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A quality arts education can 

BY ROGER S. GLASS 

WE'VE ALL HEARD stories about struggling students who were falling 
further and further behind their peers (and whose interest in school 
was waning along with their grades) until SOlneone, usually a 
teacher, pushed the right button. And, all of a sudden, those students 
had a renewed interest in school and in their future success. 

For some young people, that "right but
ton" is the arts. Many kids find their motiva
tion and future niche in science, math or 
English classes, but for others it's exposure to 
music, theater, dance or the visual arts that 
both motivates them and gives them an op
portun i ty to shine. 

New York City second-grade teacher Jes
sica Carbone has witriessed profound chang
es in students who have been exposed to the 
arts_ "I've seen shy students come out of their 
shell and develop a self-confidence that I 
hadn't seen before. They start to believe in 
themselves:' 

There's a wealth of research to support as
sertions that instruction in music and the 
other arts has a positive impact on everything 
from brain development and test scores to 
study habits and a student's interest in 
school. 

"For many students, the arts and music 

are what make school really interesting. They 
provide outlets for creativity and emotion. 
'n1ey proVide opportunities to engage all the 
senses, and they support academic learning;' 
asserts Ann Teich, a member of Education 
Austin in Texas. 

Yet, despite the well-documented value of 
arts education, many art and music teachers 
say they are regularly called upon to rational
ize their worth, to prove that what they teach 
is more than a "fun" subject or a frill designed 
to provide students with a break from their 
regular classroom routine. This is especially 
true in the current environment with its em
phasis on testing and "core" subjects. 

"For some reason, there is this underlying 
element in the arts that makes you feel you have 

to justify what you're doing," says Karla Beck, 
who teaches choral music and music history at 
St. James High School in S1. James, Minn. 

It's not just hard-working educators who 
recognize the importance of art and music 
instruction to a well-rounded education. In a 
letter to education leaders last August, U.S. 
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan noted 
that the arts "playa significant role in chil
dren's development and learning process:' 

"The arts can help students become tena
cious, team-oriented problem solvers who 
are confident and able to think creatively," 
wrote Duncan, pointing out that the Elemen
tary and Secondary Education Act defines the 
arts as a core subject. 

Supporting the teaching 
and learning of the arts 

'" Do we give music and art education too ~ 

much credit for enhancing academic and ~ 

social success? Richard Kessler doesn't 1)" 
Cl 

think so. Kessler is the executive director of :i 
the Center for Arts Education (CAE) in New ~ 
York City. A recent CAE study shows that 8 
the high schools with the most access to ~ 
-and support for-arts education have the ~ 
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How does arts and music 
education contribute to 

2nhance a student's academic performance. student success? 

city's highest graduation rates. 
''As we looked at the data, we started to see 

the consistency in terms ofwhat schools pro
vide in the arts and how these schools and 
students were doing:' Kessler says. 

Like other arts education advocates, Kes
sler believes the arts are essential to develop
ing the whole child. "If we really are con
cerned about all kids getting a quality, 
well-rounded education:' then arts education 
must be part of the equation. 

Not surprisingly, there are often profound 
inequities in access to art and music educa
tion. While most private schools and subur
ban schools offer a range of art and music 
programs, that's often not tr'ue ofschools that 
serve our most disadvantaged youngsters. 

In those New York City schools with the 
lowest graduation rates, students have the 
least opportunity to participate in arts learn
ing, the CAE study shows. A core mission of 
Kessler's organization has been to build a 
"critical mass ofschools with quality arts edu
cation programs in order to highlight their 
value and importance and encourage similar 
programs throughout the New York City pub
lic schools," Kessler says. 

The Center for Arts Education has collabo
rated with the United Federation ofTeachers' 
Teacher Center on a series of arts education 
professional development conferences. The 
first, held in mid-November, focused on 
grades K-5 and the integration of arts across 
the curriculwn. Educators, parents and ad
ministrators attending the conference were 
joined by professionals from the world of 

dance, theater and music. 
CAE is committed to "doing more to sup

port the teaching and learning of the arts;' 
including helping to make sure teachers re
ceive the professional development and in
service training they want and need, says 
Kessler, who credits the UFT with helping to 
create CAE almost 20 years ago. 

"It's important that we show members 
how to integrate the arts into their lessons;' 
says Roberto Benitez from the UFT Teacher 
Center staff, adding that tighter school bud
gets are forcing educators to find "creative 
and innovative ways to teach the arts:' 

Benitez says the union also wants to help 
schools identify arts organizations, museums 
and other cultural institutions that it can 
partnerwith to bring additional arts resources 
into the schools. 

Carbone, who teaches at P.S. 151 in Brook
lyn, was a presenter at the November confer
ence. The UFT member says the integration 
of arts instruction across the curriculum is a 
central aspect of the elementary school's pro
gram. And "you don't need a vast background 
in the arts or music to incorporate arts into 
the curriculum:' 

Students are introduced to advanced vo
cabularywords through the dialogue and songs 
they learn in preparing for a play, Carbone says. 
''And the arts ha.ve helped them learn to work 

cooperatively and to believe in Florida teacher Scott 

themselves and their talents, leahy, below, says that 
which carries over into their students like those in the 

ba d he conducts benefit 
classroom performance:' immensely from the outlet 

Continued on page 12 provided by the arts. 

"Not all students are able to learn 
in the traditional paper-and-pencil 
setting. Art or music gives them 
another avenue they may follow 
that will allow their creativity to 
flow, give them a positive 
experience and allow that 
experience to help them learn the 
skills needed to be successful." 

KATHI VOGLER 

Cleveland Teachers Union 

"It's high time that arts classes are 
considered to be core subjects. No 
more designation as 'frills!'" 

