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As part of the Town Hall, the Manhattan Beach Music Coalition asked each candidate a
set of questions that were specific to the issues facing the Music Program. It was agreed
in advance that the publication of each issue sheet would happen once the candidate had
submitted responses (issue sheets would not be held up waiting for others to respond).
Our thanks goes to the candidates for their willingness to share their views on the
crucial topic of music education for all.

Candidate: Jason Boxer
Website: http://jasonformbusd.com

Jason Boxer is an early childhood educator, a product of Manhattan
Beach schools, and an education advocate who has lived in Manhattan
Beach for more than 20 years. Jason has worked in Title I public schools
all over the country, holds a Bachelor’s of Science from New York
University's Steinhardt School of Education, and served as the
Partnership Manager with a literacy non-profit that reaches more than
60,000 students nationwide annually, steering business development,
volunteer programming, and budgeting for the organization.

What is your personal relationship with the arts (music, theatre, dance,
visual arts and/or media arts)? Did you have arts in your school? What
meaningful arts experiences did you have growing up and how did they
impact you?
I am a practicing theatre artist and musician, and I plan to continue in those pursuits
for the rest of my life. My interest in both of these art forms began in MBUSD
classrooms. Though my singing talent often trailed behind my enthusiasm, I was an
eager and active participant in Emily Sanders’ vocal music program throughout my
seven years at Pacific. Some of my formative artistic experiences include being
selected to sing solos during the Hanukkah portions of our Winter Sing recitals Meet the Candidate: Jason Boxer
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these were probably the first experiences in my life where I stood before a room full
of people watching and listening specifically to me. The first experience I had in a
theatre environment was performing in The Garden Show, directed by my second
grade teacher Kate Keane (now Kate Brown). Ms. Keane imbued the entire
playmaking process with her infectious charm and humor, and I sincerely don’t think
I’ve been the same person since playing the role of “Tabloid Reporter” under her
guidance. The Reporter was a cartoonish, hammy sort who only cared about money,
and I reveled in pretending to be such a broad, ridiculous person in front of my
friends. Though I didn’t have words to explain why at the time, I was enamored with
both of these early artistic experiences. I had already found a love for team sports,
and participating in a new ensemble-driven environment helped me recognize that I
succeeded more when I didn’t work alone. Growing up in a family of seven meant I
had already developed a voracious appetite for attention, and theatre gave me a
constructive and unselfish way to express that piece of myself - to make more of an
otherwise base and simple need to be seen. Perhaps most importantly, The Garden
Show helped me key into what would become the guiding interest of my professional
life: the usefulness of theatre. Our Garden Show production - which is probably a
generous term for what must have been a horribly cheesy 90 minutes of stage time changed the entire dynamic of our classroom. It placed me in new social situations
that I had previously feared and avoided, it held me accountable to something larger
than my own self-interest, and it gave our friends, family, and - perhaps most
noticeably, Ms. Keane - the utterly priceless experience of watching us perform.
These thoughts manifested rather vaguely and bluntly when I was a second grader,
but they did occur to me. I remember witnessing some kind of ineffable, ephemeral
occurrence that - beyond the simple benefit of “putting on a show” - seemed positive
in much larger ways.
I have pursued this ineffable, ephemeral positivity since that first encounter with it,
perhaps with more passion than any other interest in my life. I enrolled in the theatre
program at the summer camp I attended every year until college. I was cast on Mira
Costa’s ComedySportz team and eventually selected to lead the ensemble, devising
and leading bi-weekly rehearsals and staging around a dozen sold-out performances
with very limited adult support. I studied percussion outside of MBUSD, taking
weekly lessons on the drumset with Robert Jacobs, a former Director of Costa’s
Marching Band. I returned to the MBUSD music program in my senior year,
studying Music Theory with Mark McCormick and opening myself up to an entire
world of music I had previously avoided - tone! I think Mr. McCormick would
corroborate that I was perhaps too eager a student in his class. My hand shot up with
so much frequency that he would regularly clarify - out loud to the class - that he was
resisting calling on me, rationing out my speaking time so others could participate
too. I used his guidance to train myself on the piano, which I can now proudly
compose on.
The most significant consequence set off by Ms. Keane and The Garden Show,
however, was my chosen course of study in college. I enrolled in New York
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Program in Educational Theatre in 2012, a program specifically focused on the
