Hand Middle success featured in new book
Researchers write about how school uses fine arts to support lessons
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Staff Writer

When Hand Middle School students study World War II, they learn how to swing dance.

Instead of taking notes from a lecture on South Carolina geology, eighth-grade science students research the subject and create picture books.

Schools like Hand that use the fine arts to bolster lessons in core subjects like history, math and English create atmospheres where students living in poverty can excel, according to a new book.

In “Third Space: When Learning Matters,” researchers concluded that using the fine arts during lessons in all subjects made learning more meaningful to students and fostered innovation among teachers.

The researchers examined Hand and nine other arts-intensive schools across the nation that had at least 50 percent of students living in poverty.

“We hope that it convinces people who care deeply about the future of public schools that their future depends in great measure on whether they have the kinds of programs and experiences in the arts in the schools,” said co-author Richard J. Deasy.

Deasy also is director of the Arts Education Partnership, the Washington, D.C.-based coalition that launched the study.

The schools exhibited two themes critical to their success.

First, the schools made the arts “a part of the fabric of the school,” the book said.

At Hand, that’s evident in not only extensive fine arts class offerings, but also through teachers collaborating to use the arts in core subject lessons, principal Marisa Vickerssaid. Also, Hand has a plan to ensure that the arts are continuously integrated into everything the school does.

The second theme the book identified relates to its rather abstract title, “Third Space,” which refers to how people gain personal meaning from art.

Arts programming “seemed to be changing what school was about,” the book said.

Using the fine arts in school created a “third space” where teachers and students could find deeper meaning in their schools, the book said. Students’ attitudes toward school changed. Teachers embraced innovation. And a sense of community blossomed within the schools.

Hand’s prestigious reputation and piles of awards, like 2001 Time magazine’s National School of the Year, landed it recognition in “Third Space.” In 1994, the school sought to boost achievement and quell discipline problems. Focusing on fine arts was the solution.

“It’s amazing how when you have an administration that has the same common goal and the staff also has the same common goal, you can have such dramatic changes in such a short period of time,” said Canisha Fletcher, a science teacher at Hand.

Vickers attributed Richland 1’s commitment to arts education with helping her school’s program work, even though Hand does not receive any additional funding. Richland 1 funds dance, drama, orchestra, chorus, band and visual arts teachers in middle schools districtwide.

Hand drama teacher Jennifer Larson found the book refreshing and reaffirming. She hopes other educators and leaders find inspiration in it.

“Right now, we’re faced with such an enormous burden of students who do not want to go to school and who have basically given up,” she said. “We need to start creating schools that children want to come to.”
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