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Oversight: Arts Education

On Monday, October 31, 2005, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Eva Moskowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing on arts education in New York City’s public schools.  This is a follow-up to the hearings that were held on April 8, 2003 (the “2003 Hearing”) and October 26, 2004 (the “2004 Hearing”), at which the Department of Education (the “Department”) made a number of promises to reform arts education in New York City.  Department officials, advocates, principals and teachers are invited to testify at the hearing.  

A Brief History of Arts Education in New York City 

The 1970s

The present state of arts education in New York City has its roots in the fiscal crisis of the 1970s.  At that time, funding for education in visual art, music, dance and drama was slashed from the City’s budget, and art teachers were excessed from many public schools.  Public school arts education was essentially eliminated.

Recognizing the importance of exposure to the arts, many of New York’s cultural organizations stepped into the void created by the fiscal crisis and developed arts programs to replace what the public schools had lost.  Arts organizations, such as ArtsConnection, the Center for Arts Education and Studio in a School, were formed to bring the resources of the City’s theaters, museums and other cultural treasures into City schools.  For close to thirty years, these organizations were the major source of arts education for the City’s public school children.

The Project ARTS Era

In 1997, then Mayor Guiliani and the then Board of Education created Project ARTS (Arts Restoration Throughout the Schools), a program designed to restore arts education to City schools over a three-year period, with one-third of the City’s public school’s joining the program each year.
   Seventy-five million dollars in funding was allocated for Project ARTS to be spread over the first three years of the program. In essence, Project ARTS provided school districts with $63 per student for arts education.  Each school district was also allocated $30,000 to hire a full-time district Project ARTS coordinator.  Project ARTS funding was intended to support:

(
Direct instructional services to students in art, music, dance and theater;

(
Professional development for participating staff;

(
Local curriculum development; and

(
Allocations for equipment, resource materials, supplies, and arts and cultural services.

Project ARTS allowed schools to contract with cultural institutions for artists-in-residence
 or conduct performances for schoolchildren.  Thus, many community organizations and cultural groups were able to provide both school-based and off-site arts education through public funding, including the Department budget, funds from other City agencies, funds from foundations and other institutions and various sources of private funding.  

Arts Education Today

City schools have somewhat recovered from the virtual extinction of arts education during the 1970s.  In part, this recovery is due to City and State laws that require at least one full credit of arts education in high school and middle school, which translates to two one-semester art classes every four years.
  In large measure, the recovery is a result of the combined efforts of the school system and New York City’s diverse cultural institutions and community organizations.  Arts education is now explicitly funded (though inadequately), students expect to take art classes, and a wide variety of resources exist for arts education.

The number of arts teachers has been steadily increasing.  In June 2000, the Department employed 1,100 music teachers, 315 more than before Project ARTS began.
  By 2003, the City had 2,282 arts teachers.
   As of October 2004, the Department employed approximately 2,500 arts teachers (some uncertified), and 1,100 out of 1,350 schools had at least one full-time arts teacher.
  The Department asserts that every student, including special education students, receives some arts education, most often in visual arts and music, and less frequently in dance, drama and literary arts.   Approximately three-quarters of New York City’s school-aged population now has some exposure to the arts, though much of this exposure occurs outside the City schools.  In 2001, 59% of children under 18 attended art shows and museums, 51% attended musical performances, 43% attended the theater and 75% produced creative work of their own.
  With more art teachers on the payroll today, these figures should be improving.  

The Blueprint for Teaching and Learning in the Arts
After the 2003 Hearing, the Department published its Blueprint for Teaching and Learning in the Arts (the “Blueprint”).  A similar blueprint for dance and theater was being drafted for release in June 2005.
   The Blueprint is based on national and State standards about arts education, and contemplates collaboration between schools and New York’s cultural institutions.   This one hundred and fifteen page document outlines new standards and benchmarks for the teaching and learning of the visual arts and music, and provides examples of suitable curriculum materials and courses of study.  

