
The Arts For Everyone! 
Emily Spear 

'1 want to express my sincere appreciation for your support 
far the arts and far nurturing the music in EVERY child! I've 
known since Laura was a toddler that she had a particular pas
sion far music." 

I was extremely touched by this e-mail message I 
received from Laura's mother. What a delightful concert 
performance we saw that night! Laura was in the front 
row of a chorus of over 60 children. She kept time with 
the music, knew every word and never missed a beat. Her 
enjoyment was clearly evident to the entire audience. The 
emotion welled in me and I enjoyed this evening's pre
sentation more than any other I have seen our students 
perform over the years. 

Laura is not a typical child. She faces the challenges 
associated with Williams Syndrome, a rare genetic disorder 
which causes medical and developmental problems. She 
has attended Belmont Elementary School for four years 
and has excelled when the arts are integrated into her cur
riculum. She has recently been singing her math facts in 
her third grade classroom. 

Educators and researchers have long agreed that the 
arts contribute to cognitive development, especially in the 
areas of imagination, ipnovation, planning and discov-
ery. Integrating the arts into the curriculum in all subject 
areas has helped teachers at B.E.S. to reach all students 
and motivate learning to a greater capacity. The arts offer 
an opportunity to assess and evaluate what students have 
learned. For example, many teachers evaluate comprehen
sion through activities such as having children sequence a 
story using their own artwork or writing and performing 
plays or songs that represent their learning. The arts con
nect the curriculum to a student's own experiences, which 
allows a child to work in depth in an area that is already 
familiar. Offering students the option of presentation in 
various modes allows educators to differentiate the curricu
lum for all learners. 

Laura's mother went on, "Over the years she has 
become very involved in ballet, tap and jazz dance, and 
has been an instrument for interpreting the sound/words 
at hand. It is clear that she is at her happiest, her essence 
perhaps, when engaged with the medium. I was reminded 
tonight, althoug~ always a believer, of how important 
music and art education is for every child. While this is 
true, what rang clear is the particular truth in her case. 
Where coordination/medical concerns make it difficult 
for her to compete in sports, and where academic subjects 
sometimes challenge her to the point of frustration (despite 
the smile/or albeit the attitude), and given her complete 
appreciation for the arts, this is where Laura learns best. 
What Laura has taught ine over the years is that given the 
opportunity, she is a happy, well liked, and a talented child. 
However, given the personal, and social importance of 
social acceptance, I'm not sure others would have had the 
opportunity to recognize her talent and sheer enjoyment 

of this medium in the absence of public performances that 
give her the chance to shine. 

I can't tell you the number of classmates, parents, 
and teachers that complimented her for her performance 
tonight! Obviously she portrayed herself as confident 
on stage (what a ham!), but she is truly aware that she 
deserved the compliments, and that they weren't simple 
tokens of acknowledgement due to her intellectual chal
lenges. Authenticity speaks volumes to her, and to me. 
Thank you so much for making this possible. I'm always 
proud of her, but I'm so thankful that she could feel proud 
based on her own merit as judged by the remainder of the 
population! I can't thank you enough for providing this 
opportunity. She is still beaming, as am I." 

What a gratifying message to receive from a parent 
after Belmont Elementary's Winter Concert. It validates 
our belief that the arts are an essential component of the 
curriculum for every single child. 

The arts connect the curriculum to a student's 
own experiences, which allows a child to work in 
depth in an area that is already familiar. 

David was in the fourth grade. His verbal skills were 
good and he was extremely bright, which anyone could 
see after a few minutes of conversation with him. Yet he 
struggled terribly with reading and writing, and his frustra
tion was evident when presented with these tasks. He was 
identified as having learning difficulties and would be
come a disruption in the classroom and a serious behavior 
problem when frustrated. It wasn't until his true talent 
was discovered that David gained the self-esteem and 
confidence to attempt to learn to read. During the class 
read-aloud, I suggested that David draw pictures to occupy 
himself-anything to keep him from interrupting the 
other students, right? When I examined David's artwork, I 
was amazed at the intricate detail in his work. Even more 
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enlightening was the fact that he was drawing pictures 
about the story he was hearing. The simple fact that he was 
even listening to the story was a discovery to his teacher, 
but that he had retained the kind of detail he had and was 
able to respond through his own creations showed a level 
of listening comprehension that many other students had 
not yet attained. Allowing David to represent his learn
ing through art became an everyday event in his classroom, 
and because he was such an accomplished artist among 
his peers he gained their respect and his confidence grew. 
Many of the old behaviors of disrupting the class in order 
to avoid tasks disappeared when David was offered the 
opportunity to draw what he had read about. He was now 
willing to focus more of his boundless energy on learning 
to read. The arts "level the playing field" for special students 
who can finally participate in hands-on projects. 

Many of the old behaviors of disrupting the class 
in order to avoid tasks disappeared when David 
was offered the opportunity to draw what he had 
read about. He was now willing to focus more of 
his boundless energy on learning to read. The arts 
"level the playing field" for special students who 
can finally participate in hands-on projects. 

