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Arts education as epistemic intervention: A three-level model
for structural integration in higher education

Ricardo Pinheiro'

ABSTRACT

Arts education plays a fundamental role as a key factor in the cognitive, social, and professional development
of individuals. Despite extensive evidence highlighting its transformative potential - particularly regarding the
development of transversal skills - arts education remains largely absent from the curricula of non-arts higher
education programmes. Drawing on Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences and Donald Schén’s
model of reflective practice, this article examines the relevance of arts education in fostering students’
holistic development, creativity, and social engagement.

The study adopts a critical conceptual analysis informed by narrative literature synthesis to move beyond
mere advocacy toward theoretical clarification and institutional feasibility. It evaluates empirical evidence
and institutional exemplars, such as the MIT Media Lab and Orquestra Geracgdo, to discuss the possibilities
and limitations of integrating the arts into broader curricula. The analysis interrogates the tensions between
intrinsic humanistic values and instrumental justifications centered on employability and innovation.

To provide analytical precision for future reform, the article proposes a three-level model of arts integration
encompassing curricular, institutional, and societal dimensions. It argues that arts education should be
understood not merely as a tool for creativity, but as a legitimate mode of knowledge production and an
epistemic intervention that reshapes the university’s knowledge architecture. The article concludes with
specific, actionable institutional recommendations, emphasizing that structural commitments - such as
assessment reform and sustainable resource allocation - are essential for addressing the multiple challenges
of the contemporary world.
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This is an open access article under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License.

1. Introduction

Globalisation, the growing influence of new technologies, and the evolving demands of the
labour market have driven rapid changes in higher education worldwide. Higher education institutions
are now expected not only to generate and transmit knowledge through teaching and research, but
also to contribute to the education of professionals capable of adapting to complex societal and labour-
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market challenges through creativity and social responsibility (NESTA, 2021). International policy
frameworks, including those developed by the OECD and NESTA, emphasise creativity, adaptability, and
cross-disciplinary collaboration as essential competencies.

In this context, and despite extensive evidence highlighting its cognitive, emotional, and social
benefits (Birrell et al., 2025; Samaniego et al., 2024), arts education has played a relatively minor role in
most higher education institutions, particularly within programmes not directly related to the arts (Silva
& Palaré, 2023; Cai et al., 2023; Cano et al., 2025).

As will be discussed, arts education - including visual arts, music, performing arts, and
interdisciplinary practices - supports the development of key competencies for the knowledge
economy, professional life, and active citizenship, such as creative problem-solving, critical reflection,
emotional intelligence, and intercultural communication (Hetland et al., 2007). These competencies are
crucial not only for professional careers, but also for social participation and responsibility.

The central contribution of this article is to bridge the gap between artistic theory and higher
education policy. Rather than viewing the arts as an elective "addon," this analysis positions arts-based
learning as a core epistemological tool for the knowledge economy. It addresses the tension between
the proven cognitive benefits of the arts and their marginalized status in STEM and business programs,
for example. This article analyses three core dimensions of arts education in higher education: its role in
intellectual development; its contribution to creativity and innovation; and its impact on social
engagement and cultural development. The aim is to present a critical, evidence-based perspective that
may inform policymakers, educators, and researchers in the field of higher education.

2. Scholarly contribution and methodological positioning

Methodologically, this article is positioned as a critical conceptual analysis informed by a
structured narrative literature synthesis. While it does not constitute a systematic review, the literature
selection followed explicit guiding parameters to enhance transparency and reduce selection bias.
Sources were identified through searches in major academic databases (e.g., Scopus, Web of Science,
ERIC, and Google Scholar) using combinations of keywords including arts education, higher education,
artistic research, creativity, interdisciplinarity, and social innovation. Priority was given to peer-reviewed
journal articles, foundational theoretical texts, and recent empirical studies published primarily within
the past fifteen years, alongside seminal works necessary for theoretical grounding (e.g., Gardner,
Schon, Borgdorff). Inclusion criteria focused on studies addressing (1) cognitive or developmental
impacts of arts education, (2) institutional integration models in higher education, or (3) arts-based
social innovation practices. Excluded were purely descriptive institutional reports lacking analytical
relevance, non-scholarly commentary, and studies unrelated to higher education contexts.