The Blueprint, however, is little more than a roadmap.  For example, the 8th grade benchmarks for “Literacy in the Visual Arts” consist of four topic headings:  “Looking At And Discussing Art,” “Developing Visual Arts Vocabulary,” “Reading And Writing About Art” and “Problem Solving; Interpreting And Analyzing Art.”  Each topic has a short, descriptive paragraph.  The one for “Developing Visual Arts Vocabulary” says, simply, “Maintain a journal of observations and ideas; incorporate vocabulary related to art; note words and phrases derived or borrowed from foreign languages.”  Needless to say, the Blueprint alone does not, by itself, constitute quality arts education.

At the 2003 Hearing, the Department stated that the Blueprint would be implemented in the fall of 2004.  It was partly implemented during the summer of 2004, when approximately 2000 teachers, many of them volunteers, received training.
  This year will be the Blueprint’s first full year of implementation.  Therefore, the Committee wishes to learn how well this implementation has proceeded.

Recent Developments In Arts Education

The main purpose of this hearing is to examine the initial implementation of the Blueprint and determine whether and how the Department has implemented the reforms announced at the 2003 and 2004 Hearings.  In addition, the Committee has been unable to determine whether the Department has completed its blueprint for dance and theater or, if it has, whether that blueprint is being implemented.

At the 2004 Hearing, the Department stated that Project ARTS money had been allocated at the rate of $63 per student.
  This year, according to sources that spoke with the Committee, Project ARTS funding has remained at that level, and it has been placed in a separate line item within the budget, making it more difficult for Project ARTS funds to be diverted to other uses.

According to advocates and educators who spoke with Committee staff, the Department has focused on training regional administrators in the Blueprint, and in providing professional development for art teachers.  Although this training has been of good quality and valuable, the Blueprint training has not reached far enough downward to school principals and assistant principals, according to some observers.   As a result, some school administrators remain unfamiliar with the Department’s newest emphasis on the arts.  In addition, the Blueprint training is most valuable for new teachers, for whom basic instruction in scope and sequence for the arts is important, but is less valuable for experienced teachers who need less hand holding and practical guidance.  In addition, the Department claimed that cultural institutions would train parent coordinators in the Arts and provide “cultural passes for school leaders,”
 but it is not clear whether that has happened.

Another area of current concern is funding for the arts, which remains flat.  One principal explained the challenge of providing quality arts education to a small school community.  As mentioned earlier, Project ARTS provides $63 per student per year, or approximately $18,000 for a school with 275 students.  That is not enough to hire an art teacher, whose starting salary would be approximately double that amount.  Likewise, schools do not have enough “discretionary” funds to hire an art cluster teacher and a cluster teacher in all other desirable areas (e.g., science, athletics, etc.).  Therefore, public school arts education remains a matter of compromise with other pedagogical priorities, and subject to short shrift.  As in the past, partnerships with cultural groups and others, who can provide resources for a few thousand dollars, supplement or, unfortunately, supplant, in-school arts programs.  This state of affairs has yet to show promise of change.

Conclusion

These issues will be explored at the Committee’s hearing on arts education.










� Community School Districts and High School Superintendencies were charged with selecting which of their schools to enroll in Project ARTS each year.  


� Department of Education Memo issuing Project ARTS, May 28, 1997. 


� Change for Kids, a non-profit dedicated to improving children’s education in New York City, defines artists in residence as artists who volunteer to “share their expertise and talent in a structured environment that will promote the students' artistic development.” 


� See New York State Education Regulations §§ 100.3 – 100.5.


� Shankman, “Arts Education in the New York City Public Schools,” Nov. 2002.


� Department of Education statistics, March 2003.


� Testimony of Sharon Dunn, October 24, 2004, at 18.


� “Culture Counts,” New York Foundation for the Arts, 2001, pg. 37.


� Testimony of Sharon Dunn, October 26, 2004, at 34; Department responses to Committee information requests, received October 25, 2004.


� Testimony of Sharon Dunn, October 26, 2004, at 36.


� Testimony of Sharon Dunn, October 26, 2004, at 21.


� Testimony of Carmen Fariña, October 26, 2004, at 13-14.
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