DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 286 805 SO 018 460
AUTHOR Lynn, David H., Ed.

TITLE What Place for the Arts?

INSTITUTION Council for Basic Education, Washington, D.C.

PUB DATE May 87

NOTE 17p.

PUB TYPE Collected Works - Serials (022) -- Viewpoints (120)

JOURNAL CIT

Basic Education; v31l n9 May 1987

EDRS PRICE MF01/PC01 Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS *Art Education; *Curriculum Development; Elementary
Secondary Education; Fine Arts; Bumanities;
Integrated Curriculum; Interdisciplinary Approach;
*Music Education; Visual Arts

ABSTRACT

The elementary secondary curriculum in the United
States could benefit from redefining the arts as a discipline to be
interwoven into the school's curriculum. Four essays in this issue
explore the question of the arts in education. John Holdren comments
in "Will the Band Play On?" that music educators must stress the
serious study of music as its own language and include instruction in
performar.ce as well as in music appreciation. Dennis Gray maintains
in "Excellence as Juggernaut" that, with the advent of "excellence in
education,” there has been increased lobbying from each of the
disciplines for inclusion in the curricula. In order to adequately
teach all the disciplines, rastructuring of schools is necessary.
Teachers must spend more time irvolved in serious discussion of ideas
and issues with fewer students. Related disciplines should be
integrated--in beth curriculum content and in instructional methods.
Eight high schools in Los Angeles are merging history, literature,
and the arts in a pilot program. Students will find themselves
learning about a single period of history in several courses. Elliot
W. Eisner says, in "Why Arts Are Basic," that a virtue of an
effective arts education is helping children learn from what they
sece, hear, and touch. The document concludes with a review, by John
Holdren, of the book, "Within the Walled Garden: The Story of a
School," by Charles Merrill. (SM)

khhhkhkkhkhkdhhkhhhhhhhhhhhhhkhhhdkhdhdhdhkdhkdkdhdksdkkkkdkdkddkdkdkdxkkdkddkdkdkthkhkkkikkkikkkkkk

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

| * from the original document. *
khkkkkhkkkkkhkhkkkkhkhkkkhkhkkhkkkhkhkhkkftkkkkkhkhkkhkhkhkhhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkthhkkkhkkhkhhkkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkkhkkhkki




\% Basic

ucatlon

Volume 31, No. 9 May 1987

David H. Lynn, Editor

Staking a Claim ..., ..... .. . . . Page 1

Will the Band Play On? . .. . .. Page 3
by Jobn Holdren

Excellence as Juggeinaut . . Page 6
by Dennis Gray

Why Arts are Basic . .. . . Page 9
by Elliot W. Eisner

Within the Walled Garden . . . Page 13

(Book Review) by Jobn Holdren

Basic Education 1s published monthly, except in July
and August, by the Council for Basic Educatcn,
725 Friteenth Street, N W . Washington, D.CC 20005

CBE OFFICERS AND DIRECTORS
Thomas W Payzant, Pressdent,
Michael J. Spector, Vice President,
Mrs Caryl M Kline, Treasuren
Mrs Talcott Bates, Mrs Barry Bingham, John T Casteen, i,
CarlJ Dolce, Henry N Drewry, Ina B Johnson,
Mrs Edward B McMenamin, ‘Thomuas C Mendenhall,
Leland Prussia, Vincent E Reed, T James Rutherford
Jacques Barzun, Chifton Fadiman, Directors Emerit:
A. Graham Down, Executive Director.

ISSN 196498+
Copyright 1987, The Council Jor Basic Education

ERIC 3

AruiToxt Provided by ERIC




BEST COPY AVAILABLE

STAKING A
CLAIM

1p service to the arts is easy. Why, yes, of course they
are part of a basic education. Now what?

How do we defend such an assertion with any-
thing more than vague, self-defensive shrugs? Just as im-
portant, how do we propose that schools should make
the “fi,” wedging the arts 1n a meaningful way into the
currticulum? For that mauer, which arts? This issue of

Basic Education addresses some of these questions,
Fashionable rhetoric these days insists that the arts are
pracucal. they develop in children whole areas of ccgni-
tive and creauve abilities that will be crucial if we are to
meet the economic challerges of the Onent in the
twentyfirst century Howard Gardner with his *Project
Zero” at Harvard has gone far in broadening our under-
standing of intelligence, indeed 1nsisting on the critical

reahty of multiple forms of that slippery commodity
And Charles B. Fowler, in Basic Education Issues, An-
swers, and Facts, has argued that 1t "is doubtful whether
this nattion can remamn the world's leade- 1n tech-
nologieal 1nventiy eness without nvesting 1in the creatve

development of 1ts young minds.”