The narrative synthesis approach allows for interpretative integration of heterogeneous
sources while acknowledging its limits in reproducibility compared to systematic meta-analysis. To
strengthen methodological clarity, illustrative institutional examples presented in the article (e.g.,
interdisciplinary innovation laboratories or participatory arts initiatives) are treated as contextual case
illustrations rather than as generalized empirical proof. Evidence-based conclusions are drawn only
where supported by peer-reviewed research, while exploratory examples are explicitly framed as
heuristic or indicative.

Rather than a purely descriptive review, the study is designed to move beyond advocacy
toward theoretical clarification and institutional feasibility. Its original scholarly contribution lies in
several key areas. First, it interrogates dominant theoretical frameworks to evaluate both the strengths
and limitations of current empirical claims regarding arts education. Second, it proposes a three-level
model of arts integration spanning curricular, institutional, and societal dimensions, offering analytical
differentiation between forms of integration that are often conflated in policy discourse. Third, the
analysis explicitly addresses the epistemic tensions between intrinsic humanistic values and
instrumental economic justifications for arts education, situating these within broader debates on
knowledge hierarchies in contemporary universities.

Ultimately, the article positions arts education not merely as a pedagogical supplement but as
an epistemic intervention capable of reshaping how knowledge is produced, validated, and socially
mobilized within the architecture of higher education. By combining structured narrative synthesis with
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conceptual analysis, the study aims to provide both theoretical coherence and policy-relevant insight
while maintaining transparency regarding evidentiary scope and methodological limitations.

3. Theoretical foundations of arts education: Contributions and controversies

Arts education is supported by multiple theoretical frameworks that explain its cognitive, social,
and creative impact. Through the theory of multiple intelligences, Howard Gardner (2011) argues that
artistic abilities constitute forms of intelligence as relevant as linguistic or mathematical skills>. Recent
studies demonstrate that engagement with the arts enhances brain function, problem-solving abilities,
and cognitive flexibility (Jaschke et al., 2018), thereby reinforcing Gardner’s claim that creativity is
central to human intellectual development.

Donald Schén’s model of professional learning, known as Reflective Practice (Schon, 1983),
posits that individuals learn by critically reflecting both during and after action3. Building on Schén’s
work (Schén 1987, 1994; Ghaye 2011; Marshall et al. 2022; Tight 2024), it can be argued that students
engaged in arts education develop procedural knowledge through experimentation, critical reflection,
and iterative reassessment, fostering adaptive problem-solving capacities.

Educational theorists such as Bishop (2019) further argue that arts education enhances social
awareness and individuals’ ability to question norms. Participatory artistic practices, including socially
engaged projects, encourage reflection on the ethical and political dimensions of creativity,
contributing to the education of professionals capable of promoting social change.

It is also important to examine motivations for studying the arts. Pragmatic motivations stem
from a functional view of the arts as tools for developing transferable skills such as creativity, problem-
solving, or employability. Conversely, personal motivations emphasise artistic experience as a vehicle
for personal development, cultural understanding, and self-reflection (Borgdorff, 2020). To maximise
effectiveness, higher education curricula in the arts should therefore strike a balance between practical
and personal dimensions, enabling broader competence development.

3.1 Research and epistemic legitimacy

The question of research and epistemic legitimacy lies at the heart of debates surrounding arts
integration in higher education. Henk Borgdorff (2020) argues that artistic practice constitutes a
legitimate mode of knowledge production rather than merely a vehicle for aesthetic expression.
According to this perspective, artistic processes generate situated, embodied, and tacit forms of
knowledge that cannot be fully reduced to propositional or discursive formats. Artistic research, in this
view, does not simply illustrate knowledge produced elsewhere; it produces knowledge through
material experimentation, sensory engagement, and iterative practice.

