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“Public School Cuts Music Programs; Teachers Lose Jobs”
“High School Music Program Slashed”
“Budget Cuts Affect Music and Arts”

We see those headlines in the news all the time.

During every budget cycle, teachers, parents, and music advocates hold their collective breaths 
hoping cuts will not come down on their programs.  This is because music and the arts are often at 
the top of the “cut list” — but why is this?  Board of Education members aren’t necessarily “music 
haters”, and community members (at least on the surface) don’t want to see music leave the school 
curriculum.  But the cuts keep on coming year after year, and some feel powerless to stop them.

Nevertheless, the cuts are wrong and in many cases are not in the best interest of the systems and 
the children they serve.  When it comes to budget cuts, schools in other countries and great districts 
in our country do not cut the arts first.

Here are a few of the main reasons why music is cut from school each year, and some thoughts 
about how they can be avoided:

School leaders are not innovative.  Here we are in the 21st century, yet our education system 
is built on a 19th century model: the idea of academic ability and that the “most useful subjects” 
that can “get you a job or into college” are at the top of some educational hierarchy.  Academic 
ability — not the capacity for creative thought — still dominates our view of intelligence and 
therefore our school budget priorities.  But as our continued poor academic standing in the world 
has shown, this way does not work.  As far as a creative approach to education is concerned, 
however, I truly believe the pendulum is about to swing the other way.  The age of hyper-
standardised testing will soon come to a halt, and there will be a push for more arts instruction in 
schools.  Until that day, we all need to continue to remind school leaders that if they are going to 
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push for innovation in school curricula, they need to put their trust into the arts to fulfill that 
mission.

School value systems need an overhaul.  While some administrators realise music is important, 
most do not believe it is fundamental to school curriculum. Too many school district leaders are 
reticent (or feel helpless) to lead the charge toward education reform using the arts as a nucleus.  We 
all seem to be waiting for school districts to redefine what K-12 education should be about, but all 
that happens is that new tests are created. Meanwhile, we continue to have enormous achievement 
gaps across racial and socio-economic lines.  We define these achievement gaps as academic ability 
and “college readiness”, which has dominated our view of “intelligence” for quite some time. We 
have decided that our school system should be a prolonged process of university entrance, and that 
is what dominates Board of Ed discussions for hours. Meanwhile, most of our children are highly 
talented, brilliant, creative people who think they’re not, because the thing they are good at school 
isn’t valued. We can’t afford to go this way, and it is time we insist our school leaders and 
legislators stop throwing around words like “innovative” and “creative” and instead begin to model 
that behaviour themselves; through creative scheduling and a divorce from standardising our kids in 
order to measure their growth.

The music program is weak.  As much as it disappoints me to admit, there are ineffective music 
teachers out there.  Math and English can’t be cut, so programs will live on with poor teachers at 
their helm — but music is different.  Bad teaching = students quitting = programs cut.  As huge a 
music advocate as I am, I believe that a bad music program is worse than no music program.  There 
is nothing worse than the bad taste a poor musical experience leaves in everyone’s mouths — 
administrators’, teachers’, parents’ and students. Keeping a music program alive and well in a 
school requires a great teacher who builds a community around the program, thereby making it very 
difficult to cut.

Short-sighted budget “fixes”.  Many do not realise that strengthening and improving in-school 
music programs can actually save money.  In my experience, the first administrative quick-fix for 
budget issues has been reducing or eliminating music programs. However, music classes usually 
have high student-teacher ratios, so cutting music programs may actually have negative budget 
implications over the longer term.  Basically, a cut to an instrumental music teacher may result in 
two or more teachers needing to be hired later to provide elective classes with low student-teacher 
ratios.  The cuts end up being short-sighted — and bringing back a music program once it is cut is 
very rare and incredibly difficult to do.

The intangible and tangible benefits of music education will never appear in the sterile data 
represented by tests scores.  “Right brained”, creative people will be the next leaders and innovators 
in our country, and public school was created to foster these young brains. Cutting music instruction 
will negatively affect the creativity of our next generation’s leaders, so now is the time for parents 
to be arts advocates– not only in our schools, but in our communities and in the press as 
well. Parents should be aware of local and federal timing issues, such as when school budgets are 
planned and when elections take place.  They should always feel free to contact the media in 
thoughtful response to budget cuts to the arts and follow up with timely letters to administrators 
with thoughts and concerns.

Music is one of the most impressive and beautiful achievements of the human race and deserves a 
permanent place in education.  The intellectual growth and happiness of our children depend on it.


