Sound of music returning to schools 
Cash infusion from state will resurrect dormant visual and performing arts
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Music and art classes will be returning soon to a public school near you. 
The new state budget gives schools more than half a billion dollars this year toward restoring once-abundant courses in painting and ceramics, chorus and band, orchestra and drama -- and the experts needed to teach them. 

"I don't think there's ever been anything like this in the state of California. It's just miraculous," said Carol Kocivar, an education lobbyist who for six years has been a force behind the state PTA's "Bring Back the Arts" campaign. 

Thank relentless lobbying by California's arts boosters -- including PTA parents, the Grammy people, even employees of the Yamaha piano company -- and one political reality: It's an election year. 

Not only will the districts share a one-time grant of $500 million this year to spread among art, music and physical education programs, but beginning this year, they will also receive $105 million annually for art, music and theater -- about $18 per student. 

The bonanza has stunned arts boosters in the state PTA. 

"We have money. Now what do we do?" reads the headline in the PTA newsletter. 

It's a question the PTA and the California Alliance for Arts Education take seriously. They want schools to plan thoughtfully so the rare infusion of money can benefit the most students. 

"Having some money is a wonderful thing -- and a wonderful opportunity for school districts to bring their folks to the table and to say, 'What do we really want to spend this money on, and what are our priorities?' " said Laurie Schell, executive director of the California Alliance for Arts Education. 

Most important, said Schell, is hiring good instructors. "Yes, the money will buy tubas and marimbas, but without highly qualified teachers, what have you got?'' she asked. 

California's public schools once brimmed with music and art. 

"Just about every school had arts. It was a good time," said Dan Ryan, music supervisor in the San Francisco schools for eight years, until 1978. 

That was the year voters approved Proposition 13, capping the property taxes that had financed California's then-enviable public school system -- and drying up the funds that paid Ryan's salary. 

The state became responsible for most school funding, and arts education began to wither away. 

In their 2004 report titled "The Sound of Silence: The Unprecedented Decline of Music Education in California Public Schools,'' researchers from the Music for All Foundation in New Jersey studied California's education records and found these statewide trends between 1999 and 2004: 

The number of music teachers declined 27 percent, a loss of 1,053 instructors. 

The number of students taking music classes declined 47 percent, a loss of 512,366 children  more than any other subject. 

Participation in chorus dropped by 36 percent, or 57,905 students; in band by 21 percent, or 44,509 students; and in instrument lessons by 41 percent, or 39,792 students. 

The researchers blamed a range of causes, from Prop. 13 to the federal No Child Left Behind Act. 

In recent years, the pressure to spend education money -- and nearly every spare hour -- almost exclusively on basic reading and math has mounted as No Child Left Behind has imposed penalties on schools where students lag academically. 

The arts received a boost in 2002, when the University of California and California State University systems began requiring applicants to have one year of visual or performing arts in high school. To help students comply, high schools have had to dip into their general funds to hire qualified arts teachers or retrain teachers they already had. 

But at most elementary and middle schools with a functioning arts program, chances are that parents are paying for it. Or someone has held out the hat to a foundation. Or the school has teamed up with one of the many professional arts associations around the state. 

At Walt Disney Elementary School in San Ramon, students auction off their own art to raise money. 

"That's how we pay for art the next year," said Principal Sandy King. 

The annual auction brings in about $6,000 and supplements private donations from the Student Art for Education foundation. But people have been paying less and less for the students' art over the last several years, King said. "So I'm glad to hear that the state is going to recognize the need for art in the schools." 

She told the story of an artistic student with learning disabilities. When a state conference on gifted education solicited student work for a competition, the girl did not qualify academically. But King sent in a sample of her art. 

"She won first prize!" King said. "She was on cloud nine. She's used her art to express herself, and she doesn't have to feel like a second-class citizen." 

Running for re-election, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger has touted the new arts funding at least half a dozen times since signing the budget last month. 

"This funding means that we can buy more art supplies, musical instruments and athletic equipment," the governor said at a recent campaign stop. 

Yet the amiable image of an education-friendly governor standing on stage at a Los Angeles high school beside a beaming Brenda Davis, president of the state PTA, is vastly different from just one year ago, when the governor campaigned to eliminate Prop. 98, the law that reserves a portion of the state budget for schools. 

Almost daily, parents, teachers, nurses and firefighters picketed the governor, who referred to their labor unions as "special interest groups" and who steadfastly refused to restore money to the education budget that he had borrowed for other purposes. 

Then voters rejected Schwarzenegger's education initiatives in November and sided overwhelmingly with the teachers, nurses and firefighters. 

This year, with his future in the voters' hands, Schwarzenegger has grown friendlier toward teachers. 

Schell, of the California Alliance for Arts Education, said it's possible that the governor signed off on the arts money as a political ploy. 

"But I don't really care," she said. 

In fact, it was the Democrats who nearly derailed the new arts budget because they didn't want Schwarzenegger to take credit for the coup, Schell said. 

"But for whatever reason, both sides were able to get together on this. And the students win." 
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