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CenterStage

A robust arts program empowers Nazareth Academy High School students to
become stronger, more resilient, and better prepared for the challenges ahead.

THE NATION ARE MAKING HFAD-
LINES FOR SLASHING THEIR ARTS
PROGRAMMING, THE ARTS ARE FLOUR-
ISHING AT NAZARETH ACADEMY HIGH
SCHOOL IN NORTHEAST PHILADELPHIA.
Each Nazareth student is encouraged and em-
powered to discover the magic that can happen
when she puts a paintbrush to a blank canvas,
picks up a musical instrument, or walks on
stage and steps into the spotlight.
The arts offer students much more than op-
portunities to express one’s personality. Re-
search has shown that creative outlets can help

AT A TIME WHEN SCHOOLS ACROSS

students lower stress, improve memory, and
enhance verbal and critical thinking skills,
thereby enabling students to make gains in
other areas of study. In other words, the arts
help students attain their full potential—acade-
mically, spiritually, and personally. As a result,
students are better prepared to tackle the chal-
lenges they will face in college, throughout their
careers, or wherever life takes them.

Nazareth, an all-girls private, Catholic col-
lege preparatory school, offers robust program-
ming in the visual arts, the performing arts, and
music. Students can major or minor in music
or art, if they choose, for an in-depth study that
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allows them to gain academic credit. Bridget
Shaw, Chair of the Art Department, says it’s in-
credibly important for students to have a “safe
place to express creativity.” That need came to
light more than ever during the early days of the
pandemic, when students sought ways to cope
with the uncertainty of the world around them.

“We have learned just how important our
students’ mental health is during these difficult
times,” Shaw says. “Our students are so fo-
cused on learning, and they’re very high
achievers—things that we are proud of here—
but they also need some space to breathe.
They are wonderful at math and science and
reading, but art shows them they can create
things with their hands, too, and that builds
confidence.”

Visual art programming evolves con-
stantly, with refined lessons in drawing, mo-
saics, painting, sculpture, and more. Students
may excel at or enjoy some forms of artistic
expression more than others, which is why
Shaw believes it's important to expose stu-
dents to multiple media.

“Each student has her own creativity that
is unique to her,” Shaw adds. “The energy and
the heart that students put into their project is
wholly unique to each of them, and the results
always blow me away.”

Similar moments of transformation hap-
pen in the performing arts, according to faculty
member Natalie Graveley, who runs Nazareth’s
theater production. She provides students with
a creative outlet through performance and
stage productions. As of press time, the theater
department was preparing for a production of
Legally Blonde, a musical to be performed in
Novemnber.

Graveley loves seeing the “marriage of so
many talents” when Nazareth students em-
brace the arts. Nazareth’s academic program-
ming remains incredibly strong, with so many
students cultivating their strengths in mathe-
matics and science. Graveley treasures the op-
portunity to help students hone their skills as
artists, too.

“Being on stage helps with speaking skills
and confidence and other lessons that stem far

beyond schooling,” she
shares. “Of course, we rec-
ognize that not everyone
wants to stay center stage.
There are so many other
opportunities from the or- %)
chestra to the stage crew
that give students a chance
to get involved and pursue
something new.”

Graveley says these
lessons prepare students
for life after Nazareth. Even
if students choose not to
major in arts or play a star-
ring role in a theater pro- _
duction, she believes the
arts teach students a great
deal about who they are
and what they can achieve.
As a Nazareth alumna, she
can speak firsthand to the
support students receive as
they strive toward building
their futures.

“We are full of ‘Yes’ teachers here, mean-
ing that students come to us with ideas and
dreams, and we're here to find ways that we
can support them in that,” she explains. “We
advocate for our students and are really com-
mitted to their growth.”

The same philosophies are true in music,
according to Katherine Chmelko, Nazareth’s
Director of Performing Arts. Students can par-
ticipate in unique classes such as AP Music
Theory, as well as a seminar class on musical
history, which includes an introduction to the
music of Philadelphia.

Nazareth students have performed every-
where from the Philadelphia International Air-
port, singing carols for travelers during the
holiday season, to Carnegie Hall in New York
and the Vatican in Rome. Music students have
also traveled to Germany, the United Kingdom,
Switzerland, and lItaly. A trip to Ireland is
planned for 2022.

Chmelko says students have multiple chan-
nels in which to exercise their musical talents,

o

Each student has her own
creativity that is unique to her.

— Bridget Shaw, Chair of the Art Department at Nazareth Academy High School

including orchestra, band, instrument ensem-
bles, various vocal ensembles, and chorus. At
the height of the pandemic, Nazareth organized
avirtual choir of participating alumnae from as
far back as the 1980s, connecting generations
of Nazareth graduates during a trying time.

Like the other arts programming, Chmelko
believes music offers lasting benefits even if a
student does not choose it as her primary area
of study. Among them is a “sense of belong-
ing,” she says.

“It's yet another creative outlet for them to
channel their talent,” she adds. “There are so
many benefits to having a creative outlet. Even
as an adult here in Philadelphia, you can join
local ensembles and community singing
groups that give you that place to escape some
of the stress of life.”

Graveley says the arts are all about discov-
ery. They enable students to explore their tal-
ents, try new things, and meet new people.
Furthermore, the arts create opportunities that
help students become stronger, more resilient,
and more well-rounded individuals.

“Isn’t that what becoming an adult is all
about?” she says. “It's about pursuing different
opportunities and figuring things out and even-
tually learning what you're good at and what
you like. Art in many different forms allows stu-
dents to do that, and we're here to support it.” m

Nazareth Academy
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