No argument here But as 1 recently wondered aloud
with regard to the liberal arts, are these really the
grounds on which we wish to stake vur Jdaim? Perhaps
yes, in the politcal battle with the anconverted, with
tho.e prinapals and parents and schovlboard members
who see the arts as an ehtist frill, who insist on quan-
tifiable, preferably cconomic evidence to atch therr eye.

Nevertheless, we need never be bashful about making
such a claim as Ernest Boyer's in High School

From the dawn of avilizanon, men and women
have used music, dance, and the visual arts to
transmit the heritage of a people and express hu-
man joys and sorrows They are that means by
which a aivilization can be measured 1t 1s not accr-
dental that dictators, who seek to control the nunds
and hearts of men, suppress not just the wnitten and
spoken word, but music, dance, and the visual arts
y vell. ...
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Making the fit, integrating the arte into the curriculum,
is a far leap bevond acknowledging their value No other
discipline in elementary and secondary educauon has -
changed and developed so dramaucally in the last twenty
years. At least in theory The reality in most schools, at
least those that devote any ume to the arts at all, remains -
as John Goodlad descrnibes in A Place Called School,
where “arts programs  go little beyond coloring, pol-
ishing, and playing—and much cf this goes on in classes
such as social studies as a kind of auxihiary acuvity rather
than as art in its own right.”

Yet such recent programs as Discipline Based Art Edu-
cation, supported by the Getty Center for Educauon 1n
the Arts, create a structure through which children can
develop a range of knowledge about the history of the
arts as well as critical skalls to appreaate them and pracu-
cal skalls to perform them As Elliot Esner, a contributer
to these pages for the: first ume, has discussed elsewhere,
such a structure of understanding may well be a neces-
sary platform for the creanve leap of enjoying art, for
experiencing its magic.

We'rc not talking about tacking on an extra penod of
band to the school day, but of interw eaving another dis-
apline & coherent and as sequenual in bullding know!-
edge and skalls as English and math and saence Denms
Gray confronts some of the mplicauons of that chal-
lenge

But perhaps we can convinee the schools that by rec-
ognizing a coherent disaphne that embraces the differ-
ent arts, some of the barriers separaung vher disciphines
can be breached For how wan one understand the his-
tory of Beethoven's dedication of has third symphony, the
Eroica, without knowing of Napolteon’s betrayal of repub-
lican 1deals? What sense does Preassu’s Guernica make in
a historical and moral vacuum?

The curnicalum as a whole may welt benefit from
forced redefimuon and, of necessity, a greater pereeption
of shared topics, shared goals

—DH
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WILL THE BAND
PLAY ON?

by John Holdren

he kids know the cue when Bill Sano pounds

the old uprght, thirns fifth-grade voices bre ak into

a raucous rendiion of Inving Berlin's “This Is the
Army, Mr Jones " Then 1t's on to “God Bless Amenica.™
"And who introduced this song?” Sano asks “Kate Sul-
livan,” ore boy cries, onhy w be hvoted by hts Cassmates,
“No, duramy, Kate Smith!”

For sano, that’s the last of four Monday morning
classes in which he, the Music Speciabist for the Marble-
head, Mass elementany schools, connects music to topics
the kids are studving in other dasses. For the past few
weeks 1t's been World War I for the fifth graders But V)
Day has come, and Sano 1s off to lundch, then quickly to
another school to teach o classes of first a~d second
graders.

Each week Bill Sano shuttles between o schools to
teach about 300 students across six grade levels For a
music teacher, he's one of the Tucky ones He sees stu-
dents often and long enough to heep them siging But
what about mustc specialists i other districts who scurry
among twice as mamy schouls and students? What about
the district with no music speaiahst where dassroom
teachers squeeze musie somewhere beteen reading,
math, science, recess, funch, assembhies and announce-
ments? These teachers can vany wideh i musicai com-
petence, some of them, Sano observes, can't get through
the first verse of “Amerniaa the Beautful ™ In such cases,
he savs, music appreaation collapses into “music depre-
cianon "

Tu nobody s surprise, depreaiating bhudgets are partly o
blame In a nattonal suney of school music budgets,
Polly Hansen reports in the Irstrumentalist (August '86) a
“conunuiag downward trend in public funding . over
the past ten years ™ According to Hansen, music pro-
grams often suffer because "niisic 1s seen as an electve,
a frill, not an academic necessity " But, she observes,

Q _th tight budgets music teachers can enjoy “great
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success” if they work with “admunistrators who do see
music as an academic necessity.”