This claim challenges conventional epistemological hierarchies within universities, where
knowledge is typically validated through textual publication, quantifiable data, and peer-reviewed
journal outputs. Traditional academic frameworks privilege methodologies associated with the natural
and social sciences - hypothesis testing, statistical analysis, and theoretical abstraction - while often
treating artistic production as supplementary or illustrative. As a result, artistic outputs such as
performances, exhibitions, compositions, or design prototypes are frequently evaluated through
criteria misaligned with their epistemic logic.

The integration of artistic research therefore requires more than curricular inclusion; it demands
structural transformation at the institutional level. Promotion and tenure systems must expand their
evaluative criteria to recognise creative works as research outputs in their own right. Funding models
must accommodate practice-based methodologies that may not conform to standard grant structures
or measurable impact indicators. Quality assurance systems must develop peer-review mechanisms
capable of assessing artistic inquiry without reducing it to conventional academic formats.

2 Gardner’s theory has faced criticism in educational psychology regarding empirical validation and measurement reliability. Its influence is
pedagogically significant but scientifically contested. Thus, while arts education may cultivate cognitive flexibility and multimodal reasoning,
claims based solely on multiple intelligences theory require careful qualification.

3 Recent critiques - including those questioning the inflationary use of “reflection” in higher education - suggest that reflective practice should
not be treated as inherently transformative. Its effectiveness depends on structured facilitation, feedback systems, and assessment alignment.
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At the same time, the recognition of artistic research raises important questions regarding
standards, rigour, and evaluation. Expanding epistemic legitimacy should not imply abandoning
accountability. Rather, institutions must articulate transparent criteria for assessing originality,
methodological coherence, public dissemination, and contribution to knowledge within artistic
research contexts. This requires interdisciplinary review panels, revised impact metrics, and a broader
understanding of scholarly communication.

Ultimately, debates about artistic research are not peripheral to higher education reform; they
are central to broader questions about what counts as knowledge. If universities are to respond
effectively to complex societal challenges, they must recognise multiple epistemic modalities, including
those emerging from artistic practice. Integrating artistic research thus becomes both a structural and
philosophical reconfiguration of the university’s knowledge architecture.

3.2 Social innovation theory

Theories of social innovation developed by Ezio Manzini (2015) and Geoff Mulgan (2012)
reposition creativity as fundamentally relational, collective, and embedded in social contexts. Rather
than equating innovation exclusively with technological advancement or market disruption, these
scholars emphasise processes through which communities collaboratively reconfigure social practices,
services, and institutions. Innovation, in this view, emerges from participatory design, distributed
agency, and the co-production of solutions among diverse actors.

Within this paradigm, arts-based practices appear particularly well aligned. Artistic methods -
such as participatory theatre, community mural projects, collaborative design workshops, and socially
engaged performance - create spaces for dialogue, imagination, and collective problem framing. They
often function as mediating tools that surface tacit knowledge, amplify marginalised voices, and enable
alternative narratives about social challenges. Arts-based approaches may therefore facilitate not only
creative outputs but also relational transformation, strengthening trust, solidarity, and civic capacity.

However, aligning arts education with social innovation theory requires careful scrutiny. There
is a risk of romanticising participatory arts as inherently emancipatory or transformative. Questions of
power are central: who defines the problem, who controls resources, and whose voices are ultimately
legitimised within collaborative processes? Participatory rhetoric does not automatically dissolve
structural inequalities. Without explicit attention to governance structures and decision-making
authority, arts-based initiatives may reproduce existing hierarchies under the guise of inclusion.

Sustainability represents a second critical concern. Many arts-driven social innovation projects
operate as time-limited interventions supported by short-term funding. While they may generate
immediate symbolic or relational impact, their long-term effects on institutional reform or material
conditions are often unclear. Sustainable social innovation requires integration into policy frameworks,
stable funding mechanisms, and durable partnerships beyond project cycles.

