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Education for Life

Core Music Education: Students’ Civil Right

by Scott C. Shuler, NAfME President

Photo by Jenna Wedge

As educators, we are obligated to stand
up for children—to point out when the
self-declared local “education emperor”
(or mayor or governor) has no clothes.
The so-called reform movement has
turned some local districts into a Wild
West where schools share no common
or sequential curriculum and all that
matters is test scores. It is high time for
policymakers to heed the words of John
Lubbock, who said, “Reading and writing,
arithmetic and grammar do not constitute
education any more than a knife, fork and
spoon constitute a dinner.”

Music educators must join hands with
others who are concerned about the direc-
tion of public education, to convince legis-
lators and school leaders that all students
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in publicly funded schools must receive a
balanced education. It should not matter
whether children attend a science mag-
net middle school, a for-profit elementary
charter school, or a technical high school
specializing in left-handed pipefitters:
every child has a right to master the
core curriculum. This right is THE most
important non-negotiable in education.
Furthermore, students’ learning in each
core area should progress sequentially
across grade levels and schools.

I have therefore chosen to focus my
final presidential column on children’s right
to study music, a core subject. Children
simply cannot achieve success, much less
lead full lives, without a balanced educa-
tion that includes music and the other arts.

e How have education “reform” policies
affected student’ access to high-quality
music education?

e What does it mean for a subject to be
“core™?

e Which subjects are “core”?

e Do students have a civil right to an arts
education?

e What can caring adults do to support
that right?

Closing the Gap, or Widening
the Chasm?

Have you been following the nationwide
conversation about “The Achievement
Gap™? Certain populations of students—
particularly children of poverty, a group
that includes many minority children—
are not receiving the education they need
and deserve. As a result, their academic
performance falls well below that of chil-
dren in more affluent communities.
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Closing this gap was a primary motiva-
tor behind the federal education legislation
known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
that was enacted early in President George
W. Bush’s administration, and it continues
to be a recurring theme during the Obama
administration. The debate continues as to
whether NCLB has reduced the achieve-
ment gap in the 3Rs of reading, writing, and
arithmetic, but it clearly has not improved
students’ arts education.! On the contrary,
recently released data confirm that a dec-
ade of obsessive emphasis on standardized
test scores has widened the opportunity-to-
learn gap in music and the other arts.

On April 2, 2012, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education released the report
Arts Education in Public Elementary and
Secondary Schools: 2009-10.* This report
is based on a comprehensive nationwide
survey and provides the single best avail-
able summary of the condition of arts
programs. Because the survey is repeated
periodically, it also enables us to track
changes and trends.’

The good news is that 91 percent of
America’s schools provide music educa-
tion taught by a licensed music teacher.
Some 57 percent of high schools require
their students to fulfill arts requirements
for graduation.

The bad news is that students in the
lowest socioeconomic quartile (25 per-
cent) are far less likely to receive a music
education. Research shows that these are
the very students who benefit most from
study of music and the other arts.* Worse
still, their opportunities for music study
have decreased significantly since the last
federal survey in 1999-2000. As Educa-
tion Secretary Duncan remarked during
the public release of the survey,
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In the last decade, high poverty sec-
ondary schools suffered a big drop
in music instruction. A decade ago,
100 percent of high-poverty second-
ary schools offered music instruction.
Only about 80 percent do so today.

And even when high-poverty secondary
schools do offer music, their students have
far fewer opportunities to learn music
than middle-class and affluent students.

Why has poor children’s access to arts
education actually decreased over the past
decade of school reform? Although some
erosion of arts programs can be blamed
on our recent economic recession, the
seeds of neglect have been sown and
nurtured by policymakers. Narrow priori-
ties outlined in federal education legisla-
tion and grant and waiver guidelines have
created a coercive environment in which
school leaders feel compelled to sacrifice
music and other nontested programs to
increase instructional time and staffing
for 3Rs test preparation.

Thus, in a classic example of the
law of unintended consequences, well-
intentioned efforts to close the 3Rs gap
have inadvertently caused a chasm in arts
opportunity. While policymakers pay lip
service to balanced education, they con-
tinue to enact legislation that effectively
narrows curriculum. Collateral damage
from such legislation has unbalanced
students’ education. Unless we change
course, at some point in the future histo-
rians may refer to this as the era of Ameri-
can education deform.

One of the saddest ironies of
America’s so-called school reform
movement is that so many of its most
vociferous proponents—while claiming
to improve America’s twenty-first cen-
tury competitiveness—promote a curric-
ulum whose narrowness is reminiscent
of the nineteenth-century, one-room
schoolhouse. Music education is not the
only area of the curriculum that has suf-
fered as a result. Learning opportuni-
ties in social studies, world languages,
and physical education have also been
among the casualties.

