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Visual and Performing Arts in the Elementary School: Cognitive Development in a Child

“Every person is an artist.” It is known today that many students who are involved in the visual and performing arts are more motivated, more engaged, more sensitive, and more likely to succeed in all aspects of school, specifically academic achievement. As a fourth year student at UC Irvine, I have begin to experience how the visual art can make schools more enjoyable to all who cannot find joy elsewhere. Moreover, I begin to realize how the visual art can help touch the spirit of students whose spirit is denied in most schools as well as help reduce the high dropout rates in our educational system today. Having done ballet since middle school, I believe that both visual and performing arts can transform the way how we think and operate in society as well as waken our curiosity about the mysteries of the imaginative worlds beyond the obvious. In addition, I believe the arts can make a unique contribution to the brain, particularly in the creative aspects where the art requires abstract reasoning. In other words, I believe that visual art is more than just drawing, coloring, or painting – it is a form of expression that allows students to express and communicate freely with their minds and in their souls. I believe that the visual arts can invite us to join in adventures that quicken our senses and our minds. Nevertheless, I believe that both the visual and performing arts are excellent ways that can play a vital role in the development of a child. I feel that we as Americans need more and better arts education program in schools in order to produce better-educated human beings who will value and evolve a worthy American civilization.


So the question arises: how and why are the visual arts important for the development child? In his book, “Cognitive Development from Childhood to Adolescence,” Irving Sigel outlines how Jean Piaget, a developmental psychologist, believes that cognition in a child involves the process of knowing or perceiving and the act of acquiring an idea. He illustrates how Piaget theory in cognitive development can be influenced through the visual and performing arts in school. The author Piaget believes that cognitive development is a mode of an adaptation to the world. He believes that cognitive growth in a child is caused by two fundamental principles: assimilation and accommodation. He views assimilation as “taking in” while accommodation as an alteration of the individual understanding of events (Sigel 29). In other words, having visual and performing arts in schools can help students grow in their cognitive development stages from childhood to adolescence. Moreover, Sigel incorporates how Piaget sees constructivism as the best approach for students to learn in a classroom environment. He views constructivism as the child opportunity to construct what they learn and what they know into action (Sigel 35). In other words, Piaget idea in constructivism is important to show us how a child’s knowledge is obtained from personal actions, experiences, and the communications with the world. These three forms are all found in the field of the visual and performing arts. Piaget describe these forms as ‘operations’, because actions are operations, and that it is operation that specifies what particular mental activity is involved. In other words, operation leads us to better understand how thought functions in a child (Sigel 39). This mode of operation can only be found when a student engages in the visual and performing arts in school.
Over the past four years, I have been heavily involved in the music program here at UCI. Although I am not a huge addict in the field of the visual and performing arts, I am definitely a huge advocate of having both visual and performing arts in the elementary school and beyond. As a member of the UCI Chamber Vocal Ensemble program these last four years, I have come to realize how music can fortify the spirit, give order to the mind, and ultimately help us to make sense of life in the midst of chaos. Being involved in the music program has made me to become a better listener, creator, and performer throughout my undergraduate experience at UCI. Moreover, I believe that through singing in general, children can begin to mature physically, socially, and mentally as an individual. I believe that having music programs at the elementary school can encourage students to come to school, learn, and succeed in life. In the book, “Children and Their Art: Methods For the Elementary School,” Al Hurwitz and Michael Day writes about how Frances Rauscher, a researcher at the University of Wisconsin, has made a solid connection between music and spatial task performance. She believes that music and learning can play a dramatic effect in the development of the brain structure to the success of the music profession. In other words, the authors believe that the brain changes physiologically as a result of experience. This experience is found when teacher utilizes Piaget idea of constructivism into the visual and performing arts. I believe that without a music program in schools, we are disconnecting students to themselves and to the world around them. I feel that through the performing arts, children can release and relieve their mind and soul from Math and Science.