Finally, rigorous evaluation remains underdeveloped in many arts-based initiatives. Outcomes
such as empowerment, cohesion, or cultural recognition are complex and difficult to quantify.
Nevertheless, systematic longitudinal assessment is essential to distinguish between temporary
engagement and structural transformation. This may require mixed-method evaluation designs that
combine qualitative narrative evidence with indicators of institutional change or policy influence.

In this sense, social innovation theory provides a powerful conceptual foundation for
understanding arts education as a civic and relational practice. Yet its application within higher
education must move beyond celebratory accounts toward analytically robust models that address
power dynamics, institutional embedding, and long-term impact. Only then can arts-based social
innovation be understood not merely as symbolic engagement but as a sustained contributor to
societal transformation.

4. Conceptual tensions and evidentiary limits in arts education

Debates surrounding arts education in higher education are shaped by several conceptual
tensions that require explicit scholarly engagement. One of the most significant concerns the
distinction between intrinsic and instrumental value. Arts education has long been defended as a
humanistic practice essential to cultural meaning, aesthetic judgement, and personal development.
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From this intrinsic perspective, artistic practice contributes to reflective capacity, ethical awareness,
and cultural literacy (Borgdorff, 2020; Hetland et al.,, 2007). At the same time, arts education is
increasingly framed instrumentally - as a driver of innovation, entrepreneurial capacity, and
employability - within policy environments influenced by international organisations such as the OECD
(OECD, 2021) and innovation agencies such as NESTA (NESTA, 2021).

While both justificatory frameworks possess legitimacy, tensions arise when instrumental
rationales dominate institutional discourse. Framing arts education primarily as a mechanism for
economic competitiveness risks subordinating artistic practice to market logics and narrowing its
epistemic scope. Conversely, exclusively intrinsic arguments may struggle to gain policy traction in
performance-driven higher education systems. As Borgdorff (2020) suggests, the legitimacy of artistic
practice in academia depends on recognising both its epistemic autonomy and its societal relevance. A
sustainable integration strategy must therefore acknowledge, rather than obscure, this intrinsic—
instrumental tension.

Questions of access and inequality further complicate the debate. Although arts education is
frequently associated with social inclusion and civic participation, access remains uneven across
socioeconomic and institutional contexts. Policy analyses by the OECD (OECD, 2021) highlight disparities
in cultural participation and creative sector opportunities. Empirical research on arts-inclusive
programmes (Birrell et al., 2025) indicates positive wellbeing outcomes but also underscores the
importance of structured support and sustained investment. Without equitable funding mechanisms
and systemic integration, arts education risks becoming an elite enhancement rather than a structural
reform accessible to diverse student populations.

A further tension concerns the gap between policy aspiration and institutional reality. Calls for
interdisciplinary integration are widespread in contemporary higher education discourse (Samaniego et
al., 2024), yet structural constraints remain substantial. Overloaded curricula, accreditation
requirements, faculty workload pressures, and budgetary limitations often inhibit meaningful reform.
Research on reflective practice (Marshall et al., 2022; Tight, 2024) illustrates how pedagogical
innovation can become rhetorically prominent without corresponding institutional infrastructure.
Meaningful arts integration therefore requires institutional incentives, cross-departmental credit
systems, and revised assessment frameworks aligned with creative pedagogies (Hetland et al., 2007).

These conceptual tensions are compounded by limitations in the empirical evidence base.
Studies such as Jaschke et al. (2018) suggest that arts training may enhance aspects of cognitive
flexibility and executive function, while Samaniego et al. (2024) identify associations between arts
education and creative thinking. However, many studies rely on correlational designs, context-specific
interventions, or relatively small samples. Effect sizes are often moderate, and establishing causal
mechanisms remains methodologically complex. A cautious interpretation of the evidence strengthens
rather than weakens the scholarly case for integration.

