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April 16, 2014
Eric Booth, UNESCO Keynote in Seoul

[Begin with thanks, to KACES, to delegates—and to the arts education teachers in our
lives who sparked a passion that has lasted so much of our lives to bring us together

today. ]

Our conference organizers proposed the following key words to me for the beginning of
our conference. They are all verbs: “renew, rediscover, re-illuminate, reproduce, restart.”
Words that start with “re” in English usually imply “again”; so this speech, which is the

first gesture of our conference, is about re-activating something that was there before.

What is it that we seek to renew as we begin the opportunity of this conference? I
propose that we come together to experience again something that we experienced
in arts education when we were children. We are all here because of childhood
experiences that enabled us to have powerful experiences when we became adults.
Those experiences, when young and older, inspired us to give our lives to the power of
that experience. And that commitment from a childhood experience brings us together
from around the world, in one of the world’s greatest cities, to celebrate that childhood
experience, and strengthen our power to provide that experience for young people

around the world—as provided in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Article 31

States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and
recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in
cultural life and the arts.

This Article recognizes that every child has a birthright to artistic experiences, of the
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kinds that changed our lives. Children naturally have artistic spirits and naturally play
artistically; art education seeks to deepen those natural inclinations and skills, so that
they can make the whole of their lives more beautiful. Research is increasingly proving
that good arts education also produces practical results, such as better academic
achievement, enriched employment opportunities and accomplishments, more civically
engaged citizens. Arts education that fosters a consistent flow of artistic experiences
changes the directions of peoples lives, in the short and long term, as we know better

than anyone from our own lives.

We gather here to renew our commitment to this often overlooked and often forgotten
formative experience because we are like rechargeable batteries that run down as we
empower others and light up the programs that change children’s lives. The powerful
pressures of politics and economies can push the full birthright of Article 31 far to the
side of government priorities. This is certainly true in my country, where U.S. policy
pays little attention to the importance of arts education. My arts education colleagues
in the US. get worn down from fighting so hard against indifference and disrespect for
the life-saving essentialness of arts experience. I am sure most who are here from other

countries also need recharging from your relentless efforts to fulfill the promise of Article 31

We also come to be recharged together so we can strengthen our international bonds,
learn from and find new ways to support one another—to empower this emerging
global network of arts education, in the awareness that we are not alone, and that we

are stronger at home if we are more connected globally.

[ have used the word “experience” almost 20 times already. What am [ referring to?
What is this core experience we had as children, and again as adults, that is so powerful
we travel thousands of miles to be together with people from other cultures who speak
different languages, to reactivate in ourselves? What is the core experience we work so
hard to make sure the children in our care have with enough consistency so that they
can internalize them for life. What is the core arts experience that we all have shared,
even though some of us discovered it playing the bamboo flute and others in hiphop
poetry? 1 follow the words of the great 20th century physicist David Bonm who said,
“Any time you see seeming opposites, look for the greater truth that contains them

both.” What is the greater truth underneath the connection between rigorous repetition
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of ancient drumming patterns on the tabla and dancing well in a night club? Or even,
what is the greater truth of connection between a performance as Hamlet and a great

conversation with a friend?

We tend to think of art according to its nouns—art IS the paintings on a gallery wall, or
art is the Beethoven symphony in the concert hall. When we define art by its nouns, art
education becomes the preparation for young people to be able to make and appreciate
those art works. There is certainly nothing wrong with preparing young people to join
those deep and powerful artistic traditions—keeping them alive is part of our goal in
arts education. But that is only part of the power and potential of arts education, and to
forget the rest of our responsibility is a limited understanding of the scope of art and the
potential of arts education. You and I did not come to Seoul to improve our performance
of Beethoven, or to paint a masterpiece this week. Maybe you did come here to improve
your dancing at night clubs! We came here because of the greater truth of art. We came
here because of the verbs of art. Underneath the seeming separateness of a Balinese

dance and a Liverpool street mural lie the same verbs of art.

