Ten Reasons Why National Standards For Music Education Are Helpful 

by Paul Lehman, Former Dean, University of Michigan School of Music and Former President, MENC (Music Educators National Conference)

1) When describing our programs to school administrators or the public, it is much better to describe them in terms of what students should know and be able to do than to describe them in terms of what activities students should engage in. The latter tends to give the impression that our programs exist merely to provide jobs for music educators, or markets for the music industry, or audiences for professional musicians.

2) Standards (expressed in terms of what kids should know and be able to do) provide a basis for rationalizing the entire educational process and making it consistent in a way that has never before been possible. Standards provide a single, unified focus for developing curriculum, creating teaching strategies, assessing learning, reforming teacher education, etc.

3) Standards enable us to clarify our expectations to school administrators, members of the public, and students. Standards demonstrate the types of learning and the levels of achievement we seek, which are often otherwise unclear.

4) Standards bring equity to our expectations. They help to provide consistency for the 20% of American students per year who move to other schools, and they help us to avoid lowering our expectations for students from certain socio-economic groups.

5) Standards give us credibility in claiming that our programs, like those in the other basic disciplines, are based on learning specific skills and knowledge. They reinforce our contention that music is not just an activity, not primarily entertainment, not merely a respite from the serious business of education, and not a frill.

6) Standards give us a basis for claiming needed resources. If we want kids to acquire specific skills and knowledge, then we will need specific minimum levels of time, materials, equipment, and support. With standards, we can argue for the resources needed to do our jobs, as outlined in the MENC Opportunity-To-Learn Standards.

7) With standards, we can bypass the argument about classroom teachers versus music specialists. We need teachers who possess the skills and knowledge specified and the ability to teach those skills and that knowledge. The label is irrelevant.

8) Standards provide a basis for our personal and organizational in-service professional development. As individuals and groups, we can identify the gaps in our preparation and we can develop and carry out specific programs of professional development to fill those gaps.

9) The best way to report student progress to parents is to provide a brief summary of the extent to which the student has achieved each of a short list of explicit standards-based objectives. Parents find this more helpful than either traditional letter grades (which are often inflated or provide no frame of reference) or paragraphs of meaningless educational jargon.

10) Standards provide a vision for music education. Regardless of their political biases, I believe that most thoughtful Americans will agree that a school is more likely to be effective if it has a clear vision of what it seeks to achieve than if it doesn't. This is the ultimate justification for standards.

These arguments should be used to sell the idea of standards (national, state, or local) not only to the public and to decision-makers but to teachers as well. Promoting standards, however, is the means, not the end. The end is a stronger, better balanced education for the young people of America.

