The Worst Case Scenario – The Bad News

Congratulations to you all for being here today. You are a special group.

One person I know of is not able to stand up today. She wanted to be here, but she could not get a teacher to sign her permission sheet. The teacher told this student that there is a time for the Arts and a time for her studies at school. I believe this is an unfair judgement, but one that is made daily in our education system. The Arts are electives, frills. They are not as important as the real subjects. We work against many obstacles. 

Stephen Sondheim, the famous Broadway composer summed it all up when he said. “Art isn’t easy” Boy did he get that right!

A fellow teacher said to me one day that it must be easy to be a drama teacher. All you have to do is sit back all day and have the kids entertain you. I was speechless. Didn’t she understand what I do? She was not aware of the educational objectives of our arts programs, and how we teach an ancient art form, and that we are the centre of the curriculum? No. Oddly enough she is not alone. The bad news is that not many people take us seriously. Especially those who make the decisions. I worked for a principal one time who said that he didn’t care what I did as long as it was entertaining. It’s all about entertainment, you know. He believed that.

I decided a long time ago not to be offended by these kinds of comments. It’s difficult not to be defensive. We are very vulnerable, but we have never been understood.

Several years ago my colleague Neal Facey had a student ask him in all seriousness if he got paid as much as a real teacher. He had never thought about it that way, but in the student’s mind Drama didn’t have a lot to do with the real work of school.

A couple of years ago we were at school on Saturday morning working on a production. This was going to be a long day, setting lights, painting sets, rehearsing. Around noon the activity was in full swing and a parent wandered into the theatre to get her daughter. When told that her daughter would be busy here all day, the parent looked around and replied… “we’ll these children don’t look like they’re having much fun!” 

Stunned. I am always stunned by comments like these. If you choose a career in the arts you will be too. Why do we bother? I think you know why. Fun? Of course it’s fun! Why else would they all give up their Saturdays.

My task this morning is to give you the bad news about Careers in the Arts. This is very difficult because I believe very strongly in the Arts. It has been a wonderful 30 years. I have had the privilege of working with the most creative and interesting students in the school system. They have been my inspiration. I would not wish to be anywhere else.

My advice to you is to start today to be your own advocate. We  have to constantly explain ourselves. People confuse what we do with entertainment. They don’t see our work with the same passion and dedication as we do. 

My task is to be the devil’s advocate today. To show you the worst scenario. The bad news about the arts. I want you to imagine with me. Some of this is fiction, but sadly much is true. We enter the twilight zone. 

Just suppose that tomorrow all Arts courses ceased to exist. People in power can do such things. They legislate. They want to reduce the budget, and they cut off the so called “fat” They start with the electives. They are extras after all. Frills. No more drama, music, art or dance. These are expendable, and costly too. The schools will survive without them, they reason. Oh well. We have to cut somewhere, they say as they shake their heads. Students who really want to study the Arts can register at private studios. Do them on their own time, they say.

All the Arts teachers are taken out of all the schools. They are all transported to a desert island somewhere. An artists colony. Dancers, actors, artists, photographers, film makers and musicians. Wouldn’t that be an interesting place? 

The Arts teachers are not replaced. The rooms in which they taught are converted to regular classrooms. Rows of desks line the dance studios, overhead projectors and graphing calculators are installed in the theatres, kilns and potters wheels are sold at the auction. The money is used to buy textbooks. Math textbooks. 

This is obviously a nightmare. But not far from the reality in many school districts where budgets are tight, and anxious board members are viewing the arts as non-essential. We may see this happen in the new year. We live in a very fragile educational climate. Nothing seems sacred when it comes to budget cuts and  political expediency. 

What would happen to you? What would your life be like? 

Here’s the bad news. Nobody would care that much. Not too many people would stand up for you. You would of course,  but nobody ever won an election over funding for the arts. It’s not as if these courses count for much, and politicians and bureaucrats are notorious for not really understanding what you want or need. Arts are the first to go. Don’t count on the powers that be.

You hope the newspapers will fight for your rights. You write a letter to the editor. Wait a minute, when was the last time the local media supported what you do?  Think back. Think about the space allocated in the local papers to Arts news. Have you noticed  that usually it is somewhere in the TV guide. Most of it is off the wire service. The fact that Madonnna is pregnant again, or that Tom Cruise has had a face lift. 

These articles often replace the local arts events. How often do we see articles about local musicians and their accomplishments? Well once in a while. But not so often as the sports teams. The Kelowna Rockets get more coverage in a month, win or lose than do the local theatre companies, or art shows do in an entire year. Keep track! I do. 

In fact both local dailies do not have qualified Arts reviewers as do The Vancouver Sun or The Globe and Mail. Nobody in the local press knows anything about the Arts. Arts are entertainment. Bad news. No one to publicly champion our rights. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if the editor of a local paper would hire an Arts Columnist who has both experience and training in the arts, a passion for encouraging young talent and an ability to keep up with the hundreds of arts events which occur every month? What portion of the local newspapers are dedicated to high school arts programs. 

Back at school more bad news. You are starting to lose interest. Your last report card was terrible. Your comments read like this.

Mary is having trouble with the basics. More study and review needed. She spends entirely too much time daydreaming.

John is a likeable and pleasant student. He does not apply himself, and does not seem very sure of the facts.

Anne wastes a lot of time in class. She attends regularly but has not applied herself to memorizing data.

Bad news. Except for the daydreaming! That’s good. Daydreaming is very creative.

As you may know the left side of your brain is responsible for speech, logical thought, and mathematical reasoning. The right side is your creative side and controls artistic thought, intuitive thinking and the imagination. This, of course,  is an oversimplification of the right/left brain function, but don’t you sometimes feel that school emphasizes the left over the right? 

