Equity in Access to a Comprehensive Education
Arts Comments on Race to the Top Draft Guidelines
Background

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act provides $4.35 billion for the Race to the Top Fund, a competitive grant program to which states may apply to support education innovation and reform.  The U.S. Department of Education has released proposed guidelines for applications to the Fund and is inviting public comments by COB Friday, August 28.  The Fund will be administered in two competitions.  The first deadline for state applications is December 31, 2009, with the second deadline to follow in late spring 2010.
The Race to the Top guidelines not only determine access to a significant portion of the economic recovery funds, but also signal the Administration’s focus and priorities that may inform the longer-term policy direction of the U.S. Department of Education as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act is re-authorized.  Regardless of the likelihood of changes to the Race to the Top Guidelines, it is important that arts education advocates weigh in during this comment period, as going on record may lead to improvements in future U.S. Department of Education policy proposals.
To comment, visit regulations.gov and enter the key words “Race to the Top” and locate Document ID ED-2009-OESE-0006-0001.  Click on “submit a comment” to complete the online form (with a 2000 character limit) or attach a lengthier pdf file.  
Summary Comments
RTTT Guidelines are Doubling-Down on NCLB ‘Unintended Consequences’

The proposed Race to the Top guidelines provide both opportunity and challenges to an education for the whole child. While the guidelines emphasize school reform that includes important educational policy and infrastructure improvement, they also encourage a continuation of and an increased focus on a narrow definition of student success. This definition, which emphasizes Science Technology Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) education and math and reading standardized tests, disregards evidence that student achievement in school, work, and life requires skills and knowledge offered by all the core subjects. 
Students Deserve Equitable Access to All ‘Core Academic Subjects’ 
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act’s definition of core academic subjects includes the arts. The definition of core subjects, located in Title IX, Part A, Section 9101(1)(D)(11), reads:  CORE ACADEMIC SUBJECTS- The term ‘core academic subjects’ means English, reading or language arts, mathematics, science, foreign languages, civics and government, economics, arts, history, and geography.

Public schools have the responsibility for providing a complete education for all children.  Priorities and criteria in the Race to the Top Guidelines threaten to diminish all but a select few of the core academic subjects.  The federal commitment to arts education must be strengthened so that the arts are implemented as a part of the core academic subject in our nation's schools and are an integral part of every child's development.  
Data Collection and Improvement Should Include a Wide Array of Support for Students

Collecting and reporting the status and condition of arts education and other core academic subjects at the state level is critical to ensuring equitable access to a comprehensive education for all students.  We are grateful that the President recognizes the importance of a diverse and accurate assessment protocol for measuring student achievement. We urge the Department to make Race to the Top funds available to support standards, assessment, and data collection in all core academic subjects, including the arts. 
Specific Comments

Proposed Priorities

· Section I Proposed Priority 2
We do not approve of STEM as a “Competitive Preference Priority.” 
This priority encourages narrowing the curriculum at a time when our economy relies on jobs that require skills and knowledge gleaned from diverse curricula. The arts and other core subject areas offer thousands of strategies for boosting student achievement, preparing students for work and for college, and for equipping students to live a rich life.
This priority should be removed or categorized as “invitational.”
· Section I Proposed Priority 5 School-level Conditions for Reform and Innovation

(v) Providing comprehensive services to high-need students (eg. Through local partnerships, internal staffing and contracts with outside providers) 
We call for this Priority to be upgraded from “invitational” to “competitive.”  
Changes in school climate, student self-perception, and comprehensive student and family care are integral in improving the achievement of our lowest achieving students. Improvement in school safety, school climate and teacher-student relationships should be acknowledged as “progress.”

Section III Selection Criteria
A - Standards and Assessments
· (2.) Developing and implementing common, high-quality  assessments;

Ensure eligibility for high quality assessments for all core academic subjects. 
· (3) Supporting transition to enhanced standards and high-quality assessments; 

A national consortium of state and national leaders is participating in the creation of new, national standards and assessment in arts education. Ensure recognition of this national collaborative of state leaders. Ensure eligibility for enhanced standards and high-quality assessments for all core academic subjects.
B – Data Systems to Support Instruction – State Reform Conditions Criteria

· (1) & (2) Include the arts and all other core academic subjects in statewide data systems.
Require states to annually collect and report data about the status and condition of core academic subjects. Sample data points include number and range of course offerings, student enrollment in each of the core subjects, pupil/teacher ratios, amount of instructional time, budget allocation, subject teacher certification, full time equivalent teacher employment, amount of professional development in each of the core subjects, and other measures chosen by the state and significant in the subject area.
C - Great Teachers and Leaders 
·  (2) & (4) These guidelines provide a new link between narrow student achievement measures and teacher, principal, and teacher preparation programs. Assessing teachers, principals and teacher preparation programs based on math and reading standardized tests will drive these professionals and institutions to ignore important measures of student achievement and thousands of reform strategies that prepare students for success in school, work and life.