Let’s do a little activity together to remind ourselves about the verbs of art. Please look
at this wall here. Imagine this part of our room is a stage in a theatre. You have paid for
your ticket, and you are sitting waiting for the play to begin. This wall, and everything in
front of it, is the stage set which has been meticulously prepared by the scenic designer.
You know how they are—every single thing you see up here has been careful created
and placed to be exactly like this to create the world of the play. So, looking at this stage
setting, what do you see that gives you hints about the kind of play it will be? What
actual things do you see here that are eloquent about the play? Please raise your hand
and share some ideas. [l repeat their ideas for about two minutes.] Let me pause here to
point something out. Notice the experience of looking at this wall in the last few minutes
compared to the twenty minutes before that. The same wall and objects have been here
all the time, but the moment I gave you the world’s smallest arts invitation—"what if"—
and asked you to imagine possibilities with me, the experience of your looking changed.
You began to see things and wonder about their meaning. Before you were leaning
back, using the 5% of our cognitive capacity that brain scientists tell us we use when
we “pay attention” in normal ways. Normally, we sit and think a jumble of things—

about what you are going to do later, what you like or don’t like about my speaking,
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about my sneakers—that is normal paying attention. But the verbs of attention and the
experience of attention change completely when you engage artistically. You began to
see what was present, you began to create ideas and ask yourself interesting questions.
And instead of being isolated, we began to work as a group—we listened to one another,
appreciated the good ideas others had which expanded our own understanding. The
verbs of art, in this case aesthetic attention, change everything. In this case they changed
these ordinary into objects full of interest and potential, into fun, and group interest
and respect. cArt education trains the verbs of art and don't we all want to have young
people with the skills to pay attention creatively—to artworks, but also to science and
math, and to the whole of their worlds. John Dewey, my favorite American philosopher
was once asked if he could define the word “aesthetic.” After some study he admitted
he could not define the word, but he knew that its opposite was “anaesthetic.” The verbs
of art wake us up to the reality of what surrounds us and helps us discover the value in

the ordinary and experience the full wonder of the extraordinary.

When [ was being interviewed on live television once, I was asked to explain simply the
difference between art and entertainment. I made a mess of the answer on TV because
it is a difficult question. But here’s what I came up with afterwards. Entertainment is not
the enemy of art—let’s hope not—artistic experience, while requiring discipline, needs to
be fun and fascinating! What distinguishes entertainment is that it happens within what
we already know. Whatever our feelings—laughing, crying, getting excited by the video
game or movie or song—underneath, entertainment says, “Yes, the world is the way
you think it is.” And that feels great to have skillfully presented beautiful things confirm
our sense of the way the world is. Art, on the other hand, happens outside of what we
already know. In the experience of art, we expand our sense of the way the world is or
might be; we expand our sense of the possible. That is the arts experience—the miracle
of human imagination and creation that changes our understanding of the world we live
in, that transforms the ordinary into the extraordinary—that envisions and makes new
worlds, in music, dance, visual arts, drama, and also in history, chemistry, mathematics,
and also in everyday life.

Quite simply art can be defined as two things: making things we can care about, and
entering the creations of others to discover the new worlds they contain. A child can
spend a whole day working with clay and not have an arts experience—it isn’t the

noun, the clay, that awakens the artist in her. She can compliantly follow the teacher’
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s instructions and have fun, make something that looks like a horse, but learn little. She
has to be able to do something with that clay, she has to be able to pour herself into that
clay and make something that holds who she is, she needs to use the verbs of art that
bring parts of herself into form. Those verbs that turmn doing what you are told to do with
clay, into shaping a new world of your own making in clay, are what we mean by art. It
is the job of arts educators to activate and guide those capacities in her, so that she can
make something she cares about in clay, and can explore the things her colleagues and
masters of the art form have made to discover the aliveness they contain. Good arts
educators know they teach the verbs of art as much as the nouns; great arts educators

make the verbs the top priority.

Let me mention the foremost tool of great arts education. I call it the Law of 80%. [ use
the word “law” to make it sound important, and the specific percentage is a made up
number. But it captures a strong truth. Eighty percent of what we teach is who we are.
Yes, our curriculum, and lesson plans, and information are important, an important 20%
of our impact. But students derive the deep lessons of art from drinking in the teacher
in the room. They learn what it means to think artistically from the way we think, listen,
feel, invent, discover things with them, make connections in front of their eyes. If you
doubt the Law of 80%, think of the great teachers in your own life; it was not the syllabus
or handouts that made you choose to live your life a different way. It was the quality of
the person in the room with you. The Law of 80% requires that the verbs of art be alive
in us all the time, because we are teaching all the time whether we know it or not. And
we come together at conferences like this to revitalize the artist in us who inspires all the
staff members we work with, who inspire everyone they work with, who inspire every

child in our care.

