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Arts Education Meeting at the White House

Thank you. Thank you very much. Thank you and welcome to the White House. I want to mention at the outset that this is our first public event in the State Dining Room since we have redone it. So I am particularly pleased that, for a group such as you—so committed to the arts, and so interested in it—I am delighted that you could be the first to be a part of this unveiling for us here in the White House.

As I look out at many familiar faces, I see life long advocates of the arts. I see some new friends on behalf of this cause, and I think it’s fair to say there have never been more arts education champions at the White House at any one time in our entire history. And I can congratulate all of you for that.

There are many thanks due to each of you, because what you are doing is working tirelessly for the day when every single child in every school in America can pick up a paint brush or an instrument in school and compose his or her future. I want to thank the Keenan Institute for the Arts for sponsoring this event, and for the reception that will follow. You’re going to hear from some very important people today, people who have made their commitment to our schools, to our education system, to our children, and particularly to ensuring that arts are a part of our education system.  

I had a great pleasure just a few hours ago because I was at the Marie Reed elementary school here in Washington D.C. As part of VH1’s effort to “save the music,”  John Sykes—whom you’ll hear from in a few minutes—and the VH1 family is committed to doing all that it can to make sure that children are exposed to music in school, and that they have the instruments required to try it out for themselves. I was pleased because that school, like so many not only in the District of Columbia but throughout our country, had had a music program at one time but because of budget cutbacks, it had been eliminated.

Thanks to a dedicated teacher and the generosity of some friends of that school, they were able to scrounge up some old instruments and try to keep going. We heard from a sixth grader named Troy who, when he was in third grade he told us very seriously, had started taking drum lessons and it really made him happy. Then the next year the arts program was gone because of budget problems in the D.C. schools. But thanks to a teacher by the name of Mr. Clipper, they began to 

meet before school. And using a lot of instruments that were in bad repair that they passed around amongst themselves, they kept their music program going.  

And finally today, because of the support of teachers and principals, and our new superintendent of the District of Columbia, Superintendent Ackerman, the generous partnership of VH1 and District Cablevision, we were able to announce a donation of $100,000  dollars worth of musical instruments that will make a huge difference to the three schools that those instruments will go to.  

Now that is just one example of what is happening today around our country because there has been a reaction to the loss of music and arts, and what that means to children everywhere.  And I think that’s why we’re all here today, because the time is absolutely right. We know going back more than 20 years that arts is a part of basic education, based on every study that has looked comprehensively at what our children need to be prepared for the future.  In 1977, “Coming to our Senses” made the case about why Americans should support arts as basic education. In 1983, “A Nation at Risk” made the very same argument that arts and the humanities had to play a role in our education systems. And ten years ago with “Towards Civilization,” the NEA sent a message that the arts in school were in jeopardy. And we know now that they certainly were and still are. We have been called time and time again to reaffirm the importance of the arts, not as a luxury, but as a necessity.  

There are so many examples of both research evidence and anecdotal evidence that make the case that all of you could stand up and probably give about ten or twenty off the top of your heads. I’ve seen very personally in the last several years what the difference can be, when the arts are part of particularly the education of inner city kids, kids at risk, kids who are otherwise disadvantaged. I’ve heard stories and I’ve met children who wouldn’t talk until they were finally introduced to an arts program or a musical experience.

Babyface—those of you who may not know Babyface are not among this generation, because the children at the school this morning were thrilled to have him there. And he shared his story about how, as a young man, he wouldn’t talk in school. He didn’t answer questions, he wouldn’t ask questions, no matter what the teacher said to him. And then one day he was introduced to the drums, and he said he could feel the effect throughout his entire body. And all of a sudden he found his voice.  

Well, I have seen that in schools in every part of this country, and I have listened to children and young people tell me why the arts are so important to them. A program funded by the NEA that I’ve visited at a school here in D.C. a few weeks ago, has children writing their own poetry and then acting it out. And one young man stood up and read from his poem, and one of his lines was, “ I’m so musical that when I write songs you’ll sing them for the rest of your life.” And not only sing songs, but learn to control and recognize your feelings.  

These young people who attend this school are largely drawn from the housing project across the street. They talked about how important it was to be able to let out the feelings they have every single day. And they found a way to do that through poetry, through the arts.  

The NEA has done a lot of good work through the years in bringing artists to schools and in encouraging schools to make sure that the arts are a part of the curriculum. And I just feel compelled to say that I’m very grateful for the support in the Senate that has been resoundingly giving to the NEA. And it’s very important that all of us that care about the arts understand how significant it is that the federal government has a role to play in supporting the arts, and in funding programs like the ones that send artists to schools where children would never see an artist otherwise. And I want to reiterate, on behalf of my husband, that the President will never back down on his commitment to federal funding for the arts and funding for the NEA.  

Now many of us have supported arts funding and arts education almost intuitively over our lifetimes, but now we have research which, very fortunately, supports those intuitions.  Groundbreaking research, done primarily from the University of Wisconsin and the University of California at Irvine, demonstrate conclusively that exposure to the arts—and particularly music—enables children to enhance their reasoning, their spatial understanding, their analytic 

abilities. 

We are now more convinced then ever that even exposing  infants and babies to music helps them to develop brain cells and make connections that will help them be more successful in school later on. That’s why it is not only something that is the right thing to do—supporting arts education—but it’s the smart thing for our nation, for both the public sector and the private sector to support arts education. Because we are by doing so, doing one of the things that we know will pay off the most in making children better able to learn.  