Policymakers have failed to consider
several critical questions, among them the

following:

e Do current reform initiatives recognize
that the definition of “literacy” is evolv-
ing in the twenty-first century? Perhaps
acknowledge that we live in a multi-
media society, where communication
occurs in a wide variety of forms? That
the arts are essential communications
media? Alas, policymakers continue
to push what was referred to during
the time of Abraham Lincoln as “rea-
din’, writin’, and cipherin”. Worse yet,
states continue to measure mastery of
the traditional 3Rs via standardized
tests that promote convergent, rather
than creative, thinking.

o Why continue to push STEM (sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and
mathematics), when 65 percent of all
engineering and science graduates
from American universities fail to find
employment in those fields? Mean-
while, future-minded visionaries, such
as Daniel Pink and Thomas Friedman,
insist that students need the creativity
and skills cultivated by arts education
to achieve economic success.” For-
ward thinkers therefore suggest that
policymakers add A for arts to STEM,
to create STEAM.®

e Have schools increased students’
study of history and civics, to prepare
engaged citizens who value thoughtful
public discourse and disdain the bitter
partisanship that has hamstrung Con-
gress? On the contrary, schools have
increasingly left social studies behind
in favor of test preparation.

o Why  promote  charter  schools?
Although originally intended to pro-
vide laboratories for innovation that
could be implemented in regular
public schools, somewhere along the
way, charter schools have become
the darlings of ideologically driven
school reformers. The charter move-
ment persists, with significant sup-
port from privately funded advocacy
groups, in spite of repeated metastud-
ies indicating that such schools do not
outperform regular public schools.’
Worse yet, with the exception of arts-
themed schools, charters are notori-
ously unlikely to offer a balanced cur-
riculum that provides students with a
quality arts education (see Figure 1).1°
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Because charter schools are dispro-
portionately likely to enroll poor chil-
dren in urban districts, their narrow
curricula further contribute to the arts
opportunity chasm.

We live during a time when an
increasing number of adults experi-
ence multiple career shifts. Preparation
for success requires students to cultivate
a wide variety of personal interests and
talents that they will be able to assemble
and reassemble over time, to meet the
demands of unpredictable future employ-
ment needs and opportunities. Only a
rich and balanced curriculum can pre-
pare our children for the decathlon of life
in the twenty-first century.

Unfortunately, even as the world
becomes more complex, our state and
national leaders continue to grasp at sim-
plistic solutions that fail to serve students’
needs. In some states, it does not matter
whether a school’s teachers are properly
trained and certified or merely hold online
bachelor degrees. Schools are considered
successful as long as their standardized test
scores are high, even if they subject their
students to an impoverished curriculum
of mind-numbing drills and rote memori-
zation. In some districts, the staff of such
a lifeless school might even be rewarded
with performance bonuses. Such child-
hostile approaches to raising test scores
have deservedly come to be referred to as
“scorched earth education policy.”!

Thankfully, an increasing number of
educators and other citizens are speaking
out against this devastation of our schools,
notably including former Bush adminis-
tration education official Diane Ravitch.
Decrying the damage that has been done
to public education by reform strategies
based on ideology, Ravitch has urged a
more reasoned, research-based approach
that also respects the experience and
expertise of educators. She speaks often
about children’s need to study the arts.”?

Consensus “Core” Subjects

My WordWeb dictionary defines core as
“a small group of indispensable persons
or things.” Core subjects are those that
every student needs to learn.
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FIGURE 1
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Missing out on the study of a core
subject undermines a student’s potential
to achieve success as a future citizen, as
a participant in the workforce, and as a
human being. Schools must therefore
keep all core subjects on their priority list
as they hire expert staff, allocate funding,
distribute instructional time during the
regular day, design professional develop-
ment, and otherwise provide an infra-
structure that ensures a quality education
for all students.”

Which subjects are “core” subjects?
We music educators would certainly
contend that study of the arts/music fits
the above definition of core. Happily,
just about everybody else who matters
shares our point of view. In fact, there is
surprising consensus among policymak-
ers about which subjects are “core.”

Table 1 summarizes lists of core sub-
jects published in several of the most
important educational policy documents
of our time. Because the arts are core, and
music is one of the four art forms defined in
state and national standards, music is core.

www.nafme.org

Arts Education: A Civil Right

Before we examine the civil rights issue,
let me summarize what we have estab-
lished thus far:

1. Core subjects are those that are essen-
tial for all students to learn, regardless
of their current career plans or life
aspirations.

2. The arts are core subjects.

3. Music is an art form, so music is a core
subject.

4. Many students lack access to music/
arts education.

5. There is a pattern among students
who lack access: poor and minority
students are far less likely to receive
any arts education, much less a high-
quality arts education.

