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Throughout history trailblazing ideas and creative solutions to age-old problems have emerged from out of nowhere to become overnight sensations. As those bright ideas gained public acclamation, there were always people who sighed and said, “I thought of that ten years ago,” or “We’ve been doing that here for years.”
Maybe, but no one noticed; no one heard about them.

That’s how many of us at the Port Chester Council for the Arts felt recently when we heard about the Obama-Biden proposal to “reinvest in arts education.” We realized their vision matched the vision we had years ago, one we have realized in a variety of ways in our small working class village. What is their platform? To publicly champion the importance of arts education; to expand public/private partnerships between schools and arts organizations; and to create an Artists Corps.

Our reaction: “We’re already doing what they’re proposing nationally!” “We have 25 years of partnerships between our Arts Council, the public schools and the Village’s recreation department.” “We’ve been employing professional artists since 1982.” “To champion our cause, we started NATIONAL ARTS IN THE SCHOOL DAY in 2008.” “How can we let them know?”  
We can lead by example. We can pilot an Obama-Biden Artist Corps right here in Port Chester. We’re a natural. We have a lengthy history: our post office’s walls and ceilings boast dramatic murals done by a WPA artist in 1936; the chief carver on Mount Rushmore, an Italian immigrant, lived his adult life in our village. Both are historical models of how the arts and government can form lasting connections. Here is our track record:
Artists in Port Chester work in school/ community Artist Corps

September 1982 to present

Port Chester initiated its own mini-Artist Corps in 1982 by seeking and employing local professional artists who wanted to share their talents with young people. Hundreds of jobs have been created for artists since then: after school artist-teachers, artists in residency, summer camp counselor-artists, theater directors, musical directors, musicians, dancers—all evolving into a true family of artists. Today many of the children who were inspired by our artist-teachers over the years are teaching in our programs and throughout the tri-state area. 

Our current artist-in-residency and after school programs are always in need of  more funding because the population we serve is predominantly low-income. Our goal to expand our K-5 Literacy Through the Arts program into a full-year (40-week) program has often been sidelined by our school district’s budget constraints. A national Artist Corps would allow us to employ more artists on a more regular basis both in school residencies and as after-school program directors and instructors. Since we have vast experience working with professional artists and children, we can provide specific models as to how our local Artist Corps idea has been working and why a national application of the same design would be sound educationally, artistically and economically.  
Port Chester Council for the Arts expands partnerships between 

schools and arts organizations
September 1987 to present

Twenty-two years ago the Port Chester public schools tapped the resources of the Port Chester Council for the Arts in designing a new educational initiative, Kinderart, to complement its first all-day kindergarten program which we piloted and administered. In its second year, Kinderart was chosen as a teaching model by the New York State Council for the Arts and presented as such at a state conference. Kinderart led to the creation of Literacy Through the Arts in 1996, an “innovative program K-5” that employs 15-20 artists yearly in a variety of multi-week residencies for visual and performing arts. Literacy Through the Arts has been praised for its ability to “break down walls between cultures.” 

For our largely Hispanic school community this kind of arts education has provided an equal playing field for student achievement by creating cross-curricular ties. Teachers and administrators have publicly expressed their enthusiasm: “[It] helps children make their own connections between what they learn in class and experience with the arts”; “[it] has built confidence which translates into academic interest.” It even helps relieve the stress of testing: “Our students are so busy preparing for the tests that the LTA program allows them the opportunities to experience learning in a different modality.” Our teachers’ only complaint: “We need more!”
Finally, our other school-community partnerships extend into after school programs, an arts-based summer camp, and summer recreation children/teen theater productions at community sites. We certainly have practiced and continue to practice what Obama preaches: partnerships between Arts Groups/School/Community. We have also proven how much they benefit us all.

Port Chester Council for the Arts champions arts education through its own initiative

April 16, 2008

Like the Whos trying to contact Dr. Seuss’ Horton, last April (2008) we sponsored a first, a national initiative called NATIONAL ARTS IN THE SCHOOL DAY. It was a great success with lots of support from prominent artists and arts-advocates including Jane Alexander, former chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts and Chris Wedge, director of Blue Sky Studios who produced Dr. Seuss’ Horton Hears a Who. More than 30 artists and 100 classroom teachers participated that day; a day that brought the arts to all 3,000 Port Chester students K-12. The event raised local educators’ awareness of the value and need for arts education in eight short hours. This year will bring a broader base of participation from New York to Oregon. We even developed a Web site where anyone can see how we did it, how anyone can do it. NATIONAL ARTS IN THE SCHOOL DAY “publicly champions the importance of arts education.” Another of Obama’s arts education goals.
Our connections to the Obama-Biden arts education platform are strong. Last April, while we were working so hard to create NATIONAL ARTS IN THE SCHOOL DAY, Barack Obama was speaking to an audience of educators in Wallingford, Pennsylvania: “Part of what arts education does is it teaches people to see each other through each others eyes. It teaches us to respect and understand people who are not like us.”
Barack Obama thinks like an artist. 

So do we.  
So can our children. 

It’s time!