Terrence Boylan is such an administrator He is the
principal of the Coffin School where Bill Sano teachies
By jan sees mustc and the arts as “central to education ™
Before he sits down to tatk with the visttor, he pops a tape
into a cassette deck. the third movement of Dvorak's
“New World™ Symphony plays not-so-unobtrusively in
the background.

Boylan behieves i integraung music and the arts with
other subjects “Art 1s not isolated or singular,” he says
So you'l find Bitl Sano following the singing of “This Is
the Army, Mr Jones” with 4 flurry of questions Who were
the Axts powers? and the Allies? At another time, when
the fifth graders were studying Japan, they wrote hatku
poems and sketchzad pastel ilustrations of their verses
Under Saro's direction, they composed sounds to ac-
company “choral speaking™ of the poems With the help
of a lucal choreographer, the students transformed three
poems mto dances for a public performance accom-
panted by an exhibiton of the altustrated poems The
Coffin School, Bovtan says, wil! conunue “to place special
emphass on the ares After alt, 1 never know who 1 have
in tht, building Leonard Bernstein at one time was a
third grader ™

It may seem ungrateful to ask more of a school that
already devotes su madh to the fine arts and music But
Coffin, hke most Amcrican schools, has hutle to boast of
in one area of musie educanon performance on a muss
cal nstrument  Beginning 1o third grade, optional
nstruction—a half hour per week—is offered i~ string
and band nstruments But by fifth grade, only about one
sixth of Coffin's students continue to practice an instru-
ment Even i this exceptiondl school, music remains
more a matter of apprectaton than of performance

Apprcu.mun «» worthwhile but1it's not enough, says Lyle
Davidson, a professor at the New England Conservatory
and a researcher with Hanard's “Arts Propel,” a fledgling
study Of new ways to teach the arts: Davidson argues that
the music appreciduon approdch—m which “hstening is
the prinapal activity ™ and music “1s tied to a larger the-
matic unit"—teaches students “"to think about the do-
man [of music] but not #n the doman,” not in terms of
music & music e suggests the shortcomings of this
approach through an analogy think of “a mathematics
class that teaches the histonn of mathematics or the aes-
thetics of equations.” Music, Davidson charges, “is in-
E T Cly becoming a spectator sport in this country ™
ERI
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In another country—yes, Japan—performance is em-
phastzed, indeed required As Diane Ravitch has re-
ported, “beginning 1n the second grade children learn to
read music,” and “by the enu of the sixth grade, every
student plays at least two instruments ™

Nobody 15 asking Amernican schools to turn out a bunch
of lnde Horywitzes and Heifetzes, but is 1t too much to
ask for competence in musical performance? idy Mel-
llo, President of Massachusetts Music Educators, offers a
qudlified response “So many other things are required
in schools nowadays, like ~omputer literacy We know
that most kids are not going to be musicians, But we need
to educate them to be musically Iiterate, so of they want
they'll be able to join a choir or play in a band.”

It would be nice to think that the ability to play in a
band or just plink un the old church puano would be
sufficient justification for music programs But no When
facing school boards or ap , caling to booster organiza
tiuns, teachers often feel compelled to jusufy music pro-
grams with non-musical rationales The study of music,
ey say, can make saentists more credtive problem solv-
ers, or lawyers more precise writers. Some claims are
more ofty music makes us more human, 1t nourishes
our souls Some claims verge on hype the study of
music, one teacher says, “gives you all you need to suc-
ceed i the corpurate boardroom. self-disciphine, self-
confidence, the abihity w0 perform, the expectation to
produce ”

INon musieal justifications for the study of music “prob-
ably shouldn’t be used,” says John' Mahlmann, Executive
Director of the Music Educators Natuonal Conference.
“Today,” Mahlmann explains, “you don'’t have to sell
music there's music 0 elevators, m dentists’ offices,
everywhere Instead you have to sell the serious study of
mustc a5 4 subjectn and of iself, as 1ts own language and
way of knowing.”