Institutional exemplars frequently cited in support of interdisciplinary innovation illustrate both
promise and constraint. The MIT Media Lab demonstrates how sustained collaboration between
engineering, design, and artistic practice can generate novel technological and cultural outputs,
aligning with arguments about artistic research as knowledge production (Borgdorff, 2020). Similarly,
arts-based innovation initiatives at Stanford University exemplify design-oriented approaches to
creativity and entrepreneurship. Yet these models are resource-intensive and embedded within highly
resourced institutional ecosystems, raising legitimate questions about transferability and scalability.

Comparable considerations apply to arts-based social innovation. Participatory practices
inspired by Theatre of the Oppressed (Boal, 1979; Schutzman & Cohen-Cruz, 1994) demonstrate the
potential of artistic methods to facilitate civic dialogue and critical reflection. Initiatives within the
DESIS Network (Manzini & Coad, 2015; DESIS Network, 2024) further illustrate how design and artistic
collaboration can address complex social challenges. Nevertheless, long-term structural impact,
sustainability, and policy integration require systematic evaluation, as emphasised in broader social
innovation theory (Mulgan, 2019).

Rather than presenting these institutional and social initiatives as universally replicable success
stories, this article treats them as context-specific experiments. Their significance lies not in their
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symbolic value but in the analytical insights they provide into governance structures, resource
allocation, epistemic recognition, and community partnership models.

By grounding the discussion in the existing reference base and foregrounding conceptual and
evidentiary complexity, the analysis moves beyond celebratory narratives toward a more rigorous
understanding of arts education’s possibilities and constraints within higher education systems.

5. Arts education and holistic intellectual development

Holistic intellectual development encompasses cognitive, emotional, and social competencies
that extend beyond disciplinary knowledge. In this respect, arts education plays a vital role by enabling
higher education students to develop leadership, multitasking, inclusivity, communication, and
teamwork skills (Pinheiro & Bivol, 2020). The arts also foster critical thinking, problem-solving, and
creativity. Empirical research shows that students trained in visual arts, music, or theatre demonstrate
enhanced critical thinking and cognitive flexibility (Jaschke et al., 2018; Samaniego et al., 2024).

For example, studies conducted at the University of the Arts London indicate that students
involved in artistic projects across disciplines not only excel artistically, but also demonstrate improved
reasoning in research and design tasks. Critical thinking in the arts involves interpreting ambiguous
information, evaluating multiple perspectives, and synthesising complex data. In music, for instance,
students assess audience responses, manage performance anxiety, and make interpretative and
collaborative decisions—skills transferable to innovative problem-solving in other domains (Hetland et
al., 2007).

Arts practice also supports the development of emotional intelligence, empathy, and
collaborative capacity. Group projects and community-based initiatives require negotiation, conflict
resolution, and attentiveness to others’ perspectives. A notable example is Portugal’s Orquestra
Geragdo, inspired by Venezuela’s El Sistema, which brings together young musicians from diverse socio-
economic backgrounds and promotes artistic collaboration alongside social cohesion (Lopes et al.,
2018).

Arts education further contributes to interdisciplinary integration. Institutions increasingly seek
to connect the natural sciences, social sciences, humanities, and the arts. The MIT Media Lab
exemplifies this approach by integrating engineering, design, and artistic practices to foster innovation.
Students with artistic training often demonstrate enhanced capacity to generate alternative solutions
to technical problems, highlighting the value of arts-based knowledge in interdisciplinary contexts
(Borgdorff, 2020).

Participation in artistic activities also promotes autonomy and lifelong learning. Individuals with
arts education tend to develop goal-setting skills, self-directed learning strategies, and critical self-
assessment, enabling adaptation to dynamic professional environments (Samaniego et al., 2024).

Despite these benefits, significant barriers remain. Many institutions - particularly those focused
on STEM or business - maintain rigid, compartmentalised curricula that limit access to arts-based
learning. Furthermore, further research is needed to deepen understanding of the full impact of arts
education (Birrell et al., 2025).

6. Arts education as a driver of innovation

Innovation is a central mission of contemporary higher education institutions. Arts education
plays a key role in developing innovative capacities not only within the arts, but across disciplines, by
fostering creative thinking, risk-taking, and leadership in uncertain contexts (Pinheiro & Bivol, 2020).

