theater, and dance) that have been developed, and 
in what grade levels they are offered. Also indicate how many schools in the district offer 
these programs, if the programs have won any awards, and if the programs integrate the 
arts with other subject areas.  
 
Peoria Unified has a longstanding reputation for outstanding achievement in the arts with 
distinguished programs recognized and well-respected throughout the state. Over the years, the 
district has offered opportunities for students who desire an expanded experience to participate in 
the District Honors program. The ensembles, such as 6-8 grade Honors Choir, 5-8 grade Honors Jazz 
Band and Elementary and High School Honors Band help students expand their musicality and 
deepen their involvement in the arts. Currently in its 8th year at Ironwood High School, International 
Baccalaureate (IB) Art program focuses on critical, reflective and evolving practice to help students 
understand the dynamic and changing nature of the arts. The staff is trained in 2-D art, photography 
and theater. The Foothills Fine Arts Academy is now operating with its 11th cohort of students as a 
magnet for 5th-8th graders interested in dance, theater and visual arts. The academy has utilized its 
arts specialist to help integrate the arts into the classroom curriculum through mentoring and has a 
newly formed Creative Arts Program (C.A.P.) that focuses on arts integration and arts learning in 
preK-4th grades and a recognized partnership with the Kennedy Center through teaching artist 
residencies. These services are in addition to a quality visual art and music program. Desert Harbor 
Elementary School is the district’s flagship of arts integration as they have developed several teacher 
leaders to increase the capacity of fellow teachers with powerful instructional tools.  This program is 
now in its 11th year in partnership with Arizona State University’s Gammage in addition to the 
ongoing trainings from Kennedy Center teaching artists. The school has provided community 
education on arts integration as well as invited teachers, and their whole classes, to Desert Harbor 
for arts learning opportunity field trips. Among the teaching artists that regularly offer trainings, 
Desert Harbor receives visits from arts leaders across the state wishing to replicate the program. The 
Peoria Arts and Cultural Festival has become a hallmark of arts education in Arizona’s west valley. 
This preeminent showcase of the performing and visual arts not only highlights all 40 district schools 
but also brings together the larger community through a partnership with the city of Peoria. The 
Arts Festival offers student’s opportunities to highlight their unique talents, provides a platform for 
ongoing advocacy of arts education and serves as a fundraiser for arts classroom grants through the 
Peoria Education Foundation. About 11,000 community members and students attend raising an 
average of $15,000 for innovative fine arts projects through the Foundation. The distinguished, 
highly-respected performing arts programs from all high schools are routinely asked to perform at 
local and state-wide community events. 
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QUESTION #5 
Describe the arts-based professional development opportunities that are offered to 
classroom teachers and arts specialists.  
 
The Peoria Unified Arts Education department spearheads professional development work related 
to the arts. For classroom teachers support is provided for arts integration strategies at Desert 
Harbor Elementary and Foothills Fine Arts Academy, but also spreads integration to teachers 
district-wide. Annually, teaching artists from the Kennedy Center provide professional development 
workshops to model strategies for arts integration in the classroom. This fall the following artists 
provided workshops: Marcia Daft (Moving through Math), Beth Radford (Drama as a Classroom 
Management Strategy), Melanie Layne (Portraits as Biographies), Lenore Blank Kelner (Dramatic 
Approach to Reading) and Randy Barron (Scientific Thought Through Motion & Poetry in Motion). 
The Arts Education department hosted three week-long summer intensive arts integration 
workshop for 100 teachers to learn to integrate visual art, theater, dance and music skills into grade-
level appropriate curriculum. For arts educators, professional development has expanded to include 
building professional learning communities. Innovative lessons regarding arts teaching techniques, 
assessment, lesson sharing and curriculum are continually updated to reflect district initiatives. A 
blog was created to enhance professional learning with arts teachers and discussion Boards are 
utilized to collaborate and share best practices. 
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QUESTION #6 
Describe any partnerships or collaborations the school board has developed with cultural 
institutions and community arts resources, including, but not limited to artist residencies, 
field trips, professional development opportunities for teachers, etc.  
 
Peoria Unified has a myriad of partnerships with local, state and national arts organizations. Since 
1995 when Peoria Unified entered into its partnership with Arizona State University (ASU) Gammage 
Public Events/John F. Kennedy Center for Performing Arts-Partners in Education, ongoing 
professional development through residencies and collaboration with teaching artists have been 
provided. ASU Gammage and ASU Art Museums also support the district’s arts program through 
field trips for students to attend performances and museums. Through the West Valley Arts Council 
teachers receive professional development opportunities and shared resources that enhance 
professional development. The West Valley Symphony provides music experiences and educational 
opportunities connecting students with west valley musicians. Another valley nonprofit 
organization, Childsplay, provides student-centered educational experiences and productions on 
campuses across the district for thousands of students each year. The Arizona Commission on the 
Arts supports arts education and advocacy through professional development for teachers and 
educational grants for arts supplies and projects. Arizona Broadway Theater provides theater 
experiences for students. The district is a member of Arizona Alliance for Arts Education which 
supports arts in public education. The City of Glendale Arts Commission and the district collaborate 
on art showcases to spotlight student work to advocate for arts and arts education. The district also 
collaborates with the City of Peoria Arts Commission with the annual Arts and Cultural Festival and 
support through community education grants.  Peoria Education Foundation is another partner 
through the Peoria Arts and Cultural Festival to showcase student art and raise funds for the arts 
programs. The Foundation increases awareness of the significance of arts education connects local 
business leaders and individuals who are passionate about supporting arts in schools to the district. 
Hundreds of innovative fine arts projects have been funded through the Foundation further 
increasing student access to the arts.  
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QUESTION #7 
Describe expected student outcomes in the arts and the district’s methods of assessing 
arts learning.  
 