It may sound sentimental, but in a better world music
teachers wouldn't have r d) any selling They wouldn't,
like Ball San0 and others, have to scurry to make a hving,
They wouldn't feel compelled to hype their product. For
all the jusuficanion they need, they could dite ths simple
ratonade m the Japanese first grade curriculum guide,
that we should learn to appreaate and perform music in
order “to make hfe bright and pleasant through musical
experience

Q  ulden s a Senwor Asoutate of the Counul fur Baste Education
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EXCELLENCE AS
JUGGERNAUT

by Dennis Gray

ducation’s great socual engineering project in the
1980s 15 the excellence movement Social
engineering—the attempt to change the way peo-
ple think and act—always has unexpected side effects
We're beginming to see the side effects of the eacellence
movement Some are truby mstdious Take, for example,
how the machinery of curniculnm design has become
like a trash compacter, ceaseleshy fabormg to compress
ever more ‘content” into the same size¢ contdiner
In order o keep or mcrease therr share of education’s
resources and therr place in the currniculum, the pro-
ponents of various school subjects have learned o mar-
shall “proof” that without more of their subject in the
curriculum students will surely fall short of excellence
Who would have predicted that four vears after A Nation
at Risk, one of its most notable offshoots would be skallful
fobbying campaigns by the advodates of science, histe 1y,
economics and the arts—to name but four subjects re-
centhy su affected? The arts can serve toallustrate some of
the damaging side effects of the drive for eacellence as
well as how to avord them by crumbhing the arbsrary
barriers between acadenuc disciplines

Dr.mn by the magneud name of the Gety Center for
Educauon in the Arts, a large assemblage of art educators
gathered m Los Angeles dast January for what raay have
been the apotheosss of lobbying for academic reform A
battahion of spedkers and panelists, with the US Secre-
tary of Educanion heading the roster, armed the audience
with every concenable argument for the centrality of the
arts in the curniculum CBE's omn Graham Down along
with Ernes: Boyer, President of the Carnegie Foundation
for the Advancement of Teaching, were o speakers
who brought cheering, applauding histeners to therr feet
by their rousing eloguence on the importance of the arts
Q@ Her education.
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Mind you, while Down and Boyer extolied the arts in
general, Getty's agenda concentrated on the visual arts
alone, which 1 certamly a common enough tactic in the
excellence movement And thus is where we get to what
can be msidious about effecine lobbying for a single
subject.

To CBE and to many people at the conference, what

Getty wants 15 reasonable schoohng for all students that
stresses more than producing art, schooling that also
includes art history, critasm, and aestheties Getty calls
this program Dasapline Based Art Education (DBAE) and
has mounted a coast-to-codst campaign to gan accep-
tance of 1t The program includes traming for teachers,
well-funded prlot projects, and sureh the most hand-
some printed matertals ever to explain an educatonal
innovauon.

For the sake of this discusston, set astde several pressing
questions  Are there enough quabfied teachers? If not,
how do we get them? How much will 1t cost? And s0
forth These are real and practical issues, w be sure, but
set them asid . for the moment.

Ask only whether schools could or should mcorporate
Getty's DBAE a5 a required, discrete, self contained sub-
ject mn an alresdy bursting curnculum for all students.
This framing of the question makes exphat Gety's prem-
ise that art education should be part of general educa-
tion, that 15 to say, basic education, not 4 restricted enter-
prise for a self selected elie In other words, Getty 1 not
talking about "maoring ' 10 art as might be done in a
magnet program.

The curriculum is already
Jull to overflowing.

As more matertal for the curriculum compacter, DBAE
won't work It won't fit, the curriculum s already full to
overfiowing Addition 1s nut practical or prudent, unless a
school s secking to bewune even more ludicrously ob-
essessed with COVERAGE—the sin of muluple commus-
sions In most schools, the day will not stretch o accom-
modate “just a few more” wolated requirements  Yet
DBAE sounds good to many teachers.

With nu space for expanding the curriculum, chorces
(Just say no) or COMPromises (IMErgers) are neeessary.

Q odo?
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Take a lesson from Ted Sizer Less can be more, he
says Cover less, do moure with it Restructure schooling to
make sure that teachers spend more ume involved in
serious discussion of ideas and issues with fewer stu-
dents. This 15 one of the main principles of the Coalition
of Essential Schools that Sizer heads Apphed to art,
Stzer's advice has several consequences, the most impor-
ant of which 1s that related disciplines must be inte-
grated—n curniculum and in instructon—or the COV-
ERAGE problen: will worsen.

