
Community Forum Testimony 10/12/06  
Heather Borsum-Instrumental Music teacher, MCPS, 1996-present.  
National Board Certified Teacher (EMC, Music)  
Montgomery County student, 1977-1 990  
 
The No Child Left Behind Act lists the arts as one of the core academic subjects. Academic 
researchers agree that the arts not only have an intrinsic value, but also that participation in the 
arts is a stepping stone for academic success. The county has always had an arts & music 
program to be proud of. I was a student and then a teacher in the music program, one that has 
grown tremendously in size and in quality. Unfortunately, I fear I am now witnessing its decline.  
The key words tonight are "equal and fair access." Thousands of students are shut out of the 
music program because they cannot afford an instrument. As you know, over 35% of the 
County's students have been or are currently in the Free and Reduced Meals program. These 
children cannot afford to rent or buy a musical instrument. In the 80's and 90's, the County 
generously supported the purchase and repair of school-owned instruments. Students in the 
FARMS program were eligible to use a school instrument free of charge. Today, the county's 
repair budget is exhausted within weeks, and schools rarely receive new instruments. If a school 
does own an instrument to lend to an under-privileged student, the instrument is often literally 
decades old and in very poor shape. Does that provide equal and fair access to these students? 
Are only the wealthy entitled to instrumental music education?  
Furthermore, instrumental music teachers are drowning under allocations that force us to teach 
beginner violinists and clarinetists in class of 15 or 20, rather than the recommended 6 to 8. We 
get 30 minutes a week to teach students an extremely complicated activity-learning to play an 
instrument. There are many hands-on, physical details that require one-on-one attention from the 
teacher. Is the beginner student in a class of 20 receiving equal access to the music education that 
a student receives in a class of 8?  
Two years ago, the county was proud of passing a "Lower Class Size" initiative that resulted in 
the hiring of 130 classroom elementary teachers. For the arts teachers this created a scheduling 
challenge. Even though they now had to teach more classes, few arts/PE/music teachers received 
an increase in their allocation. The result of this is that students either had their arts classes 
decreased in length, or they were sent to the arts teacher two classes at a time. Students in these 
classes do not receive equal access to a quality arts education.  
On Friday, October 20, I will attend the Maryland Music Educator's conference for the 1lthyear. 
When I attended my first conference in 1996 and my nametag bore the label "Montgomery 
County," teachers from across the state were envious of my good fortune. Next week, when 
others read "Montgomery County" on my nametag, they will be much less envious, having 
already heard about the challenges music teachers are facing here. My statewide colleagues will 
be watching to see how Montgomery Comity acts to meet these challenges.  
Additional Notes  
Study: Ohio Proficiency Test Results for students in a "pull-out" music program:  
“Conclusions: From the results of this study we can conclude that the string students did not 
suffer negative academic effects when compared to students of similar academic capability who 
remained in the classroom. We can also conclude that the overall Ohio Proficiency Test 



performance of the students who participated in string pull-out lessons was better than the 
performance of the students of similar ability who did not participate in this study.  
The results of this study seem to indicate that students who study instruments in a small- group 
or individual setting actually improve their academic abilities."  
**************** 
Article 17 (Staffing) Section D-arts staffing. Not less than one instrumental music teacher per 5 
schools. Not less than one teacher for every 500 students.   
Numerous elementary schools force the instrumental music teachers to conduct their classes on 
the stage or in the teacher's lounge because of lack of space. At one elementary school, a 
principal has kindly allowed the teacher to use her office!  Scheduling constraints leave teachers 
with large blocks of empty time, followed by several classes with 0 minutes of transition time.  
"At the elementary level, transition time between classes shall be no less than 5 minutes."  
(Article 16, section D, current MCPS contract.) 
***************** 
Lower class size initiatives resulted in the hiring of 130 additional elementary classroom 
teachers, but did not increase allocation for the art, music, and PE teachers at those schools. 
***************** 
 