Aside from the performing arts, I believe that having visual arts in the elementary school is important because it also allows children to express their ideas, feelings, and emotions more often in drawing, coloring, or painting than in Math, English, and Science combined. When I draw, color, or paint during my free time, I see it as an aesthetic experience - it can be awesome and spectacular, or gentle and reflective. Having been in numerous drawing and painting classes in high school, I have come to recognize how the visual arts allow children to build authentic community within the scope of a classroom. Unlike Math or History, the visual arts allow children to communicate to others in their classroom. Moreover, I realize how the visual arts can increase a child’s sensitivity, respect, and cooperation as well as improve a child’s concentration, self-discipline, self-reliance, and self-esteem. The visual arts often provides a trigger to stimulate exploration - a way of knowing and showing, a vehicle for conveying ideas, interpreting the world and our feelings, as well as a way of thinking and communicating to the outside world.  

In other words, I strongly believe the visual arts program is an essential part of school curriculum because it deals with social issues, problems, and values in relations to the most vivid images of social values, such as Picasso or Monet.
In closing, I believe that we as Americans need more and better arts education to produce better-educated human beings who will value and evolve a worthy American civilization. I feel that arts are a common heritage that we all share in society, and that this commonality is why the schools should have an obligation to pass on that heritage to the next generation. Moreover, I believe the arts are unique because there are fewer absolutely right or wrong answers. It is simply the expression that requires use to exercise a higher order of thought processes. I believe that we need more citizens who can think for themselves, and I feel that the arts are excellent ways that can play a vital role in the development of a child. Nevertheless, I believe that we as educators need to take more action to save our arts program from more cutbacks and find more ways to develop an Arts-as-Basic Curriculum that will focus more on the habits of thought that are receptive, aesthetic, creative, communicative, and cultural.
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Notes:

consisted of six core concepts: 1) biological-experimental, 2) assimilation and accommodation, 3) constructivism, 4) stages, 5) factors influencing development, and 6) operations. All of these six core concepts can
Piaget theories and stages in cognitive development are of importance to the child development because they guide parents and educators to better understand what and how we can interpret a child’s response to society of all races and periods of history (Sigel 45).  
studies the human cognitive development in children and his epistemological view called “genetic epistemology.”  
Through the visual arts, I have come to handle frustration and failure more frequently than learning Math or Science
I have found that over the years at UCI, I have improved my attendance rate and reduced discipline problems after

Nowadays, the arts appear to be more frivolous and totally superfluous. Many schools have replaced the arts by more Math, more English, and more history because many people believe that the arts are expendable, extraneous, and nonessential

Children learn to be open to experience.
Arts are about reasoning. Many Americans cannot think straight. But with the 
Art requires us to set goals, to determine technique, to figure out, to evaluate, to revise, and to solve problem which we create. All of these have an enormous affect to self-discipline. 

provide us aesthetic guidance of life,

Furthermore, we create an underclass of uncultured citizens. 

I feel that through singing, I have come into recognition that my intellectual ability and common knowledge has expanded greatly throughout my undergraduate experience in regards to time management and decision making within a classroom environment.
 I would connect with my inner self through listening to or performing music as well as through moving to or performing dance.


Moreover, I agree with the authors that learning is strongly influenced by emotion when connected with an experience. Having done ballet with the South Coast for Performing Arts these last three years, I have began to reflect how my brain recognizes the connection between emotion and learning. 
When I am able to add emotions and feelings through drawing or painting, I have come to make more meaningful and exciting experience throughout my college experience where my brain has the ability to retain more important and relevant information than ever before.
Before children started school, they have had multiple experience with music. As toddlers, they invent little songs or tunes

As a listener, I experience music in a thinking-acting mode through making meaning with how-the-music-goes and what-the-music-says. As a creator, I “think-act” by arranging music in new way. And as performer, I “think-act by making music audible through singing. 
PAGE  
1

