
An Interview with Secretary of Education Richard Riley 
 
What were your experiences in working on arts education initiatives as governor of South 
Carolina, and what kinds of results did you see in schools around the state?  
 
I visited hundreds of communities and schools and repeatedly witnessed the positive energy and 
the atmosphere of creativity that exists in schools that embrace the arts. Schools that considered 
the arts to be a basic part of education were more vibrant and more engaging. The positive 
impact of the arts on a school environment was obvious to me and reinforced my commitment to  
strengthening the arts education programs in South Carolina schools. Often the arts linked these 
schools to community people, resources, and outside institutions. 
 
South Carolina’s Education Finance Act laid the groundwork in 1979 for establishing the arts, 
taught by arts specialists, as part of the basic education program required for all students. Over 
the next seven years, schools phased in visual art and music programs, hired art and music 
teachers, and began experimenting with the development of an arts curriculum. Community 
support for the arts and arts education programs grew rapidly. The school district of Greenville 
County, my home,  
developed one of several exciting arts education programs, including South Carolina’s first 
magnet arts high school. Students gifted in visual arts, music, dance, drama, and media arts 
successfully  
demonstrated the value of specialized, intensive arts training.  
 
One of my first initiatives as governor in 1980 was to support a movement created by Dr. 
Virginia Uldrick, principal of Greenville’s Fine Arts Center, and the Greenville County School 
District to establish South Carolina’s Governor’s School for the Arts, a five-week summer 
training program for artistically gifted and talented rising juniors and seniors from across the 
state.  
 
In planning the Education Improvement Act (EIA) a few years later, we included programs for 
the gifted and talented with specific funding set aside for addressing the needs of the artistically 
gifted and talented. The EIA Artistically Gifted and Talented Program posed significant 
challenges for our school districts—selection of students for the arts program was much more 
complex than selecting students for the academically talented program. Selection of students 
could not be based  
on test scores—new criteria had to be established, and new standards set. 
 
But working through these challenges led schools to become more comfortable with the arts. 
They discovered new methods of assessing student progress and interests. Artists as well as arts 
educators were used to deliver a challenging arts program.  
 
I believe that it is these experiences plus the growing number of arts specialists actively working 
in the schools, an extensive statewide artist-in-residence program, and the development of local 
arts councils that stimulated community interest in arts education and moved educators and 
legislators to enthusiastically support South Carolina’s Arts in Basic Curriculum (ABC) Plan in 
1987. 



 
Goals 2000: Educate America  Act, now before Congress, sets up procedures to help states help 
students achieve competency over “challenging subject matter,” including the arts. There are 
only a few years to go before the target year 2000. Will our schools be able to reach to the levels 
envisioned by the standards in the next seven years? 
 
With the arts included in the National Education Goals, the National Education Goals Panel will 
annually monitor national progress in the core subjects including the arts, and encourage states to 
accelerate their improvement efforts in the arts as well as in other areas. The National Education 
Standards and Improvement Council will be available to certify, on a voluntary basis, state 
standards in the core subjects including the arts. While we may not achieve all the goals by 2000, 
we need to work hard now and for the next six and a half years to do so. 
 
Dr. Benjamin Mayes, a mentor of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., impressed me with his many 
insights including his view on the importance of goals. Dr. Mayes wrote, “The greatest tragedy 
in life is not failing to reach your goals—the greatest tragedy is having no goals to reach.” 
 
Goals 2000: Educate America Act will authorize $393 million for FY 94 and, hopefully, larger 
amounts by 1998 to provide grants to states and a growing number of local school districts to 
support the development and implementation of comprehensive improvement plans that can and 
should include the arts. These mechanisms provide both a framework and financial resources to 
support, accelerate, and sustain state and local improvement efforts aimed at helping all students 
reach challenging world-class standards by the year 2000. 
 