Today the arts is a core subject under the President’s program called “Goals 2000.” Yes—reading, writing, mathematics, and history are there, and they need to be there. But so are the arts. Ten million dollars have been awarded to local arts education applicants under this program,  under Goals 2000, to enable them to understand better how to use the arts to teach academic skills. We also have new standards for our 2000 Head Start Centers that recognize we can best help our children get ready for school by developing their creative self-expression through art, music, movement, and dialogue.  

We are also very grateful that there’s been created an Arts Education Partnership with the generous help of foundations and cultural institutions, many of which are represented in this room. And so we’re finally reaching a consensus in our nation that we need to have arts in our schools and we need to be sure that we’re setting standards so that arts education can help to really meet the needs of our young people.  

I am always reminded of people who have lived here before, and president John Adams said a lot of very sensible things. He was the first inhabitant—with his wife Abigail—of the White House.  And I know many of you know this quote, but I quoted Plato this morning at the Marie Reed school. I told the children that he was sort of like an ancient rapper who said a lot of things, and you know, kind of made a lot of sense. Well, so did President Adams, if you will. He once said, “I must study politics and war so that my sons may have the liberty to study mathematics and philosophy. My sons ought to study math and philosophy in order to give their children a right to study painting , poetry, and music.” And that is really what our goal is: to give a full education in the deepest sense of the word. [This] is what will best prepare people for challenges of this very uncertain future that poses so many opportunities, but also will call us in ways that we can not even imagine now, will be as fully human as possible in order to live together, to work together, to understand our dependence.  

So that’s why we’re issuing a call to action here in our nation, to bring the arts back into every school in America. In fact, the President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities is about to publish a study on the best lessons learned from school districts. What they have found is that everyone who has a stake in our children’s success must see arts educators and parents, but also businesses, cultural organization, colleges, and universities.  

Over the next 2 years, I and many of you will have opportunities to speak out on this topic and I want to enlist your support in making the case to the American public. 

I’m pleased to announce today new commitments from people who understand how important the Arts Education Partnership is, and who want to join this crusade. Between this school year and the next, Mr. Holland’s Opus Foundation is doubling its goal to provide instruments to school music programs and young soloists.  

Now, Mr. Holland’s Opus happens to be one of my favorite movies because, for those of you who have seen it, you know it really is a chronicle of life in the sixties forward. And for those of us who were in high school in the sixties, we remember—if we were lucky enough to attend most schools at that time in America that were in our suburbs, our cities—there were music programs and drama programs and art programs that we were able to take advantage of. If you watch that movie, you see the story about the slow elimination of arts programs over time. So I want to thank Mr. Holland’s Opus Foundation for their commitment.  

Ovation, a new cable channel for the arts, is asking young people around the nation to respond to the theme “I love art—here’s why” by writing an essay or a poem, or composing a song or drawing a picture. I think that’s a wonderful way for young people to express themselves and for their feelings and thoughts to be shared with the rest of us.

The Artists’ Rights Foundation is enlisting famous directors to help teenagers in six cities learn the art of film-making. I also want to thank our private sector. I want to thank Binney and Smith who is echoing our White House Millennium theme by developing 13 art exercises that ask students to honor the past and imagine the future. And the wonderful director of our symphony here in the nation’s capitol, Leonard Slatkin, is touring Europe and wanted to be here, and sent a message that he said I just had to give to you. He would be standing here, with baton in hand to direct us, were he able to. And that message is: “I will do everything in my power to fulfill the mission of this project and bring the arts back to our schools.” So you can see, we have a wide spectrum of support from many different aspects of our society.  

I hope in a year or two or five or ten, we can look back and say that at this meeting we came forward in a united way to create the opportunity for the arts in education to flourish once again.  There are many people who are responding to that call, and it is my privilege now to introduce one of them to you.

I think that it is fair to say that there are many people who have a stake in the creation of not only future artists, but audience for artists. And among the people who have such a stake are those who would broadcast to us the work of artists. People in the corporate world know Michael Jordan as the Chairman and CEO of the CBS Corporation. People in the arts world know him as the chairman of the Americans for the Arts.  

Now I hope people everywhere will know him as the AFA/CBS leader who brought those two very powerful and important institutions together—the AFA and CBS—to raise public awareness about the value of the arts for our children, and to encourage children everywhere to understand the significance to their own lives of the arts, and to create composers and performers and artists and audiences for the 21st century. Please join me in welcoming Mr. Michael Jordan...

(Michael Jordon speaks)
Thank you very much Mr. Jordan. It’s really exciting and very encouraging to hear that level of commitment and the combination of good research and advocacy that is so important.
Over the last year, I’ve had the pleasure of getting to know our next speaker, John Sykes, President of VH1. He comes here today with a background in music and artist management, with an extraordinary commitment to putting musical instruments back in our schools, and distinction few if any can match. He actually convinced my husband to give away a saxophone.

As I mentioned this morning when John and I were together at the Marie Reed school, he has a commitment to putting music back in the schools. That’s not just a short-term one, it is a long-term commitment that I believe has involved everyone who works for him and everyone he can touch and convince. And it was a thrill to see those children today looking at that pile of instruments that this gift to the D.C. schools represents.

And so it is now my great honor and privilege to introduce John Sykes...

(John Sykes speaks)
Thank you so much John. And thank you for that extraordinary commitment which is such a mark of leadership on this issue, and I’m very grateful. 