Somc expenments a-¢ dlready underway For example,
eight hugh schools i Los Angcles are seehing to merge
history, hterature, and the arts i a prlot program sup-
ported by the Rochefeller Foundation and the Los An-
geles Educanonal Partnership The idea 1s catching on in
other schools 0o Teachers from parucipating dis-
aphnes collaborate m the design of the curnculum,
reading hists, course sy Haby, and lesson planmng In addi-
uon, they gne common examnations and grade them
collaboratnely One happy result 1s that students find
themsehves learning about a single pertod—say the En-
hghtenment, for mnstance —n several courses, rather than
shipping to a different centuny solely because of moving
from history dass to hiterature Workig cooperatively
requires teachers w talk with cach other regularly and 1o
abandon the mmperabisuc ambitions of single
disaplines—or at least to moderate them They con-
centrate mstead on enabling students o see culture as it
15, a seamless fabric of many threads and hues

Schoohng that mtegrates the aumanities, as ui the case
of the Los Angeles experiment just aeed, 15 no rron clad
defense agamnst the tnanny of COVERAGE State legrs-
Lators, schuol buards, and curniculum designers can sull
create absurdly excessive demands for menuoning every
topic that has 4 powerful fobby group But programs that
ntegrate the humanities at feast rase the possibility of
breaking the schools” addicion 1o COVERAGE and of
cultngung 4 new habit of nund that insists on making
ume for cntal tunking, reflecuon, and the discussion of
ideas

unn 1s Depraty Director of the Cotenadd for Baswe Educanon
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WHY ARTS ARE
BASIC

by Elliot W. Eisner

ren the compeutnvely tough world we live in,

what serious claim can we make for the arts as

part of a basic educauon? After all, institunons of
higher educauon do not give them high prionty for pur-
poses of admisston Our abiliy as a naton to compete
with Japan, Korea, West Germany, and other tech-
nologically advanced—or soun to be advanced—
countries seems hule affected by what arts provide And
as far as the good hfe s concerned, many Americans
seem to be gewng alung just fine without contact with
Corelli, Massaccio, LM Pey, or John Cage.

It 15 not akogether clear that the good hfe, whatever
that might be, requires aceess to the fine ans And even if
it did, we must wonder whether the ants can be taught
effectnely in public schools Can an institution not noted
for 1ts commitment to the development of sensibiliy and
maginat:on do the ants justice, or will 1t succeed imerely
i dampening whatever latent interest students might
possess? Can teachers who have not been steeped in the
rts and for whom they are unimportant teach to chiidren
and adolescents what they themschves do not understand
and find difficult w0 expenience? Wouldn't children be
better oft left alone for some chance encounter with the
arts when the ground 1s somewhat more ferule?

Perhaps the arts 1 our schools are precisely where
they belong—a sideshow for most and center ring for a
few Yet this 1s an image of schoohing that s lopsided and
worse, indifferent to what humans should become and
what they nught be helped w experience An artless
school 1s an impoverished place reflecting a set of values
that budes il for our suaety Let me iy 1o indicate why
the arts vught to be a fundamental part of 4 basic educa-
ton and what 1s needed of they are 10 become 50

Flr.sl. constder the matter of sensibility —the manner in
v.hich we percene and mahe sense of the world in which
e bve, The achievement of consaousness is o function
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of the extent to which one becomes sensitive, responsive,
or perceptive to the qualities that constitute that world.
The particular proportions of a tree, the expressive char-
acter of a human stance, the structure and composition of
a city scene, the interplay of counterpoint in both con-
versation and music. to make sense of any of these, 10
glimpse their richness, requires that we know how tu see
and know what to look for In this way, the training of our
sensibilities is one road to mature consciousness.

Another road 1s imaginatively transforming images
glimpsed with the physical eye and seen with the sen-
sibilities The reconstruction of a visual image into an
imaginative realization depends upun the subtleties,
complexities, and richness that our perceptions—our
trained perceptions—have made pussible in the first
place.

An inability to cope with
diverse and conflicting visions
about what is right, good, or
beautiful is the surest
path to tyranny.

What do the arts have to do with such achievements
and of what mument are they in the grand and practical
purposes of education?