Harvard education professor and
occasional Education Week blogger Meira
Levinson identifies an emerging broad
consensus that education is a civil rights
issue:
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I've been struck by the astounding
bipartisan resonance of this phrase,
that education is the “civil rights issue
of our time.” President Barack Obama
and Secretary of Education Arne Dun-
can have both invoked the phrase
from the left, as have President George
W. Bush, Abigail and Stephen Thern-
strom, and Rod Paige on the right.**

If arts education is a core subject, and
poor students are being systematically
denied the opportunity for arts learn-
ing, then those students’ civil rights are
being violated. I have made this assertion
often while traveling around our country,
representing you as NAfME president.
I was therefore thrilled to hear Secretary
of Education Duncan support this stance
in impassioned remarks at the April 2
release of federal arts survey results:
“Unfortunately, the arts opportunity
gap is widest for children in high-
poverty schools. This is absolutely an
equity issue and a civil rights issue.””

Kentucky’s Supreme Court, when con-
fronted with extreme inequities in access
to curricular content among its children,
ruled that all public schools should be
held accountable for teaching all core
subjects, including the arts.

How will we remedy similar injustice
on a nationwide scale?

Turn Moral Outrage into
Positive Change

How does any society right a fundamen-
tal wrong? Change always begins with a
few passionate, well-organized individu-
als who reach out to one another and
inspire others to join them. As profes-
sionals trained to teach and motivate, as
members of communities interested in
the well-being of children, and as articu-
late voters we each have the power not
only to help, but to lead. Together we
can persuade policymakers to enact laws
and regulations that make a balanced,
high-quality curriculum a non-negotia-
ble expectation in every publicly funded
school.

First and foremost, we must teach our
students well. With care for the needs and
interests of each individual, we must help
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TABLE 1

Core Subjects All Students Should Study According to Leading Educational Organizations

English English English and Reading Literature English

The Arts The Arts The Arts The Arts Visual and Performing Arts

Mathematics Mathematics Mathematics Mathematics Mathematics

Science Science Science Science Laboratory Science

Social studies History, Geography, History, Geography, Social studies History and Geography
Economics, Civics and Economics, Civics and
Government Government

Foreign Language Foreign Languages Foreign Languages Language Foreign Languages

oo oo

The College Board, Academic Preparation for College: What Students Need to Know and Be Able to Do (New York: The College Board, 1983).
U.S. Congress, GOALS 2000: Educate America Act. Signed into law on March 31, 1994.
U.S. Congress, No Child Left Behind Act (ESEA). Signed into law on January 9, 2002.
National Association of Secondary School Principals and the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, Breaking Ranks: Changing
an American Institution (Reston, VA: National Association of Secondary School Principals, 1996).

e. U.S. Department of Education, Getting Ready for College Early (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, 1998).

them both understand and feel the power
of music.

Challenging as it is to be an inspiring
teacher, we owe our children, our profes-
sion, and our art form far more even than
that. Advocacy is an essential, continuing
part of our professional responsibilities.
Music educators and others who under-
stand the importance of the arts to our
nation’s children must constantly remind
those less enlightened of that need. Frus-
trating as the ignorance of other adults
can be, music educators need to kindle
a flame to brighten their darkness, just as
we do daily for our students. To aid in that
process, members and music supporters
can use the powerful advocacy resources
available on the NAfME website.

Because we are stronger together,
we must build partnerships with our col-
leagues in other content areas, with our
communities, and with school leaders
who care about children’s needs.” Your
National Association for Music Education
provides a model of this kind of part-
nership building, as it has successfully
brought other music education organiza-
tions into the Music Education Advocacy

Roundtable and organized professional
associations in other nontested subject
areas to lobby Congress.

Does your state MEA reach out to
other statewide arts organizations?
Perhaps to sister organizations in social
studies, world language, and physical
education? If not, offer to help your state
MEA executive board build a coalition
that can affect legislation in your state.
Work with others to articulate a clear
agenda on behalf of students, then make it
happen. For example, do your state’s stat-
utes require that every student receive an
education that includes all core subjects?
If not, find legislators who are willing to
sponsor balanced-curriculum legislation.
Polls suggest that this is a popular idea—
voters want a well-rounded education, for
their own children and for others’"

To increase the power of our voices,
we need to organize and communicate
effectively. To become part of that net-
work, sign up for NAfME Groundswell.
Find out how by doing an online search
for “NAfME Groundswell,” and encourage
interested colleagues and parents to do
the same.

10
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Thank you for the privilege of serving
as your president. As a result of the dedi-
cated efforts of many over the past few
years, NAfME is now prepared to lead
and support our advocacy efforts as never
before. The rest is up to each of us . . .
and our millions of students and friends,
whose lives have been forever changed
by music.
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