CORINNE McVEE 

Anchorage (Alaska) Council of Education 

"Arts and music education is the 
reason some kids get up every 
morning and come to school." 

EVERICE MORO 
Oregon School Employees Association 

"If readin', writin', and 'rithmetic 
are the heart of education, the 
arts and music are the soul." 

MARTHA HANSEN 

Harrison (N.Y.) Association of Teachers 

"When schools phase out their fine 
arts program to make way for 
more classes geared toward 
passing standardized tests, a great 
disservice is done to the child." 

RHONDA POHNER 
Education Austin (Texas) 

"Music and art education serves 
to broaden children's perspec
tive on life and helps them to 
become more well-rounded 
individuals. " 

NORMA CORONA 

Chicago Teachers Union 

"The arts are what keep us 
grounded and humane. Without 
them as a part of our life, we 
would lose so much of our history, 
culture and who we are as a 
people." 

SHARON MOREHOUSE 

Beaverhead (Mont.) Education Association 
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Continuedfrom page 11 

Connecting across the curriculum 

Arts instruction is often most effective when 
three or four art forms-such as music, dance 
and acting-are combined. 

Scott Leahy, who teaches music and band 
at Stewart Middle School in Pasco County, 
Fla., recalls a musical production he helped 
put together at a county elementary school 
where he used to teach. The musical was 
about the Roman Empire, and Leahy and 
several other classroom teachers used it as a 
springboard to incorporate lessons about the 
period into their curriculum. 

The school's art teacher "had her students 
do projects based on the historical period 
that the students were learning about in 
preparation for the play;' says Leahy, adding 
that the students' art was displayed in an area 
set up as a "museum," which parents could 
visit when they came to see the musical. 

At Stewart, Leahy continues to try to con
nectwhat students are learning in their other 
classes to what he teaches. 

Currently in her 11 th year as a teacher, 
Beck considers her class a wholistic experi
ence that engages a student's mind, body and 
spirit. 

Kids in her choral music class learn how 
to read music, receive instruction in good 
posture and breathing techniques, and gain 
an appreciation for how music and the other 
arts feed the spirit. 

There's more to choral music than meets 
the eye-or ear, Beck stresses. "A lot of people 
think that we just get up and Sing:' 

Beck often has her students sing songs in 
languages other than English. "My students 
have learned Spanish, Latin and Hebrew" 

through the songs they've been asked to sing. 

'
"The arts have helped students learn to work cooperatively and to 
believe in themselves and their talents, which carries over into their 
classroom performance." -JESSICA CARBONE. New York City elementary school teacher 

"would have dropped out if they had not hadKeeping kids engaged and in school 
the creative outlet, personal validation and

Several of the educators interviewed for this 
sense of community that come from playing article say today's emphasis on testing and 
in a band or working on a play:' test prep often is done at the expense of elec

CAE's Kessler thinks it will take parents,tives like arts education. 
teachers unions, administrators-and theirLeahy believes tJ1is hurts the very kids who 
community and business allies-workingbenefit most from music and art-students 
together to ensure tl1at arts education continwho are struggling academically and need 
ues to playa pivotal role in a child's public both the outlet and the opportunity to experi�

ence success in school that tl1e arts can pro school education. "A big part of what's been� 

vide. "Sometimes we don't look at the big missing is advocacy and public engagement� 

picture when it comes to music and art and on behalf of arts education;' he says.� 

how they enhance learning;' he says. Leahy agrees. "We've got to be more pro�

Galveston, Texas, English teacher Selena active in communicating the value of arts and 
Stair is convinced that many of her students music education:' 

BETTER LEARNING THROUGH MUSIC AT ONE CHARTER SCHOOL 

RESEARCH SHOWS that knowledge and music are intertwined, and it would be tough to 
name a school that weaves this fabric tighter than the Conservatory Lab Charter School in 
Brighton, Mass. 

AFT-represented teachers at this unique K-5 school work collaboratively to implement an 
instructional approach called the "Learning Through Music" curriculum model first devel
oped at the New England conservatory. It holds that the five processes underpinning the 
study of music-listening, questioning, creating, performing and reflecting-also serve as 
the essential ingredients for teaching and learning in all disciplines. It's easy to see this 
strategy in action at Conservatory Lab: Students learn addition and subtraction in math class 
and then use those skills to compare and vary rhythmic patterns in music; in Social Studies, 
they make the American Revolution come alive by learning and singing songs of the period. 

It's "the most innovative school I've ever taught at." teacher Christina Marasco-Lopreste 
told the AFT Massachusetts Advocate. "The staff has big ideas-we care about kids." 

While the vision behind Conservatory Lab is clear and singular, the school in its 10-year 
history has dealt with the same problems that have beleaguered many charter schools. 
Turnover rates topped 50 percent in a typical year, and there had been a revolving door of 
administrators and a pervasive sense of insecurity and instability that was ill-suited to both 
staff and student success. 

But the charter school and its teachers took a major leap forward this school year to� 
restore continuity and true collaboration so necessary to the success of any school. Last� 
year, teachers voted to make Conservatory Lab the first unionized charter in Massachu�
setts. This past fall, both sides approved a new three-year agreement that addresses� 
chronic instability through "just cause"� 
language and a grievance procedure� 
with binding arbitration. And it also� 
includes a new evaluation tool that� 
teachers at Conservatory Lab will play� 
a major role in designing.� 

All of these elements bode well for� 
the school, says Mona Rashad, who� 
taught violin at the school. She hopes� 
the contract will return Conservatory� 
Lab's program to the forefront,� 
rather than "so many issues related� 
to working conditions."� 
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