http://www.amherstbulletin.com/story/id/141756/
Amherst Bulletin

Arts, music, phys ed must be preserved
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I'm not supposed to care about what happens in the elementary school. My kids have all graduated from Fort River: one is in college, the other is in high school. I'm supposed to save my chips and use taxpayer clout for issues that play out in the high school. In Amherst, I'm supposed to care only about the schools my children are in, not the ones from which they graduated. But as a taxpayer, I am concerned about the recent budgetary decisions made by the Amherst School Committee to reduce art, music and physical education in the elementary schools. As a satisfied customer of these programs, I have witnessed their positive impact on my daughters, in our family, and in our community.

I don't share the priorities or values embedded in the recent budget decision of the Amherst School Committee to cut music, art and physical education by 20 percent. I believe this decision is misguided, regressive and betrays ideals espoused by our schools: equity, achievement, success and empowerment. "Every child, every day" is the schools' mission. There are only several programs in Amherst that indeed reach every child, every day. And those happen to be the programs that now face tragic reduction under a budget process that despite all the deliberation seems rushed, inadequate and a demonstration of penny wise/pound foolish.

Music, art and physical education are often labeled as "specials." I've never understood this designation. To me, they are not "special" or extraordinary; they are academic prerequisites. The quality of these programs in Amherst speaks to this, as they are some of the best of their kind in the commonwealth.

Art and music teach our children how to think critically, take risks, make and correct mistakes, "fail," and recoup. They give our children a frame of reference for understanding not only our world, but also offer an appreciation and understanding of the different perspectives, approaches and ways of communicating each of us brings to the human endeavor. Elementary music and art are Amherst's elementary world languages. We brag about our town's goals of diversity education, but music and art education teach our kids about appreciating, expecting, and embracing different ways of looking at the world. This is in addition to the demonstrated positive effects art and music education have on academic success.

Cutting physical education while the public health community urges additional opportunities for physical activity for children seems regressive and backwards. Physical education might look like an easy mark, a target that can be tapped for funding without ill effects. This, however, dismisses the needs of our kids to be active and to learn from play. It also ignores the call of the public health community to provide more physical education for young children, not less. Amherst, what are we doing?

I hear people defensively insist that the only alternative to cutting music, art and physical education is increased class size. I urge the School Committee to continue working on this issue and find a way to keep physical education, art and music in our schools in the most optimal way possible. We need to continue to explore these questions: What is the class size we avoid by cutting music, art and physical education? What is this threshold based on? What is the evidence that shows that the benefits of this (assumed better) class size outweigh the advantages of music, art and physical education? How many more students per classroom would save art, music and physical education in the Amherst elementary schools for "every student, every day"?

Mindy Domb lives in Amherst.