But to ensure that schools can reach the levels envisioned by the arts standards over the next six 
and a half years, arts educators and representatives of the arts community must become actively 
involved in the process of systemic education reform by designing educational improvement 
plans, creating challenging state arts standards and curriculum frameworks, developing arts 
curricula in local school districts, developing assessment tools linked to the standards, providing 
more powerful forms of staff development and teaching, documenting and publicizing school 
districts and schools that are on the cutting edge of systemic reform, and expanding arts 
programming during and after the school day and year, using all available cultural institutions 
and resources in a community. 
 
Now that the arts have been included as one of the core academic subjects, what will be done to 
make sure that state and local Goals 2000 communities incorporate the arts in their curricula? 
 
Goals 2000 provides a framework and resources to encourage and support state and local 
improvement efforts. Our purpose for including the arts as one of the core challenging academic 
subjects was to affirm at the national level the critical role of the arts in preparing students to  
reach their fullest potential and compete in the world marketplace. On the national level, MENC 
has already played an important role in ensuring that the arts are an essential part of this effort by 
assuming the national leadership role of coordinating efforts among arts educators and other 
leaders to create national standards for the visual arts, music and drama. 
 



Once national arts standards are established, music educators—as well as other arts educators 
across the country—should publicly endorse the national arts standards and work with their 
states and local districts to establish similar standards that will provide a united vision of what 
they will strive to achieve by the year 2000. 
 
Also, cultural institutions, arts educators, and organizations should work with the Goals 2000 
community and state organizations to be part of an overall partnership to reach all the National 
Education Goals. (We even have a phone number for this; teachers can call 800-USA-LEARN 
for  
more information.) 
 
Bold actions will be needed in schools and in communities to reach these goals. It is critical that 
we have strong leadership at the national, state and local levels for the improvement of arts 
education and education renewal. Local and state arts agencies and organizations, schools and 
arts educators need to strengthen their partnerships to ensure that quality arts education becomes 
a reality in all schools, and an integral part of state and local plans to reach the National Goals. 
 
For example, in South Carolina, the state arts agency invited the State Department of Education 
and other education and arts organizations to join together in developing South Carolina’s ABC 
Plan, which was later incorporated into the South Carolina Target 2000 Education Improvement 
Act. This effort has been most successful because arts education renewal and its advocates were 
part of a larger partnership working on overall school reform in many areas of the state. 
 
A number of other states, such as New Jersey, Colorado, Ohio and Missouri have established 
similar coalition efforts. To ensure that the arts are included in each state’s reform plan, the arts 
community must work together, help all educators develop standards and curriculum 
frameworks, actively participate in all state and local education improvement planning 
processes—not only for the arts—and promote the value of arts and overall education reform to 
parents, educators, school  
board members, legislators and other community leaders. Keep in mind that in successful 
education renewal, the whole is much bigger—and better—than the sum of the parts. 
 
What can music educators do to make sure the arts remain an essential part of the legislation—
in language and in spirit? 
 
To ensure that the arts are retained as an essential part of the language and spirit of the Goals 
2000 act, it is most important that arts educators, institutions, and organizations create a united 
voice for the arts that can guide education improvement efforts across the country. Equally 
important is the need for arts educators and advocates to be partners for comprehensive 
educational reform for all students to meet challenging standards. Also, “bring to the education 
table” the rich resources in cultural institutions throughout a community. 
 
The schools can’t do it alone—they need partners. To ensure that the arts continue to be 
considered an essential part of Goals 2000 and education reform initiatives across the country, 
national and state efforts should be organized to share information about successful programs in 
arts education and in joint endeavors with other subjects and broad reform efforts. They should 



promote the value of the arts in education and show how they relate to comprehensive reform; 
discover and  
document ways that the arts can assist schools in addressing issues such as school readiness, at-
risk students, dropout prevention, and meeting challenging standards; focus attention on the 
positive impact of the arts on developing skills such as problem-solving, creative thinking, self-
discipline, teamwork, and persistence; and illustrate the value of the arts in teaching other 
subject areas. 
 
To do this, every teacher needs to be a team player—part of a broad coalition for overall reform 
working with parents, businesses, community organizations, retired citizens and others. Finally, 
teachers should forge partnerships for educational improvement that not only include the arts but 
are inclusive of other critical subjects, needs, and areas. 
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