Artistic processes inherently involve experimentation, evaluation, and the exploration of novel
combinations of ideas. Research demonstrates that engagement with the arts enhances divergent
thinking and problem-solving abilities by activating multiple cognitive pathways (Jaschke et al., 2018).
For instance, students participating in interdisciplinary design workshops that combine visual arts and
theatre generate more creative ideas than those in traditional programmes.

The link between the arts and entrepreneurship is evident in innovation laboratories worldwide.
At the MIT Media Lab, interdisciplinary teams work across engineering, computing, and the arts to
develop innovations ranging from wearable technologies to interactive installations. Similarly, the UAL
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Innovation Hub integrates fashion, arts, and digital media to develop culturally impactful projects.
These examples illustrate the role of artistic competencies in addressing complex challenges.

Arts education also prepares students to engage productively with failure. In music, theatre,
and visual arts, unsuccessful experiments are integral to learning, fostering resilience and adaptability.
Institutions such as Stanford University promote innovation through arts-based programmes like the
Stanford Arts Institute and courses on design thinking, which enhance students’ confidence in
exploring new ideas.

As Borgdorff (2020) notes, collaboration between artists and professionals in fields such as
engineering or healthcare has proven essential for data visualisation, patient education, and medical
device design, further underscoring the innovative potential of artistic thinking.

7. Examples of arts-based social innovation projects

Social innovation extends beyond products or technologies to encompass the transformation
of relationships, identities, and civic participation (Manzini, 2015; Mulgan, 2019). Arts-based methods
have been widely used to engage communities in co-creating solutions.

A prominent example is Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed, developed in the 1970s, which
employs participatory theatre as a tool for political action and critical reflection. Communities enact
experiences of oppression and collaboratively explore alternative outcomes, demonstrating the arts’
mediating role in social change (Boal, 1979; Schutzman & Cohen-Cruz, 1994).

Another notable initiative is Favela Painting, launched in Rio de Janeiro in 2005, which involved
residents in collaboratively painting building facades. The project revitalised urban spaces and
strengthened community cohesion while reshaping internal and external perceptions of favelas
(Koolhaas & Urhahn, 2011).

In music, Playing for Change exemplifies global social innovation through collaborative
recordings by street musicians worldwide, promoting intercultural dialogue and social inclusion
(Playing for Change Foundation, 2020).

Participatory photography initiatives such as PhotoVoice empower communities to document
inequalities and articulate priorities, influencing public policy and amplifying marginalised voices (Wang
& Burris, 1997; Lykes, 2011).

The British Council’s Crafting Futures programme further demonstrates the intersection of
innovation and craft, supporting traditional techniques through co-creation and sustainable income
generation across Latin America, Asia, and Africa (British Council, 2021).

Similarly, the DESIS Network fosters participatory design practices addressing social challenges
such as active ageing, sustainable mobility, and digital inclusion across universities and polytechnic
institutes worldwide (Manzini & Coad, 2015; DESIS Network, 2024).

These examples illustrate that arts-based social innovation extends beyond aesthetics,
mobilising local knowledge, strengthening cohesion, and fostering creative citizenship.

8. Social and cultural impacts of arts education

Arts education significantly influences individual development, innovation, and the shaping of
communities, culture, and social values. Higher education institutions increasingly act as hubs for social
cohesion, cultural knowledge, and civic participation, with the arts serving as key catalysts.

Historically, artists have played a central role in questioning social norms and advocating for
social justice (Shipley & Moriuchi, 2022; Jiménez-Justiniano et al., 2013). According to Borgdorff (2020),
arts education equips individuals with tools for critical social analysis and expression. Urban arts
projects, for instance, raise awareness of inequality, environmental sustainability, and the future of
cities, fostering socially engaged competencies.

Arts education also promotes intercultural understanding by exposing students to diverse
artistic practices (Nettl, 2005). Participation in international artistic exchanges enhances adaptability
and intercultural competence (Samaniego et al., 2024).