Peoria Unified has a three-prong model for student outcomes in the arts: Students are able to 
identify, utilize and understand the basic core content of the art forms they are studying; Students 
are able to create and perform their own work to solve complex performing and visual arts 
problems; Students are able to respond critically and intuitively about their work and the work of 
others. Teachers are given autonomy to reach the outcomes. Assessments are not used as an audit, 
but rather to improve teaching and to propel students forward in their learning. The Lower Level 
Content Knowledge Post Assessment is used at the end of the course. Data is gathered as a measure 
of student learning and to direct professional development for teachers. For some classes a pre and 
post structure is used to track student growth. Responding to Arts Assessments are written 
responses based on content specific stimulus prompts. Responses have multiple solutions and 
encompass the knowledge that the student has learned. Prompts encourage students to extend 
their individual thinking using a district-developed rubric to strengthen teacher’s practices and build 
reliability. Project and Performance Assessments are authentic products and performance 
assessments based on content-specific stimulus prompts - also assessed with a district-developed 
rubric. Current work is focused on inter-rater reliability surveys to improve professional 
development and increase reliability on assessments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



FY 2014 KCAAEN and NSBA Award Nomination         

 
 
Nomination Questions Page 7 of 7 
 

QUESTION #8 
Describe how the school board has actively and systematically contributed to the 
development of arts education within the school district, including, but not limited to 
policy development; national, state, and local standards; district long range/strategic 
plans for arts education; increasing commitment of general fund allocations; cultivation of 
private or government grants; and parent or public interest. Please provide specific 
examples.  
 
By deliberately shying from deep program cuts during difficult budgetary times - when other 
districts around the state have slashed arts funding – the Board has demonstrated their impressive 
commitment to the arts. The Governing Board entrusts the district and school administrators to 
make arts-related decisions in the best interests of students and offer their ongoing support. The 
Board understands the economic strain facing the district yet consistently encourages 
administration to create programs, write grants or develop new ideas that foster arts education. 
They have made it clear that maintaining the solid foundation of arts programs is of utmost 
importance to shaping the whole child. The Board actively promotes the district’s two Signature 
Programs focused on the arts. The Board was instrumental in the partnership between the city of 
Peoria and the Peoria Education Foundation to grow the Peoria Arts and Cultural Festival. They have 
always attended the event and celebrated along with the district on a successful collaboration.  The 
Board continually requests information related to the attendance of Signature Programs, they 
attend performances to offer their support and makes public comment at art-related events in the 
community and individual schools. 
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QUESTION #9 
How does the school board evaluate the success of the district’s arts programs as they 
relate to the school district’s overall mission and long range/strategic plans?  
 
The district has moved toward new assessment models where arts teachers are engaging more in 
literacy and numeracy and classroom teachers shift to techniques demonstrated in arts classrooms. 
The Board has supported the art director’s plans to establish more arts integration, expanding 
current services - especially to Title I schools within the district. The Board has also supported the 
shift by incorporating arts education into the district’s strategic plan, such as “Parent and 
Community Partnerships” that foster the collaborative relationship between the district, nonprofits 
and the partnership with the John F. Kennedy Center for Performing Arts. As the Board evaluates 
the district’s strategic plan they see the arts as an essential part of student success. The evaluation is 
exemplified in the continuation of the arts as a graduation requirement for every student. The 
requirements become part of the Board’s data review - and thus solidify the arts as a cornerstone 
for measuring district success. The Board has incorporated increased arts into the district’s newest 
school, Peoria Traditional, based on their belief that the arts are an essential part of programing. 
The Board does an annual evaluation of the arts Signature Schools based on their attendance, 
student retention of information as an indicator of student achievement. The Board has requested 
information on transferring STEM programs into STEAM programs and replication of arts Signature 
Programs. 
 
QUESTION #10 
How have members of the school board advocated for the inclusion of the arts in 
national, state, and/or local education reform efforts? Describe examples of any efforts 
that have been made by the school board to include arts instruction in the education of 
the district’s students. Please provide specific examples and note whether they relate to 
national, state, and/or local efforts.  
 
When evaluating programs to balance budgetary concerns, the arts were at one point 
recommended as a district budget cut. Almost as quickly as arts were listed, it was immediately 
removed by the Board in a public meeting. The Governing Board is interested in preserving great 
programs for kids and has regularly made it clear to the community that this includes K-12 arts 
education. The district is fortunate to have a very active art advocate on the Board who supports 
and believes in the arts as a contributor to academic success. This individual serves on arts 
organization boards and a number of parent groups that support the arts. The Board regularly 
supports and encourages outreach in the arts education community by seeking additional state and 
local partnerships. Board members often connect the district with opportunities for students to 
shine through the performing and visual arts at community events and the Board has expressed 
ongoing support for administration to advocate for curriculum and assessment practices that 
include the arts. Additionally, the Board has supported the revision of state standards to promote 
arts integration as well as the development of new curriculum frameworks to leverage student 
learning in arts classrooms. Peoria Unified was the first district in the state to receive International 
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AdvancED Accreditation and as a part of the evaluation, Board members touted the focus on arts 
education and extracurricular arts programs the district offers. 

 


