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At Grizzly Hill School, the three Rs include the arts.

Students at the K-8 school on the San Juan Ridge are accustomed to spending the day outside searching for exotic and native flora and fauna, painting murals that decorate the school or researching the history of indigenous people who once roamed the hills east of Nevada City.

While academics attending a national arts-education conference this month seemed perplexed that a school of just 93 students in a country hamlet could earn such prestige, those with ties to Grizzly Hill School consider arts the widely known secret to the K-8 school's success.

The school's arts-based education is widely praised in a profile tucked inside the book, "Third Space: When Learning Matters," that singles out 10 schools across America for their emphasis on arts education. Grizzly Hill is the smallest school profiled in the book, and with the exception of a school in Tucson, Ariz., is the only school west of the Mississippi included in the book.

The book is published by the Arts Education Partnership, a Washington nonprofit coalition of arts, education, business and government entities. It was released Nov. 14.

Authors praised the school for its commitment to public art exhibits at the North San Juan post office and for staging events for the community at the North Columbia Schoolhouse Cultural Center.

"The artworks made visible not only the students' artistic talent but frequently expressed students' interests, reflections on life on the Ridge and their learning in such areas as science and social studies."

The praise of the school by researchers, Lauren Stevenson and Richard Deasy, come as no surprise to Twin Ridges Elementary School District Superintendent Stan Miller or Diana Pasquini, a place-based arts educator who coordinates much of the visual and performing arts curriculum at the school.

"It's all about connecting students to the community, and connecting all of their curriculum content areas so they're not subjects as stand-alones."

The Arts Education Partnership authors visited the school as part of a three-year study that examined arts education at 10 schools in urban and rural areas serving economically disadvantaged students.

Pasquini, a Twin Ridges employee since 1998, has for several years served as the district's de facto arts teacher. In her tenure, students have staged Balinese plays, painted a mural of the San Juan Ridge's native birds and painted artwork that's housed at the North San Juan post office.

"This recognition celebrates the work of the children," she said.

Arts education, Miller said, "is non-negotiable on the Ridge. It's part of the environment.

"The school's function is to educate the community."

Pasquini's position was initially funded through a grant for small schools in Pliocene Ridge, Camptonville, Downieville and Twin Ridges. 

The school board made a commitment last year to fund money for Pasquini's position.

"The recognition is a huge validation because it was not an easy decision to fund this position," Miller said. "We felt this was something too powerful and important to leave behind."

Miller and Pasquini said most of the educators were shocked to learn of Grizzly Hill's small size and rural, rugged location.

"It was surprising to them that they would allow a school to exist with so few students," Miller said. "The only thing that had any meaning to them was that we were an hour from Sacramento. We were so pumped up to be there."

"They all want to come and visit us now," Pasquini said.

The book is available for purchase at The Book Seller in Grass Valley and at www.aep-arts.org online.
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