Those verbs of art bring us to Seoul. We have our hands on very difficult clay—
government policies, financial limitations, powerful competing priorities for time in the
school day, our own limited strength. But we know the power of making things we care
about—we learmed it in our own arts education as a child an adult, what making things

they care about does for the lives of the children whose spirits we are given the care of.

[ will point out that my definition of art—to expand your sense of the way the world

is or can be—is much the same definition as learning. In the moment of real learning,

2014-08-28

k) 12107!‘44




ZUEDAM32.indd 97

2014 HAI 2ol s 7
2

you make a connection between yourself and something you are focusing on, a
connection that no one else has ever made in exactly the same way. Artistic and
learning experiences are made with the same verbs. The term “arts education” is
really a redundant phrase. We make new connections, notice the phrase “making a
connection”—it the world’s smallest creative act. Making things we care about—from
new connections to whole new worlds—in biology or writing or math—taps the same
verbs as making a musical phrase that captures what you feel. Empowering the artistic
creator in young people develops exactly the same verbs, skills, as empowering the good

learner in young people.

In the US, T am called a teaching artist. Other countries use different terms to describe
an artist who learns the complementary skills of and sensibilities of an educator; and
teaching artists engage people in learning experiences in, through, and about the arts,
for a variety of purposes. There are some thirty thousand professional teaching artists in
the US, and they partner with schools, in after school programs, with arts organizations,
homes for older people, prisons, hospitals and more, to advance arts education across all
ages. The US. does not have a lot to brag about in terms of our national arts education
compared to most UNESCO countries, but teaching artistry is something we now share
around the world. Teaching artistry has become a global phenomenon, with many
countries developing the skills of their artists as educators. Indeed, every two years there
is now an International Teaching Artist Conference about this growing phenomenon.
The First International Teaching Artist Conference was in Oslo in 2012, and the second
will happen in Brisbane Australia this July—it is not too late for you to sign up or to
send a delegate. Indeed, we have the Chairman of the conference here with us today,
Brad Haseman from Queensland University of Technology, the sponsor of the world

conference this July 1-3.

Teaching artists straddle the two worlds of arts and education, as skilled practitioners
in both. Because we live in both worlds, it may be easier for us to see the greater truth
that brings both worlds to life. That may be why I was asked to give the closing keynote
speech at UNESCO’s first worldwide arts education conference in Lisbon in 2006—to

have a teaching artist bring the worlds of art and education together.

2014-08-28

k) 12107!‘44




ZUEDAM32.indd 98

In my lifetime as a teaching artist, [ have come to realize there is one verb of art that
we develop in arts education that is the most important. A 2009 research study from
Harvard Project Zero, called “The Qualities of Quality,” explored the question of what
makes for high quality arts education. One of the report’s findings is that one thing above
all other elements determines quality in arts education. What do you think it might be?
This one most important thing is not the excellence of the teaching, nor the materials,
nor the atmosphere. The one thing that determines quality more than any other is -
the motivation of the learner. The intrinsically motivated learner who is curious, eager,
hungry for learning tums mediocre teaching into great learning. Research shows that
intrinsic motivation overcomes poor conditions or inadequate materials to produce
great learning. Harvard research tells us that it is this verb of arts education—intrinsic
motivation, the drive to make something for your own personal reasons—that makes
the greatest impact on learning. That is what my experience tells me too. Many times
[ have seen hungry learners turn mediocre teaching and poor quality supplies into
powerful leaming. This verb of motivation can be developed in many areas of study, but
perhaps most powerfully in the arts—this is the very reason the arts belong in the center
of a child’s schooling, because this verb animates all learning. It can become so strong
it fills our lives with richness, no matter what our material circumstances. You know the
difference in taking on a project you have to do, which is called extrinsic motivation,
and a project you hunger to do, intrinsic motivation. As you know in your own life, the
difference in those two feelings, having to do something and wanting to do something,
determines the quality of your day. The quality of your life. Intrinsic motivation enables
us to turn many of the “have to dos” in life into “want to dos”—and the arts develop that

capacity better than anything else.