If the arts are about anyting, they are about refining
such perceptions, of helping people replace for a mo-
ment the practical press of the immeduate with attenton
to what can be seen of given only half a chance. A first
virtue of an effective arts education 1s helping children
tearn to see what they look at, hear what they histen to,
and feel what thev touch

A cecond virte of effectne arts education 1s to help
student: «rretch their minds bevond the literal and rule-
governed S0 much of schoohing 1s tied to the factual, to
the certamn, to the provable, o the algonthmic. Muluple-
choice tests may very well stand for, both pracucally and
metaphorically, the primary current mission of school-
ing. What a damning thought!

In the arts, choice is always muluple, the difference,
however, 15 that there 15 rarely a single certain answer.
Hence, when well taught the arts free the mind from
Q ainty What could be more critical to any society

12
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seeking multiple solutions to the myriad problems be-
fore it? And such processes are of central impottance in
developing in citizens the tolerance and taste for coping
with the ambiguities and uncertainties of human affairs

The larger point here 1s that the lessons one 1s taught
in school contain both direct and indirect messages One
can certainly teach children multiphcation tables and
correct spelling. But in the process one also teaches them
that there 15, after all, one correct way to spell and one
accurate way to compute. For these fields, of course, that
is wholly appropriate But when such messages dominate
our school programs, the quest for certainty and the
fealty to rule become an overniding lesson What is the
danger? 1 submut that an mnability to cope with diverse
and at umes conflicting vistons about what 1s right, good,
or beaunful 1s the surest path to tyranny

The arts also exemphify and develop an important form
of literacy, the hiteracy needed to read and interpret the
varied meanings of poetry, mustc, visual arts, and dance
One need not burn books to render them feckless, they
need only go unread for a couple of generations The
absence of attention to the arts 1 our schools will result
in an inability for most of our atizens to deal with more
than “Wheel of Fortune,” “As the World Turns,” and
“Dallas ™ After all, people “read™ what they can This
brings us to anothe myjor am of arts education  that
through them cluldren find meaningful access to their
cultural heritage Without such Iteracy that heritage itself
will molder as skeletons i an unopened closet The arts
require a seeg eve n order to live

Such virtues are not eastly achieved, however What
will be necessany for the arts o become a reality in our
schools? Allow me to suggest three important dimen-
sions Let us remember, first of all, that the prionues of
the pubhic schools are determmed by the kinds of tests
that are admimstered and, i a related vein, by the admas-
stons policies of selectn e colleges and universities a'the
arts are to gan any secure place m the school cur-
nculum, assessment procedures both wathin the schools
and for post-secondary admissions will need to be
broadened to give the “uts public credibality

That 15 no small task. It 1s easy to develop mindless
tests that reduce a knowledge and understand'ng of the
fine arts to something trnaal The major task that con-
fronts arts educators, as well as others concerned with
the uahity of educanon throughout our schools, is to
develop methods through vhich genuine achievement

made vivid.
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A second factor that needs attention 1s a broader and
deeper view of what counts as educauon The Council for
Basic Education has historically embraced a conception
of mind, understanding, and education that is neither
widely understood nor shared by the body politic. The
arts have a central place in that conception Yet what the
public hears most about are those largely irrelevant test
scores that so often create high-level anxiety about the
quality of our schools High or low scores on inadequate
tests reveal very littde about what 1s educauonally signif-
1cant. A continued emphasts on “achievement tests™ will,
in my view, diminish rather than enhance the possibility
of a broader and deeper approach to schooling in Amer-
ica.

Thlrd, and finally, if arts educauon 1s to become a reality
n schools not only will broader assessment procedures
and deeper public understanding be necessary, pro-
grams that are educanonally substantive must be devel-
oped and teachers who are capable of teaching the arts
must be trained. At present, particularly at the elementary
school level, we are in short supply of both

While some progress 1s being made thanks to new
sources of foundaton support, 4 long road remains to be
traveled Without attention to the three factors 1 have
discussed, meaningful arts education 1n American
schools will remamn unavailable for the many and an
extra-curricular bonus for the few Thanks both to devel-
opments 1n the field itself and to the vverall educational
reform movement, the ume seems nipe for significant
improvement in this long neglected field Should we fail,
the arts will remain for most people an ehust pasume.
With effective arts education, they can becorne a legacy
that all enjoy

Elliot W Esner s Professor of Lducation and Art at Stanford

Ilnumv“y
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. WITHIN THE
~WALLED GARDEN