Cecily O’Neill, an expert on drama in education states that the imagination is a muscle, and if it does not get excercised it will die. She goes on to state that by using the imagination we invent ourselves. But, she continues, some of us have better imaginations than others. Why is that so? Well, maybe we have ignored the right side of the brain too long. Who is responsible for that?

Bad news. 

Are you being viewed by the “system” as a disembodied brain? A memorizer of facts, figures and formulas? Why do people not understand the connection between intelligence and the arts? Smart people make great artists. Proven!

Ken Danby a famous Canadian artist told this story at the Provincial Art Teachers Conference last year. He recounted that;

He has an enthusiasm for sport. He is a member of an old timers hockey team.

He had a conversation he had with a fellow player who happens to be a lawyer. (supposedly an educated person) They were discussing the merits of wearing full protection equipment, which the team had decided would be mandatory for everyone. The lawyer said to Ken Danby “ Ken, you’re an artist. You have to protect your hands. There’s no way you could protect your hands without gloves. Whereas I’m a lawyer. I have to protect my head. There’s no way I could play without a helmet”

It had never occurred to Ken Danby that as an artist his head might be expendable as long as his hands were protected. 

Do people think we have no intellect? Are arts electives no brainers? Certainly not.

Where is the balance between right and left? What is the relationship between success in math and our ability to use our creativity?  Who has recognized the fact that if one side of the brain dominates the other, then imbalance is the result. Imbalance is bad news. A very incomplete education.

Without the opportunity to exercise our imaginations and creative thought we become hollow. We know something is missing. 

Ming Cho Lee, a famous theatre designer observes that “art is about us…it is spiritual”

He believes that Art represents the development of individual voices and ideas. He cautions us to think about what we value in an education, and to consider why it is important in our lives. He knows that Art gives context to our work- a connection to our study, and that for him the concept of a liberal arts education should embrace the idea that Art enriches ones life, and makes life meaningful.

Bad news. Who do you know actually believes that art makes life meaningful? If they believed it they would not have cut your program.

Look around you. Everything seems black and white. Where is the color? The hallways look more and more like prisons, and you grow restless to escape. For many of you the only reason you survive in this system is because of the arts. You live for dance class, you take two theatre classes, you play in more than one jazz band, and you spend extra time in the art studio. 

Your parents, supportive of your love of the arts don’t seem to see your passion the same way you do. They applaud your achievements, attend your concerts and art exhibits but have concerns about your “real subjects”. Have you ever heard that? 

They appreciate your concern for the loss of your music program, but now maybe you can concentrate on the basics. The three “r’s” . Get better marks, have more free time. Get some sleep instead of spending all weekend at the school rehearsing.

Bad news. No one is thinking outside the box.

Well you may very well  have to pay your own way.Do you have the resources to pay for private lessons? 

 It has been several months, and you are now suffering from withdrawl. You are sure that your right side of your brain is shrinking. 

After one year things get better. For some reason or another the local school board has found some money to reinstate one or two arts courses. No money to hire specialists though. We will just simply reassign existing staff to fill the positions. Mr. Smith, the biology teacher went to a play once. He can teach drama. Miss Jones, the English teacher played the flute in high school. She can teach band. Mr. Barker is good at doodling. He can teach art. And so it goes. More bad news. They are not willing to do more than is necessary. They certainly aren’t willing to give up their Evenings and Saturdays for rehearsals. Band trips are out of the question. This does happen, and it may be in our future that extra curricular activities will be contracted separately from academics. Who will teach these courses?

Meanwhile the priority of the school district seems to be to put a computer in front of every student. Shortsighted for sure..but this is what will train young minds to embrace the future. I don’t believe it.

In our hearts we know the reverse to be true. Curriculum should be life affirming. Balanced.  

We come to realize that the only reason strong arts programs exist in schools is because of the dedication and hard work of all those who feel passionate about it being there. This is the group on the desert island. They put in countless hours building programs which are extremely fragile because they exist only because of the will of the individual teacher.Now they are gone. Arts programs are never legislated. They are fought for, and they survive despite the narrow minded thinking of bureaucrats who quite frankly react to what they think the public wants. A return to the basics. They are intrenched in “old think”. It makes a great deal of sense to them that they turned out ok despite the lack of arts in their educations, so why the big fuss. They are indeed the answer to their own argument. They live inside the box.

Bad news. They make the decisions. How can we ensure that the Arts will continue to be vital part of our future curriculums. We have to decide what we want to do for our kids. We need to find balance. We need to become proactive and support our Fine Arts programs. We need to understand that the arts are the centre of the curriculum. 

If you choose Arts as a career you have to be prepared to start early to develop your skills as advocate. You will encounter many people who do not understand you. Don’t let them get to you. You know why you love the Arts. 

I always use this example with my students when I am trying to define their role in society. I was in an Art gallery once looking at an abstract painting of a yellow stripe. A man next to me declared – “You call that art? My three year old could have painted that”

I replied to him, “Yes, but your three year old didn’t think of it”. He was silent.

Back to our deserted island. They’re having a fabulous time. Nobody doubts them. They are busy creating, thinking, inventing themselves, sculpting, writing, dancing, singing, feeding off each others energies. We need them back. They are the color to our black and white society. They are the mirrors of our souls. It would indeed be bad news to isolate them. They, and hopefully one day you will be the centre of it all.

I hope the situations in your schools are not at the stage where Arts programs are being cut. That would be a tragedy, and we must not let it happen. Speak up for yourself. If you are to learn what it is to be an artist you must believe in it. I do.

There is good news. You may make the right choice. And although you may have already concluded that Art isn’t easy Neal Facey will tell you the good news about your chosen career. Good luck with your decision.

Thank you