We propose a balanced scorecard approach to the measurement of teacher and principal quality that includes data from state assessments and other data on student learning, such as performance and portfolio assessments and achievement in all core academic subjects. Additional data points such as peer and supervisor observations and school environment should be included.  
E – Overall Selection Criteria – State Reform Conditions Criteria

· (4) The language as proposed discusses a state’s “increasing its students’ achievement results overall and by student subgroup … in reading and mathematics, as reported by the NAEP;” Alter this to end, “… in all core academic subjects, as reported by the NAEP” to enable diverse school reform strategies and to include diverse measures of student success.  
Section IV Definitions

· Student achievement means, at a minimum--    (a) For tested grades and subjects: A student's score on the State's assessment under section 1111(b)(3) of the ESEA; and    (b) For non-tested grades and subjects: An alternative measure of student performance (e.g., student performance on interim assessments (as defined in this notice), rates at which students are on track to graduate from high school, percentage of students enrolled in Advanced Placement courses who take Advanced Placement exams, rates at which students meet goals in individualized education programs, student scores on end-of-course exams).

Change (b) to read “For non-tested grades and core academic subjects:…”

After “student scores on end-of-course exams…” insert “, performance-based assessments or portfolio assessments)”
· Student growth means the change in achievement data for an individual student between two points in time. Growth may be measured by a variety of approaches, but any approach used must be statistically rigorous and based on student achievement (as defined in this notice) data, and may also include other measures of student learning in order to increase the construct validity and generalizability of the information.

Insert “in the discipline taught” following “based on student achievement data” Insert “(e.g. performance-based assessments or portfolio assessments)” following “other measures of student learning.”
Helpful Talking Points for your Comments (from Working Group materials)
There are significant equity gaps in access to arts education.

· The 2008 National Assessment of Educational Progress in the Arts found that, among the 8th graders assessed in the areas of both music and visual arts:
· Students eligible for reduced or free lunch scored lower than students ineligible 

· Black and Hispanic students scored lower than White and Asian/Pacific Islander students 

· Public school students scored lower than private school students 

· Students in urban schools scored lower than students in suburban schools.

All students deserve access to a complete education – including a comprehensive arts education.
· Fully preparing students with the creative skills they will need to advance our nation’s position in the 21st century global economy requires implementing the arts as a core subject of learning and ensuring access for all students.  Without the arts, STEM falls short of its potential to advance education and workforce development.
· In March 10 remarks announcing his education policy plans, President Obama said, "It's time to give all Americans a complete and competitive education from the cradle up through a career." The arts education community agrees, and is calling for national, state, and local policies that ensure that every student has access to a complete education - one that includes a comprehensive education in the arts.

· President Obama acknowledged the role that creativity will play in preparing students for a 21st century workforce, saying "I'm calling on our nation's governors and state education chiefs to develop standards and assessments that don't simply measure whether students can fill in a bubble on a test, but whether they possess 21st century skills like problem-solving and critical thinking and entrepreneurship and creativity."

The public, business leaders, and economic experts agree that the arts are essential to a complete education and preparing students for success in school, work, and life.

· In order to respond to the changing climate of global competitiveness, demographic shifts, and economic disparity, major changes to the delivery of education to our nation’s children are inevitable. As our nation contemplates these changes, and prepares students to be global citizens, the federal commitment to arts education must be strengthened so that the arts are implemented as a part of the core curriculum of our schools and are integral to every child’s development.
· According to the Conference Board’s 2008 report entitled Ready to Innovate: Are Educators and Executives aligned on the Creative Readiness of the U.S. Workforce, there is overwhelming consensus from superintendents (98%) and corporate leaders (96%) that “creativity is of increasing importance to the U.S. workforce.” Of those corporate respondents looking for creative people, 85% said they were having difficulty finding qualified applicants with the creative characteristics they desired. 

· The arts prepare students for success in school, work and life. The 2006 report from the New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce, a bipartisan assembly of Education Secretaries, state officials and business leaders, said in its executive summary, “The best employers the world over will be looking for the most competent, most creative and most innovative people on the face of the earth and will be willing to pay them top dollar for their services.”  The report points to the arts as an essential skill for the future workforce, saying, “It is a world in which comfort with ideas and abstractions is the passport to a good job, in which creativity and innovation are the key to the good life…”

· Arts & the Economy, a January 2009 report by the National Governors Association, cites the importance of the arts to state economies, and warns of an increasingly competitive global economy. The report notes that "the most desirable high-wage jobs require employees with creativity and higher order problem solving and communications skills." 
· In his August 2009 letter to schools, Secretary Duncan writes: The arts can help students become tenacious, team-oriented problem solvers who are confident and able to think creatively.  These qualities can be especially important in improving learning among students from economically disadvantaged circumstances.






