Advocacy and the Standards
The push for high-stakes tests from both the state and federal levels have resulted in cutbacks in time and resources from arts programs in Wisconsin and across the country.  Advocacy for the arts, always a much-needed activity, has become especially important.  While arts educators are naturally the most informed on the benefits of the arts, the public – parents, interested citizens, business persons – must be prominently involved for optimum effectiveness.  Several points should be observed.

· Funding decisions are made by those that the public (that’s us!) elects to represent them, from members of the local board of education to state and national legislators.  Therefore, communication and advocacy to the public and their representatives of the value of arts education for all students is of prime importance.

· The Standards are important advocacy tools.  Lack of support of education is often due to a lack of understanding.  By describing in a very straightforward way what students should know and be able to do, the Standards can play an important role in helping the public understand the substantive outcomes of the music program.

· The Standards also are an important tool for arts educators to use in developing a substantive, comprehensive, and successful program, a factor that in itself promotes public support.

The first point is familiar.  Advocacy has been a long-standing function of local booster groups, WAAE, and the other professional arts education organizations.  During the last few years business groups, parents, community members, and arts educators have formed arts coalitions, with advocacy as their main purpose.  

Basically, advocacy efforts have two parts: A) a convincing message both of the importance of arts education for all students and of the quality of the program; and B) delivering that message.  
The Message

The importance of arts education is evident from the abundant research that indicates how learning in the arts uniquely contributes to self-realization by developing aesthetic awareness, creativity, and perceptual abilities and by providing a basis for lifelong learning and self-fulfillment.  Besides these factors, additional research reveals that the arts are a strong factor in abstract, higher order brain function; contribute to abilities in math, reading, and other subjects; and promote those qualities and competencies deemed vital for the modern workplace.  

Program quality depends both on its content and the content’s implementation.  Most of the public base their views of education on memories of their own schooling.  However, content based on the Standards represents a change from earlier traditional programs, which rather narrowly focused on production/performance, to more comprehensive programs that, while still strongly based on producing art and performances, also include creativity, arts literacy, perceptual and evaluative abilities, and the connections among the arts, other cultures, and other times and places.  

By thus providing a basis for a comprehensive curriculum, the Standards can enhance the quality of arts programs.  Teachers who use the Standards in their instruction have found students more engaged and enthusiastic.  Not surprisingly, they also have a higher level of achievement.  This is probably the most influential advocacy message of all!
The Standards are not, however, a fail-safe recipe for a quality program.  Implementation practices are also a critical factor.  The most inspired, standards-based curriculum can be taught in an uninspired, teacher-centered manner, stultifying the critical and creative thinking abilities that can be a unique result of arts education.  The solution is to avoid the traditional teacher-telling role and involve students in problem-solving and in making their own artistic decisions.  Those teachers, from elementary to high school, who have done this through student-centered models such as Arts PROPEL, find that this leads naturally to those hallmarks of a quality arts program – more student ownership, intrinsic motivation, and student-initiated learning.  And performance assessment embedded in instruction and processfolios are important elements of a quality program. 
Delivering the Message

The second part of the task is informing the public.  Public support of education is often hampered by a lack of understanding of what is taught and learned in today’s schools.  The Standards are excellent for communicating the depth of the curriculum.  The public must have a clear understanding of the whole program – the philosophy, goals (standards), and student progress toward those goals.  The student processfolios are an excellent means of communicating these to the parents, the program’s strongest potential supporters, as well as to the broader community. In some districts students take their processfolios home and explain them to their parents, who then are asked to comment on their student’s work and his/her explanation of it, including a request that they express their impression of the program and/or make suggestions. In addition to local press and radio announcements, performances and art exhibitions are very effective communication vehicles. 
At musical performances an effective practice is to have the students inform the public of the standards being addressed in each piece, the progress made, and important points about the music being performed. A display of student work in the hall outside of the performance area gives the public a deeper understanding of and identity with the program. This changes a performance to an “informance” and is a proven way to generate interest and support. 

At art exhibitions, teachers have found it effective to have students explain the art problem they addressed in their work, how they analyzed it, developed a solution, and implemented it, along with a description of the difficulties and how they overcame them.  A very effective strategy is to combine one of the musical concerts with the opening of the art exhibit, with a reception at the exhibition following the concert.
Using student arts groups in service activities for the community is a common practice.  It has a double benefit – enhancing public awareness and support of the program and engendering in students the ideals of service. In addition, a report to the Board of Education, perhaps presented by the students and included in the Board’s annual report to the public, helps to remind the public of the arts program’s vital role in enriching the vitality and life of the community.

Even having solid programs with strong community support is no cause for complacency. Whatever the status of the program, it is important to establish or expand an Arts/Music Coalition group in the district, which should include business and community leaders as well as artists, musicians, and arts educators.  Every opportunity should be seized to present the case for the arts, and a challenge to the arts program from any quarter should never go unanswered.  Regular strategy meetings of the district’s music, visual art, dance, and theatre educators are also important, as are strong collegial relationships with all fellow educators, especially those in the assessed areas.  Another important advocacy factor is being active in the local community arts agency, and, if there is none, starting one. 

Promoting arts education is an ongoing, time-intensive, sometimes frustrating, but always necessary activity.  An ongoing and effective advocacy program can help ensure that all students have life enhancing experiences in the arts!  
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