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Using arts to advance the Common Core 
By Merri Rosenberg

SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

With the need to fully use instruc-
tional time to help students meet higher 
academic standards, many school districts 
are questioning the value of fi eld trips. 
But a new program is seeking to cover 
Common Core Learning standards while 
exposing students to theater, dance, music 
and the visual arts. 

Called the School Time Series Teach-
ing Artist Program, it is part of the Arts 
in Education department of the Perform-
ing Arts Center at the State University’s 
Purchase College and is funded with a 
$15,000 grant from a nonprofi t group 
called Arts Westchester. 

“We’re partners with the Ken-
nedy Center, and that’s the model we’re 
employing,” said Seth Soloway, program-
ming manager at the Performing Arts 
Center. 

In the Kennedy Center model, a 
teaching artist affi liated with the program 
visits a class for a 45-minute period to ex-
plore the themes and lessons of whatever 
work of art the students will see later. In 
Purchase, such offerings this year have 
included The Very Hungry Caterpillar, 
Romeo and Juliet and “Freedom Bound,” 
a play about the Underground Railroad. 

“Our goal is for this to help the class-
room teachers,” Soloway said. “The trip 
is not an interruption.”

To date, the program has been intro-
duced in six schools in four districts in 
Westchester (New Rochelle, Mt. Vernon, 
Tarrytown and Edgemont), as well as 
nearby Greenwich, Conn.

The college also places teaching 
artists in schools for 10 weeks in another 

program called Neighborhood Bridges. 
That program, funded by the Frog Rock 
Foundation, has been active in Mt. Ver-
non, Yonkers and Port Chester-Rye.

On Board visited the Tarrytown 

school district to see visual artist Kostas 
Kiritsis prepare middle school students to 
see “Man of the House,” a play by David 
Gonzalez about a 13-year-old Hispanic 
boy struggling to deal with his long-
absent father. 

At Washington Irving Intermediate 
School in Tarrytown, fi fth-graders 
were taught by Kiritsis to recognize the 
play’s themes involving the immigrant 
experience. 

It was a topic that resonated for many 
Tarrytown students who themselves are 
immigrants or fi rst-generation Americans 
with heritage in Russia, Ecuador, Puerto 
Rico, the Dominican Republic and other 
countries. Kiritsis broadened the dis-
cussion to engage students in a spirited 
conversation about why people travel in 
the fi rst place. 

Kiritsis’ lesson focused on Cuba, a 
key element in the play. He had the stu-
dents make a fake passport, pretend to be 
spies and play the roles of border guards 
and traveler.  

“The district really promotes access 
to the arts,” said Mark White, a fi fth grade 
teacher in Tarrytown. “We just don’t learn 
from paper. My students are very creative 
and have different ways of learning.”

 Careful planning is essential, said 
Ian Driver, manager of education in 
Purchase College’s Arts in Education 
program. “The lesson plan has a template, 
relating to the standards for the grade 
level and the discipline,” he said. “The 
objective is that students are learning 
something in art form in a specifi c subject 
area. We can make sure it’s coordinated. 
The teacher and the teaching artist talk 
beforehand and plan the lesson.” 

Soloway, the Performing Arts Center  
programming manager, said some of the 
considerations include: “What lends itself 
to the Common Core? How are we creat-
ing a good spread across grade levels? 
Our vision is to have diversity in subject 
matter, age groups and culture.”

“Every school needs this,” said 
Soloway. “Every teacher needs this if we 
want to serve our community of young 
people, and help classroom teachers and 
principals.”
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In the Port Chester-Rye school district, a visiting 
artist helped language development teacher 
Kelly Budde create a theater class to help English 
language learners improve language skills 
(above).  E Photo courtesy of Stephanie Kovacs 
Cohen 

At left, teaching artist Kostas Kirikos visits 
Washington Irving Middle School in Tarrytown to 
prepare students to see a play at the Performing 
Arts Center at Purchase College. 
E  Photo by Merri Rosenberg
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Participate in your Association’s
membership survey.
Your needs, opinions and viewpoints are important. That’s why NYSSBA has 
asked Fact Finders, Inc., a third party vendor, to survey members anonymously. 
So speak freely, share your opinions, thoughts and suggestions.

Check your e-mail in August for an invitation from Fact Finders, Inc. 
to participate in our member survey.

With your participation, we can serve you better – 
and make school boards stronger.

It’s all about
YOU!
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