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Before I graduated as a teacher in early childhood and elementary education, I had one of my most intense teaching experiences. When I accepted Christian as a private student, his parents told me that he had some kind of “mental immaturity” that did not allow him to continue school. At the age of eight years old, Christian was pulled out of public school in Argentina because his school, together with his neuro-psychiatrist had decided that he could not attend school due to learning disabilities. Christian was not able to speak, write or read fluently nor was he able to solve any math problems. During the time we spent together, I played piano to sing with him and taught him how to play the recorder. I read him poems aloud until he was able to recite them by heart. He made his own book with poems and songs that he colored with oil pastels. He painted, danced, and played in the park. When he was able to express himself in some way and he felt capable and confident of accomplishing something, I introduced him to “academics” always trying to keep the playful atmosphere intact and to nurture the capacity of discovering. Today Christian is a museum curator.


Education in the school systems has been changing through the years and with this change, certain aspects of education that are essential for the education of the whole child and for a healthy society have been forgotten. The psychologist C. G. Jung described “creativity” as one of the five human instincts. “As an instinct,” explains James Hillman, “the creative is a necessity of life, and the satisfaction of its needs a requirement for life” (33). Even when respected authorities call for more emphasis on art in the curriculum, there is still general resistance to the belief that the arts as part of the culture and as means of creating are vital for the education of children.

Robert Sylwester observes that by looking at artistic objects from ancient cultures people can realize how significant art was. The dedication employed in making and decorating useful objects as well as ornamental ones, demonstrates that art was relevant in the lives of ancient people. If it had not been so, these societies would have not used their time for art (1). In Ancient times, education took into account everything in life. People were educated with the purpose of polishing their minds and souls to become individuals able to live a quality life. Nowadays, the educational system has been so bureaucratized and tied together with structures and tests that often times teachers do not teach for the pleasure of teaching, but just to fulfill the contents of the curriculum. Tests measure only academic subjects and because this is the most common way of evaluating a student, the need for the arts has been undervalued as part of education. 

The arts are vulnerable on school budgets because they demand high costs and a great amount of work (Sylwester 2). The National Endowment for the Arts and the U.S. Department of Education funded extensive research coordinated by James Catterall based on an analysis of sixty-two studies of art learning ranging from dance to drama, music, multiple arts and visual arts. This report studies the relationship of learning in the arts to improvements in academic achievement, on standardized tests, in social skills, and in student motivation. It gives great support to the importance of having quality art programs in the schools. Perhaps, it “will induce educators to think twice before cutting the arts if their goal is to increase student academic achievement” (“Arts Education Partnership” 1).

When politicians take part in educational decision and require the schools to have “precise assessment programs,” the arts do not fit into those programs because they are not measurable (Sylwester 2). Some academic subjects teach about facts that can be evaluated as true or false; however, life cannot be fulfilled only with facts. If education is about life, it should not be focused on just the acquisition of facts. It is important to be trained to use new technology, but isolated training does not help to have a quality life. As James Catterall explains, “the most important thing about arts education is that it is part of being a whole person” (Gabriel 2).

Nowadays, with the development of technology, the access to electronics is offered to everyone while very often the arts are offered to the students just as an option. There is still a concept about offering the arts only to talented people and not as fundamental in the school curriculum (Beeching 2). If creativity is an instinct as C.G. Jung describes and as the ancient cultures have demonstrated, why the arts as a means of creating and as inherent as they are to human life are not considered important in education? To create is a necessity, not only for talented people but also for all human beings. Robert Beeching explains that students from Kindergarten to Eighth grade are presented to the arts through art projects on how to make a seasonal or holiday craft, “by the numbers- never to comprehend the nature of the process or the reason behind the event. That is like teaching mathematical skills at random” (1).

Even though the arts are included in the child’s evaluation report, classroom teachers do not discuss with parents the child’s development in the arts. Although schools sometimes offer conferences with the art teachers, these conferences are not held in conjunction with the classroom teacher’s conference. Therefore, the development of the child is usually discussed only according to his or her academic progress in mathematics, sciences and language as if the arts were not part of the child’s education. Consequently, to supplement what schools offer, many families look for after school activities for their children. Children take painting, dancing, music or acting classes, perhaps looking for an opportunity to “create”. 