Many higher education institutions integrate the arts into community outreach initiatives.
Universities such as Hamburg University and Arizona State University engage in co-creation with
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marginalised communities through art-, culture-, and design-centred programmes, contributing to
inclusivity, mental health, and wellbeing (Birrell et al., 2025).

Economically and politically, investment in arts education correlates with higher cultural
participation, creative employment, and international cultural influence (Borgdorff, 2020; Samaniego et
al., 2024). However, access remains unequal due to financial, geographic, and structural barriers (OECD,
2021), underscoring the need for policies that democratise arts education.

9. A three-level model of arts integration

To move beyond descriptive synthesis and provide greater analytical precision, this article
proposes a three-level model of arts integration encompassing curricular, institutional, and societal
dimensions. At the curricular level, integration may take several forms. Co-curricular models include
workshops, artistic laboratories, and student-led initiatives that complement formal study without
altering degree structures. Embedded approaches incorporate arts-based modules within disciplinary
courses, allowing students in fields such as engineering, business, or health sciences to engage directly
with artistic methods. A more structural form is the interdisciplinary core model, which establishes
sustained collaboration between arts faculties and STEM or professional programmes through jointly
designed courses and shared learning outcomes.

At the institutional level, meaningful integration requires structural reform rather than isolated
initiatives. This includes recognising artistic outputs—such as performances, exhibitions, or design
prototypes—within academic promotion and evaluation systems, thereby legitimising creative
production as a form of scholarly contribution. Institutions may also establish dedicated
interdisciplinary centres that facilitate sustained collaboration across faculties. Flexible credit allocation
systems and long-term funding commitments are essential to ensure that arts integration is not
dependent on short-term projects or individual leadership.

At the societal level, arts integration extends beyond campus boundaries through community-
based artistic partnerships and participatory design initiatives that connect universities with local and
regional stakeholders. Alignment with cultural policy frameworks can further support sustainable
collaboration between higher education institutions and civic actors. By distinguishing these three
levels, the model offers analytical clarity for evaluating integration strategies, avoiding the assumption
that all forms of arts inclusion produce equivalent outcomes or operate under similar structural
conditions.

10. Institutional recommendations: From conceptual framework to policy design

Translating theoretical arguments into institutional practice requires structural reforms rather
than isolated initiatives. Based on the three-level integration model proposed earlier (curricular,
institutional, societal), the following recommendations specify actionable strategies while
acknowledging feasibility constraints.

Strategy Implementation action Rationale and considerations

Curricular Introduce mandatory “Creative  Embedding arts exposure within degree structures
Hybridisation ~ Credits” for STEM and Business  reduces marginalisation of arts as optional
students, focusing on areas such  enrichment. However, implementation requires

as design thinking, visual credit reallocation, accreditation alignment, and
literacy, music theory, or faculty cross-appointment mechanisms. Without
performance-based problem- structural support, such credits risk becoming
solving. tokenistic add-ons.

Innovation Establish interdisciplinary Physical proximity encourages epistemic exchange

Hubs “Maker Spaces” that co-locate and collaborative experimentation. Evidence from
arts, engineering, and social institutions such as the MIT Media Lab suggests
science faculties within shared that spatial integration supports cross-disciplinary
physical environments. innovation. Nevertheless, these hubs require

sustained funding, governance clarity, and
institutional leadership to avoid becoming symbolic
showcases.
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Community Formalise “Social Labs” in which  Integrating civic arts practice into formal curricula

Co-Creation students receive academic strengthens societal integration. Models aligned
credit for participating in arts- with participatory design approaches, such as those
based community engagement  promoted within the DESIS Network, demonstrate
projects. potential impact. However, ethical frameworks,

long-term community partnerships, and evaluation
mechanisms must be institutionalised to prevent
short-term or extractive engagement.

