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In 2007, the Montebello Unified School District took historic steps towards recognizing and 

revitalizing the significance of arts education for its students by 1) hiring a district-level Visual 

and Performing Arts Curriculum Coordinator via funding from its Arts and Music Block Grant 

and 2) by joining Los Angeles County’s “Arts for All” initiative with the intent of rebuilding 

support for high quality, sequential and equitably accessible education in dance, music, theatre, 

visual and digital media arts education for all students. 

 

Unfortunately, the Arts and Music Block Grant proved to be a short-lived promise due to 

California’s budget crisis, but the Visual and Performing Arts Coordinator hired by the District 

in 2007 (yours truly) is still, thankfully, serving in that capacity.  For my ACTIVATE final 

project, I thought perhaps some stories of my experiences would be helpful to those who are 

seeking to advocate for and/or work in support of increasing students’ access to high quality arts 

education in schools and districts today. 

 

As an “Arts for All” school district, one of the first tasks was to create a Community Arts Team 

(CAT) comprised of the District’s stakeholders.  The CAT’s mission was to review and to update 

existing Board Policy, and to create a long-term arts education plan to submit to the Board of 

Education for their approval.  Given the very diverse and dynamic geopolitical complexities of 

the Montebello Unified School District (MUSD), I spent a great deal of time carefully 

considering stakeholders that would best represent the interests of every sector, level, and 

subgroup.  After much deliberation, a protocol that I was unaware of prevented me from 

extending any direct invitations to teachers and parents.  Upon submitting a proposed list of 

inaugural CAT members to my then Director and an Assistant Superintendent for their approval, 

they informed me that the teachers’ union had sole control over which bargaining unit members 

may serve on standing committees…and that a similar protocol was in place for parents who 

served on existing representative parent groups such as the District Advisory Council (DAC), the 

District English Learners Advisory Committee (DELAC), etc.  Since the CAT was a standing 

committee, my only choice was to follow protocol…  I did, however, obtain permission to send a 

“general memorandum” to all concerned stating that I was looking forward to working alongside 

everyone selected to serve on the new CAT…and left it at that. 

 

Another experience I would like to share from my “rookie year” as an administrator took place at 

a local car wash…  While waiting for my car to be done, a past member of the Board of 

Education who was also waiting for her vehicle to be detailed struck up a conversation with me 

about my career move into administration.  We briefly chatted about my new job and its 

challenges and parted ways.  As I previously taught high school instrumental music for 24 years 

in the MUSD and this Board Member’s daughter was one of my band students, I thought nothing 

of the possible ramifications.  Within a couple of hours, I received a phone call from the 

Superintendent at that time – he wanted to know what exactly was discussed during this 

conversation at the car wash.  After I told him, it was apparent that the Board Member took it 

upon herself to call the Superintendent about my “challenges” and directed him to make sure that 

I was being supported.  No damage was done, fortunately, but I was cautioned about initiating 

conversations directly with any of the Board Members and if I found myself in similar 

circumstances in the future, that I was to communicate the details of such encounters to my 

superiors as soon as possible.  

 



“Being mindful of language, policies, politics and protocols…” 
Reflections of a VAPA Coordinator 

2 

My takeaways…?  Knowing and respecting the policies, politics, and protocols of schools or 

district offices will make life a lot easier for all concerned. 

 

Following is a portion of MUSD Board Policy 6142.6 which was updated and redrafted by the 

aforementioned Community Arts Team and adopted by the Board of Education in 2008 (10 of 13 

bulleted items are listed here)… 

 

“The Board of Education supports the following elements, among others, in developing, 

implementing, and sustaining a high quality standards-based arts education program in a 

manner that is in agreement with the principle that it is an essential part of the district’s core 

curriculum:  

 

1. Appropriate and equitable funding  

2. Qualified appropriately credentialed teachers in the arts  

3. Professional development for generalist and specialist teachers in the arts  

4. Integrating the arts within other curricular areas to enhance and enrich learning  

5. Access to professional artists, agencies, and other arts partnerships/resources  

6. Opportunities for students to explore possible career pathways in the arts  

7. Community connections, partnerships, and sponsorships  

8. Consideration for staffing and scheduling to ensure equity and access to high quality arts 

instruction for all students in all grades during the curricular day  

9. Instructional materials, equipment, supplies, and facilities appropriate to achieve 

educational/instructional goals and standards  

10. Opportunities to showcase, honor, and celebrate VAPA related achievement, instruction, 

learning, and work…” 

 

Language from the preceding excerpt as well as sections of California Education Code (see 

attached addendum) helped establish an “Arts for All” artist residency in the MUSD.  This 

residency, designed to be both replicable and sustainable via staff professional development, 

began in Kindergarten classrooms at three elementary schools about six years ago.  At the time, 

the largest elementary schools (by student population) in each of the District’s three “clusters” 

were strategically selected.  Within three years, the residency expanded to include the second 

largest schools in each cluster.  Two years ago, the District drew upon its Local Control Funding 

Formula (LCFF) allocation to bring this residency to all Kindergarten and Grade 1 classrooms in 

each of the District’s 17 elementary schools because it met the definition of “increasing services 

by 12.5%” district-wide.  Last year, the residency expanded to include all Grade 2 classrooms.  

And, for 2016-17, the District leadership has committed to adding all of Grade 3…delivering arts 

integrated curriculum to approximately 7,280 students and professional learning in multi-

disciplinary arts integration to about 300 K-3 teachers district-wide. 

 

Upon reflection, knowing relevant local policies and Ed Code (and having patience!) were 

vital in establishing and growing this arts partnership and program. 

 

In closing, consider seeking out the “me” in other districts…note the language, policies, 

procedures, and protocols that “we” are bound by…and join “us” as allies.  Thank you. 