Is it possible to educate in a different way? If education is considered a mere transfer of knowledge, the giving of information about mathematics, geography, history, language and so forth is enough. However, if the purpose of education is to develop children as whole human beings, the arts cannot be isolated. The arts not only enrich children’s lives as they are part of the culture, but they also help them to express themselves. Personal and unique expressions are shaped in paintings, in the sounds of music, in writing, in dance and in every possible type of human expression; and this expression is necessary for life. Dorothy Ling who founded the Instituto de Educación Superior “Roberto Themis Speroni” in Argentina, with the belief that artistic experience is the axis of education, explains that: “The purpose of artistic experience is to keep open or reopen the doors of perception. It is only through these doors that the channels of creativity, communication, imagination, and affection can operate to connect us with our innermost selves and with reality” (66).

There is a general attitude in teachers and principals towards a systematic learning that does not allow for creativity. Creativity has to be present during the learning process to awaken the desire of learning about one’s self and therefore about life. The teaching process is a process of feedback between the teacher and the student. According to Krishnamurti, the creative mind takes place when there is an atmosphere of discovery at the moment of teaching, as it is when the student and the teacher explore together. When the learning process is possible teaching becomes learning; “the whole process is one” (149). Therefore, creativity can and must be present at the moment of teaching and learning any subject. Juan Carlos Videla, Director of the Instituto de Educación Superior “Roberto Themis Speroni” explains that “children learn not so much from the extension of the teacher’s knowledge but rather from the capacity of paying a loving attention to the present moment instead of concentrating on results” (1).

 Some alternative schools show that they can incorporate the arts in every school day because they consider that it is fundamental for children’s education. The foundation of a Waldorf education is that “education is an art”. In a holistic education, learning comes from the “live” moment of the teaching experience where mind, heart and will convey (Aeppli 8). Waldorf schools have an interdisciplinary approach and “children learn from every subject in an experiential way.” As an example, they are introduced as preschoolers to the laws of chemistry and physics by playing in the garden with mud or ice. Since they want children to master literacy development instead of just reading and writing skills they introduce children in a way that society was introduced to literacy. “Letters on the page are far away from the child’s reality” therefore they are introduced to language as a whole by reciting poetry, oral storytelling, dramatization, dancing, painting and drawing to arrive at reading and writing. Great stress in placed on the process of learning in that the teacher is the instrument of assessment by perceiving how the child is doing, as well as evaluating themselves as teachers (“Educating the Whole Child”). 

In Waldorf Schools as well as at the Insituto de Educación Superior “Roberto Themis Speroni” teachers are “practically” trained to incorporate the arts to be able to teach them and understand their importance. Moreover, “a teacher requires very specially to be vitally interested in her or his task and to be able to stimulate creative work and creative attitudes in children” (Videla 1). As Krishnamurti observes:

Education is not only learning from books, memorizing some facts, but also learning how to look, how to listen to what the books are saying, whether they are saying something true or false. All that is part of education. Education is not just to pass examinations, take a degree and a job, get married and settle down, but also to be able to listen to the birds, to see the sky, to see the extraordinary beauty of a tree, and the shape of the hills, and to feel with them, to be really, directly in touch with them. (14)

There are also some isolated efforts from teachers to incorporate the arts into their every day lessons which are very valuable. Jeffery Love works with severely handicapped children as well as with children with learning disabilities and behavioral problems at ESC (Educational Service Commission) in Lambertville. He believes that art is essential in education. Through creative writing, he was able to awaken the desire to write in a group of six teenagers that have been dismissed from regular schools. They are now putting together a literary magazine. Through writing, painting, sewing, working with clay and drumming Jeffery observes how children find a different way of releasing their emotions. A particular student that used to spend most of his day shouting, cursing, punching and throwing objects is now able to sew, and has finished many pillows.

Since I introduced Christian to the love of learning through the arts and after teaching for seventeen years, I can understand today the impact that learning through the arts has on children. I can evaluate my teaching everyday as well as my group of preschoolers and how the visual arts, music, dance, imaginative play and drama influence in their development and their desire to learn and their love for the school.

The isolated experiences of some teachers and alternative schools together with new research give support and credibility to the importance of teaching the arts and at the same time demonstrate that the arts as part of human education should not disappear. The academic effects of the arts are being researched to lend more credibility to the arts. “But why should the arts have to justify themselves? They’ve been integral to human life a lot longer than algebra and spelling, which evidently weren’t required to justify their curricular existence” (Sylwester 2). However, the need for the arts in schools is slowly becoming evident and perhaps one day they will take the place that they deserve in education. There is a visible need for a balance between academics and the arts for the education of the whole child. If children are denied access to the arts, “we will downgrade the essence of what it means to be human (Beeching 2).
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