Assessment Expand academic recognition If arts integration is to be epistemically meaningful,
Reform systems to include “creative evaluation systems must recognise creative
outputs” (portfolios, production as legitimate knowledge. This aligns
performances, exhibitions, with arguments advanced by Henk
design prototypes) alongside Borgdorff regarding artistic research. Institutional
traditional publications and reform may require revising promotion criteria,
examinations. quality assurance standards, and research funding

evaluation frameworks.

11. Institutional trade-offs and enabling conditions for reform

Structural reforms require acknowledging and managing significant structural trade-offs rather
than viewing integration as a seamless process. A primary tension lies in curricular displacement;
redistributing credits to accommodate mandatory arts components may displace existing disciplinary
content, potentially generating resistance from established departments. Furthermore, the creation of
interdisciplinary "Maker Spaces" or "Innovation Hubs" entails substantial capital investment and
ongoing operational funding, which can strain institutional budgets. Beyond logistics, expanding
academic recognition to include creative outputs - such as portfolios and performances - challenges
entrenched research evaluation hierarchies and necessitates a fundamental revision of promotion and
tenure criteria. Finally, sustained community partnerships through "Social Labs" demand long-term
temporal commitments that often extend beyond standard semester cycles or project grant durations.
For these reforms to move beyond symbolic gestures toward transformative impact, several enabling
structural conditions must be institutionalized. First, governance alignment is essential to establish
clear responsibility structures across faculties, preventing interdisciplinary initiatives from falling
between administrative boundaries. Second, sustainable resource allocation is required to move away
from a reliance on short-term pilot projects that dissolve once initial grants expire. Third, faculty
development must be prioritized to provide the specific pedagogical training and support needed for
effective collaboration across diverse disciplinary cultures. Finally, the implementation of robust
evaluation mechanisms, including longitudinal assessments of cognitive and social outcomes, is
necessary to verify the long-term impact of arts integration. Absent these structural commitments, arts
integration risks remaining a rhetorical aspiration rather than a substantive pedagogical shift.

12. Conclusions

This analysis has examined the role of arts education in higher education through conceptual
clarification, structured literature synthesis, and institutional analysis. The evidence reviewed suggests
that arts-based learning is associated with the development of cognitive flexibility, critical reflection,
collaborative capacity, and creative problem-solving. While effect sizes and causal mechanisms remain
subject to methodological limitations, the convergence of theoretical and empirical studies indicates
that arts engagement can contribute meaningfully to holistic intellectual development and professional
adaptability (Jaschke et al., 2018; Birrell et al., 2025; Samaniego et al., 2024).

At the same time, arts education remains structurally marginal within many non-arts
programmes, particularly in contexts characterised by rigid disciplinary frameworks, accreditation
constraints, and resource limitations. This marginalisation cannot be explained solely by curricular
preference; it reflects deeper epistemological hierarchies that prioritise certain forms of knowledge
production over others. The analysis has therefore argued that debates about arts integration are
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fundamentally linked to broader questions concerning epistemic legitimacy within the contemporary
university (Hetland et al., 2007).

The proposed three-level model - curricular, institutional, and societal - offers an analytical
framework for distinguishing between forms of integration that are often conflated in policy discourse.
Curricular hybridisation, institutional reform of evaluation systems, and structured community
partnerships operate at different structural levels and require distinct enabling conditions. Recognising
these distinctions allows for more realistic assessment of feasibility, trade-offs, and governance
requirements.

Rather than framing arts education as an auxiliary enhancement or solely as a driver of
employability, this article has positioned it as a potential epistemic modality within higher education.
However, meaningful integration depends on structural commitments, including revised assessment
systems, sustainable funding mechanisms, interdisciplinary governance arrangements, and equitable
access policies. Without such conditions, arts inclusion risks remaining symbolic rather than
transformative.

In sum, the integration of arts education in higher education should be understood not as a
universal remedy, but as a structural reform question that intersects with institutional design,
knowledge hierarchies, and civic engagement. Future research would benefit from longitudinal
evaluation studies, comparative institutional analyses, and clearer operationalisation of integration
outcomes in order to assess long-term impact more rigorously.
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