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Creativity, thinking outside the box, deter-
mination and teamwork. Those are basic
qualities that any successful arts teaching

program seeks to reinforce among students, and
help bring out the best in them - both in arts
and in their academic classes.

Those same qualities are also found in com-
mon among statements of a group of sixth
grade students when they talked about their
unfinished projects in art class. They are building
replicas of the Eiffel Tower using only toothpicks
and glue.

“I challenge the kids to do some architecture,
to be architects, and be able to build,” said
Abena Robinson, art teacher at the International
Creativity Academy (ICA). Robinson, who is in
her first year teaching in Kuwait after spending
16 years teaching art in the United States,
believes that art education is important because
it gives children a multitude of options to
express themselves. For the kids, art provides
them with an area where they can create and
feel empowered, something that Robinson feels
is important in every educational system.

“I truly believe that when a child succeeds in
art, it is a catalyst for academic achievement,
and there are studies on that,” she said. “I always

try to have my students do their best in the art
class and it shows in their academics. I would
attest to a lot of times when they are proud
about a certain achievement in their class that
spills over into their academic achievement.”

In a study conducted by Judith Burton,
Columbia University, research suggests that art
education can have a positive impact on other
subjects such as mathematics, science, and lan-
guage because they require complex cognitive
and creative capacities “typical of arts learning”
(Burton, Horowitz, and Abeles, 1999). “The arts
enhance the process of learning. The systems

they nourish, which include our integrated sen-
sory, attentional, cognitive, emotional, and
motor capacities, are, in fact, the driving forces
behind all other learning.” (Jensen, E. 2001. Arts
with the brain in mind. Alexandria, Va.,
Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development).

Improved abilities
Improved problem solving abilities can be

seen in the students’ works. “Here we made a
mistake,” student Anas Jabr said as he pointed to
one corner of his Eiffel Tower which was slightly
uneven with the other three. “Our group decid-
ed to take it (down) and start all over again with
some of the bases. As you can see now, it is bet-
ter.”

For Anas and many of his classmates, the idea
of using their creativity to build an arts project
using minimum tools seemed farfetched only a
year ago. But working together has taught them
values of teamwork, problem solving, creativity
and determination. “When we started working
we felt like it was impossible,” he said. “My class-
mates and I worked together, then we started,
and eventually got to the point you are seeing.”

His classmate, Yousef Ghareeb, is working on
a similar project but with a different group. So
far the bases for their Eiffel Tower are level. But
Yousef also felt that it was an impossible task
when his arts teacher told him that he had to

build it using nothing but some packs of tooth-
picks, glue guns and his bare hands. “At first I
thought ‘Man... this is impossible,’ but Ms Abena
showed me some pictures, then I started think-
ing maybe I can do it,” he said.

Values of arts
In Kuwait, the government understood the

importance of highlighting the values of arts
from an early stage. Art education has been a
primary part of Kuwait’s educational system
since the state’s independence. Despite that,
there have been complaints about the lack of

proper attention given to art, music and physical
education subjects in recent years.

Facing this situation, there have been
attempts in both public and private schools to
shed more light on the importance of art educa-
tion and integrate more art activities in the cur-
ricula. One of these schools is ICA, where admin-
istration and staff understand the value of incor-

porating art in a balanced and comprehensive
teaching program.

“It is in our name,” says Matthew Neal,
Superintendent of ICA and its sister school, the
American Creativity Academy (ACA). “It is the
nature of who we are and our mission; to pro-
vide a creative educational environment where
the students are allowed to express their inter-
ests and their passion not exclusively to what we
tell them they must do, but allow them safe
places to explore creatively in arts programs.”

“If today’s students graduate high school, and
all they know how to do is memorize and regur-
gitate, (then) we have lost,” Neal said. “What we
have to do as a team is to teach our students to
go over to the other side of the brain. One is just
memorizing and repeating. The other side of the
brain is saying ‘What does it mean? How do I
interpret this? How do I use this in other ways?
How do I learn outside of the box, or better yet,
to apply outside of the box?’”
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Abena Robinson, ICA’s art teacher. Sixth grade student Anas Jabr with his unfinished project; the
Eiffel Tower built using toothpicks and glue.

Fourth grade student Abdulwahab Al-Najjar with
his art project; a ‘Princess Castle’ built from toilet
paper rolls, thin cardboard sheets and some fig-
ures.

KUWAIT: (From left) Demetra Gargasoulas, Principal of the International Creativity Academy (ICA), ICA students Abdulwahab Al-Najjar, Yousef Ghareeb and Anas Jabr, Abena Robinson, art teacher at ICA, and Matthew Neal,
Superintendent of ICA and the American Creativity Academy (ACA). — Photos by Ahmad Jabr

‘We have a generation of young people 
who desire some level of more expression’