In recent years, [ have dedicated much of my time to the international growth of El
Sistema, the afterschool music learning program from Venezuela. Perhaps you have
heard of its founder José Antonio Abreu or its most famous graduate, the conductor
Gustavo Dudamel. It is an intensive after school orchestral program with the goal of
developing the children as joyful people and contributing citizens as much as developing
them as musicians. Its worldwide growth is historically unprecedented. This intensive
orchestra program has spread to over 100 cities in the U.S,, to 56 countries, over a million
children, with a vigorous program in South Korea called The Orchestra of Dreams,

directed by KACES, that is among the fastest growing in the world. El Sistema succeeds
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in bringing children in economically struggling communities out of poverty by fostering
such an insatiable hunger to create beautiful music with their friends. Their motivation
for beauty grows so strong that they choose spend most of their free time growing up in
musical rehearsal and practice, and so avoid the dangers of communities of poverty, and

develop the many skills that come with artistic excellence.

There are many words for this human drive to make things you care about, whether
those things be a holiday meal, a story that delights your grandchildren, a song of faith
in the choir, or Beethoven’s fifth symphony. The word [ use for this drive is yearning.
Yearning is that hunger for more of that which we most care about. Yearning is what
inspires the child to persist through the difficulties of learning the violin to create beauty
on the instrument, and to expand her power by making beauty with her yearning friends,
who together, if they work hard, can make enough beauty to make their community
better. Yearning is what inspires us to create deep conversations of discovery with our
friends rather than just to chat about the weather or gossip. It is yearning that makes our
homes beautiful at holidays, makes us dance better with our spouses, adds just the right
spice to the dinner we are cooking. And as arts education leaders, we are in the yearning
business. Our job is to awaken the yearning in young people amid schooling that does
not support it and cultures that ignore it or are hostile to it. Arts educators guide this
natural hunger into rewarding activities so that children get the feel of making things
they care about, the satisfactions and pleasures of the verbs of art, and become lifelong
yearners. This is what we renew here in Seoul, our own joy in making things happen for
children who we care about, and our courage and skill in sharing what we make with

others.

[ would like to end with two quotations. One is from my book The Everyday Work of

Art—and I apologize for quoting myself, but unless [ read it, I mess it up:

“People are shaped by what they extend themselves into. We must be very careful with
the objects we present to ourselves and to our children because we are changed by
them. Art lends shape to yearning. Art is the best container for yearning because it is so
rich, so human, so satisfying on so many levels. Art gives serious outer shape to serious
inner yearming. And if these yearnings are informed by less rich objects, they go to sleep,

will die, or will eventually express themselves in the harmful symptoms of search that fill
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the pages of the daily newspaper.”

In closing, I would like to quote Plato, who wrote that there is one essential thing a
society must accompilish if it is going to succeed. One thing above all else; and that one
thing doesn’t have to do with governments or laws or military or economies. The one
thing a society must accomplish in order to thrive is to teach its young people to find
pleasure in the right things. There is no righter right thing than the pleasures of yearmning
to make things you care about, in every possible medium, from artistic to scientific to
everyday life; and the courage to share those creations with others in the deep belief

they have value and others want to receive what you have to give.

Let me end with a single word. It is a word performing artists love: “bravo.” When the
word “bravo” was first called out in the English-speaking theater, it was not yelled in
recognition of great virtuosity as it is today. Nowadays the opera tenor sings an aria
well, and someone yells “bravo” to acknowledge the perfection. Originally bravo
was yelled in recognition of great courage. As in the word “brave.” When you saw
someone take a chance, under the pressure of live performance, you yelled bravo
even if the performance wasn'’t perfect. [ want to close by recognizing your everyday
acts of courage, pushing hard, taking risks, trying new things, under the pressure of
performance, in order to bring richer arts experiences to the children in your care. We
come together to increase our determination and skill, but recognizing the courage of

what you already do, the only appropriate word of closing is “bravo.”
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