Arts programs get a boost 

LITTLE ROCK – While the federal No Child Left Behind Act increases pressure on schools to raise reading and math test scores, Arkansas Gov. Mike Huckabee has his sights set on a different goal — keeping the arts from being squeezed out in the process.

As chairman of the Education Commission of the States, a nonpartisan interstate compact, the Republican governor is making high standards in arts education a major goal, according to Stateline.com. In his own state, a new law requires 40 minutes of music and 40 minutes of visual art per week for every elementary school student, part of an effort to maintain the arts as a regular part of schools' curricula. 

The arts have proven helpful for at-risk groups that score low on nationalized tests and face steep dropout rates. Dallas Arts Partners, a joint effort of the city's school district, government and cultural organizations, has reported that special education pupils and English language learners with heavy arts involvement scored higher on Texas standardized tests than a control group. 

A study released Nov. 15 by the Arts Education Partnership, a national coalition of arts, education, business, philanthropic and government organizations, found high levels of student development and teacher job satisfaction in 10 schools with high concentrations of low-income students, but vibrant arts programs. 

Nevertheless, due to fear of looming penalties for poor performance under the 2001 federal education reform law, Stateline.com says that schools are more likely to hire a new math instructor rather than an arts teacher, according to former Maryland State Arts Councilor Mary Ann Mears. 

Many schools are also lengthening math and language arts classes, while relegating dance, music, theater and visual arts classes to lunch periods, after school or weekends, according to Nancy Carr, a visual and performing arts consultant for the California Department of Education.

For five years, California devoted $6.5 million to arts education, or one dollar per student, but that funding was cut in 2003. In addition, the California Arts Council, which gives grants to community arts organizations, had its state funding reduced from $36 million a few years ago to $4 million in 2004, Carr said.
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