In a discussion with the parent of one of our students, 
she revealed her passion for the arts and the reasons for 
her continued support for our district's programs. "I first 
learned of the importance of experiencing myself through 
the arts when I learned to play the guitar at age ten. There 
were times that I could express feelings in song that I could 
not express in words. As I grew, I became more aware of 
the use of the arts in other areas of expression, as I also 
developed a love of drawing, drama and dance. The arts 
offered me a way to communicate my feelings and relieve 
stress and tension through other outlets. This helped me 
to get through those sometimes very tough teenage years. 
As an adult, I was able to share my love, abilities and gifts 
with children. I became a pediatric nurse and eventually 
specialized in child development working with children 
with special needs. Due to the fact that my own son has 
difficulties with communicating, I am able to utilize my 
skills and knowledge by helping other children with com
munication and relational disorders. I support them in 
expressing themselves through music, art and dance. I will 
never forget one little girl with very little communication 
skill who finally uttered her first word when I introduced 
music and dance into her life. Seeing her face light up as 
she was finally able to communicate and connect with me 
and others made those months of struggle worth going 
through." 

Using the different sensory channels to learn and 
communicate allows each child a chance to experience the 

world in different ways. The arts allow these children, who 
learn best through a variety of channels including audi
tory, visual and kinesthetic, to make use of their learning 
strengths to master different skills. 

As a preschooler Devon was also a behavioral issue. 
Having experienced much verbal and physical violence 
throughout his life, he often displayed uncontrollable anger 
and would frequently become violent himself. He was 
not yet developmentally able to articulate his feelings and 
thoughts. He would scream aloud and flee from the class
room whenever presented with a challenge. We discovered 
that allowing Devon to use clay during his bouts of anger 
offered him a tactile artistic experience that soothed. One 
could observe an immediate calming influence as Devon 
began forming the clay people and animals that helped him 
release his emotions. Studies have shown that the more 
children are connected to a passion and activities that they 
love, especially ones that allow them other ways to com
municate very difficult and frustrating emotions, the more 
positive outcomes they experience in their relationships 
with others and the world. The school's art teacher stated, 
"Students who have not been able to write or speak about 
dramatic events in their lives have expressed their feelings 
through the arts. I have seen pictures of the death of a 
parent, a chaotic home life, close connections to feelings to
ward good friends and persons of importance to children." 

The Belmont Elementary music teacher related some 
of her experiences teaching autistic children. She remem
bered one child who had not been successful in either the 
regular education classroom or in the resource room and 
had become a dilemma for the special education team. An 
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Artist in Residence Program that had been brought to the 
school provided the opportunity for a musical story-tell
ing experience. This young child was able to participate 
in the culminating performance by telling part of a story 
and leading the group in a song, much to the delight of 
her teachers and parents. Another autistic child this music 
teacher has taught participates in the school's chorus and 
has learned to play the piano. She often begins her lessons 
with his class by having him play a song for his classmates. 

Students who have not been able to write or speak 
about dramatic events in their lives have expressed 
their feelings through the arts. 

Realizing that he can do something that they cannot, 
causes them to view him in a new light of positive respect. 
She has done some work with Devon, as well, during some 
of his outbursts of anger. Repetitious drumming, which 
allows him to internalize and become part of a pattern, has 
a calming effect. She has also taught him some things on 
the piano, which he then taught to his class. This put him 
in the position of a role model and gained their respect. 
She has also worked with nonverbal children who are able 
to sing along with their class during music lessons. One 
student, who is unable to memorize anything, can hear a 
song only once and sing it right back to her teacher. For 
children who have Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disor
der and may be too spontaneous for many activities, she 
has seen music create a beat and structure that allows for 
synchronized, timed presentations that might not be pos
sible without the framework of music. As the music teacher 
said,"Any child, from the lowest ability to the extremely 
gifted, finds success with music. It is a place where every 
child can succeed in some way. It is huge to them; it gives 
them authentic, intrinsic self-esteem!" 

Some view the arts as "icing" and tout that students 
must be grounded in the basics- reading, writing, math 
and whatever social studies and science we can squeeze 
in. Yes, students do need the basics, but our philosophy at 

B.E .S. is that there are two sets of basics. Of course, the 
reading, writing and math, but those are actually prerequi
sites for a more complex set of higher level thinking skills 
that an education immersed in the arts can provide. In 
his book Ihe Arts and the Creation of the Mind, Elliot W. 
Eisner puts forth that today's workplace requires different 
skills than the basics in school can provide (2002). The arts 
are closely related to complex forms of thought, the kind 
needed by the current work force. The tasks that the arts 
encourage, such as noticing relationships, imagining pos
sibilities, interpreting metaphorical meanings, and taking 
advantage of opportunities during the course of one's work; 
all require complex modes of thought needed in today's 
business world. In a policy letter by Rod Paige, former 
U.S. Education Secretary, he stated, "The arts, perhaps 
more than any other subject, help students to understand 
themselves and others ... From music and dance to paint
ing and sculpting, the arts allow us to explore new worlds 
and to view life from another perspective. In addition, they 
encourage individuals to sharpen their skills and abilities 
and to nurture their imagination and intellect." 

As one walks the halls of Belmont Elementary School, 
it becomes very apparent that the arts are at the pinnacle of 
importance and are valued by every educator in the build
ing. The walls are literally covered with original student 
artwork and music emanates from every room throughout 
the day. Whether students are singing a teacher-created 
song about the New Hampshire counties to the tune of Ihe 
Adams Family, presenting a play about the importance of 
mathematics, demonstrating the positions of the planets 
through synchronized movement and models at one of our 
monthly arts showcases, or creating wall murals for the hall 
from their Artist Writer's Work.shop watercolor paintings and 
poetry; the arts are with us and offer a medium of expres
sion during every facet of our day for every child! 

Emily Spear is Principal of Belmont Elementary School 
and is the recent recipient of the New Hampshire Elemen
tary Principal of the Year Award. 
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