The Walled Garden: The Story of a School, by Charles
Merrill. Rowan Tree Press (124 Chestnut St., Boston,
MA 02108), 1982,

Reviewed by John Holdren

ince the floodgates opened a few years ago, we've

been up to our necks in sweeping reports and im-

modest pioposals. In the deluge, one modest book
was swept aside The Walled Garden, subtitled “The Story
of a Schocl,” 1s also the story of the author, Charles
Mernll, who founded the Commonwealth School in 1958
and presided as headmaster unul he retired in 1981 The
man—a son of the Merrill in Merrilt Lynch and
Company—and the school enjoy privilege and plenty Yet
the bouk offers wisdom that extends far beyond the walls
of one exceptional school

Born wealthy, Merrill desires something wealth cannot
buy. social justice. After the crash of 1929, his father
quickly ganed back the famuly fortune, young Charles
was disappointed that his father “seemed to have no
awareness of any need, in socety, for basic change or
even action.”

Mernll's own desire for <hange and action eventually
touk shape n two Victorian brownstones a few blocks
from the Boston Common Here began the ambitious
enterprise of running a school that would foster both the
highest academic standards and the highest humane
values—sometmes conflicung tdeals, as Merrill wculd
discover.

M ernll wanted his school to shape students who “out of

b nauve ability, Lard work and good teaching would learn
the skills to serve and lead society ” The Commonwealth
graduate who stays in Boston to teach Cambodian and
Laotan refugees attests to the success of Merrill and his
teachers. But, Merrill admits, the “bottom line™ for many
commonwealth students “1» careerism in April, the elect
are chosen for Harvard or Yale, the rejected trudge off to
the University of Massachusetts * One mother tells Mer-
rill, "I'd like to thank you for getung our daughter into
Radchiffe. But 1 suppose that's the reason why we sent her
10 your school.” The ideal of social justice remains in

E Txcfla with the reality of competitive self-interest.
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Conflict, struggle and suffering find their way even into
the walled garden of Merrill's privileged school. The
walls are not intended to keep out what Mernll, guoting
Keats, calls the “Worid of Pains and trouble ™ A young
woman’s suicide, riots during the Vietnam years, the but-
terness of minority students against their privileged
peers, Merrill's own bitterness 1n attempting to reconcile
equity and excellence (“The Christ-hke admussions direc-
tor with a sense of guilt about a private school's privi-
leges who fills his school with the insulted and the 1n-
jured will create a place where nothing gets done”).
Merrill’s candid accounts of these and other struggles
give Ius book far-reaching interest and relevance.

Withoul calling for excellence Merrill demands 1t In
characteristically salty prose, he requires the use of “pre-
cise words against the marticulate 1dioey of Youthspeak.™
He demands that students master a thoroughly “inte-
grated body of knowledge * The current Commonwealth
curriculum includes readings 1n the Bible, Shakespeare,
Milton, Yeats, Dickens, Conrad, Faulkner, Homer, Soph-
ocles, Herodotus Chaucer, Dante, Moliere, Ihser, Ni-
etzsche, Freud, Marx, Tom Paine, Thoreau, Eugene Debs,
Martin I uther King, Richard Wright, Chinua Achebe—and
that’s just a small sample

Despite the rigorous requirements, Mernill believes
that “educanon s biberaton ™ He nsists that students
learn to think for themselves A teacher should give stu-
dents “the chance o ask why ™ A teacher should “force
hus students to think by standing against the Zengest and
ignoring the buzz words and trendy themes.”

Mcrrill knows thrs noble 1deal may be easter said than
done Pu..lz schools are subject 1o taxpayers, legislatures
and school boards, private schools to those who pay
tition  Financial pressures are ideological pressures.
Commonwealth 15 lucky to be able to stand against the
Zewgist “Commonwealth's independence,” Merrill
plainly acknowledges, "has come partly because its
headmasters father was a wealthy man That's that.” Such
candor is sobering Merrill's account of what his excep-
tional school has achieved may enlarge our hopes for
general reform, but his reminder of what allows that
achievement restrains our sense of what 15 possible.

In a foreword w The Walled Garden, Theodore Sizer
claims that "Merrill’s voice is an important one among all
the rhetoric of contemporary school reform.” The voice
is gruff, bitter, wry, hopeful, humane. It is a voice worth
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