utility of the dramatic arts outside the mere benefits of “putting on a show.” I became
a devout student of the pedagogies of Viola Spolin, Dorothy Heathcote, and Keith
Johnstone, three 20th century applied theatre practitioners whose writings on
improvisation have been translated into dozens of languages and utilized in primary
classrooms all over the world. I began teaching in theatre settings and general
education settings alike, utilizing the arts to activate curricula focused on literacy,
math, science, and more. I got a job with the Story Pirates - a feat I’m still beaming
with pride for - and used drama to help students in Title I schools that most people
wrote off as a lost cause compose their own original pieces of creative writing.
Outside of these educational pursuits, I wrote numerous plays in college, directed and
performed with an improv ensemble that toured the country, and mounted several
shows at Off-Broadway theatres all over New York City.
In 2019, that same ineffable, ephemeral quality of theatre sent me away from New
York to a theatre program in Buenos Aires, Argentina. La Escuela Internacional de
Creación Teatral y Movimiento Cabuia is a physical theatre school based in the
pedagogy of Jacques Lecoq, perhaps the most recognized theatre pedagogue of the
second half of the 20th century. Cabuia placed me in the most rigorous artistic
environment I have ever known, with roughly 50 hours of my week being devoted to
class time and the creation of new work.
At present, I lament having little time to devote to music or theatre. I enrolled in
private piano lessons with Richard Schagerl at Dietz Brothers over the summer, but
had to pause them once my School Board campaign picked up. I plan to start back up
in November, however, because the arts are a central component of my life. I can
point to no singular interest that has more substantively informed who I am. Being
an artist has helped me find community and make friends, it has helped me make
meaning of life, and it has helped me develop both an ambition to succeed and the
work ethic needed to follow through on it.
What is your philosophy about music education? Do you believe it is a
critical and essential cornerstone in our schools? What role do you believe
the music program plays in our district?
Music education is a demonstrably necessary component of numerous aspects of a
young person’s development. We need only look at the priorities currently being
championed by our own School Board to see how remiss we would be to neglect
music programming. For the past decade - right around the time when I graduated
from Mira Costa - our community has reacted with appropriate urgency and
concern to the overwhelming social and emotional pressure that Manhattan Beach
schools place on young people. I have known no environment more stress-inducing
and exhausting than Mira Costa in the late aughts: even the most rigorous and
demanding of my experiences in New York - at NYU and in the workplace alike - did
not come close to the intensity of my Advanced Placement courseload. Arts
programming, as demonstrated by decades of peer-reviewed research, provides
Meet the Candidate: Jason Boxer
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robust social-emotional benefits that approach the therapeutic, and the sense of
belonging we are able to nurture in the students enrolled in our high school’s various
arts programs is a staggering and vivid example of this. I have witnessed our arts
programs rescue Costa students who - after struggling to keep up with the rest of
their classes - managed to find solace and determination through playing the french
horn. I have seen anxious outsiders - doubtful of their ability to make friends and find
a place for themselves - transform into charismatic, magnanimous people through
pursuing dance. I have seen it - without any shred of hyperbole - save the lives of
some of my more troubled friends. The fact of the matter is this: there is no subject
that provides more efficacious, consistent, and wraparound social-emotional benefit
than the arts.
Our current Board also commits itself to creating an inclusive learning community one that welcomes and celebrates a plenitude of cultures and worldviews. I am the
product of a school system which failed to do this adequately, and I live with the
repercussions of that every single day. My limited exposure to non-white
communities and their histories, discoveries, and - notable for our purposes - their
art, has limited my potential in more ways than I can enumerate. I believe that the
arts - and music especially - are our schools’ best bet at molding the kind of openminded, compassionate, and civically-active people we so desperately need in this
world. With proper training in cultural responsiveness, our faculty can access
limitless curricular opportunities in the music written, performed, and recorded over
the course of human history. There is more to be learned from the songs sung by
19th-century enslaved Americans than I could ever properly express in this
questionnaire. The rhythms of African music - which stymied me to no end in my own
percussion studies - are mathematical revelations. The commodification of music in
the 20th and 21st centuries - and the myriad ripple effects this has caused on
marginalized communities in our country - is a powerful economics lesson lying
dormant, waiting to activate the intellect of Manhattan Beach students. The arts are
a vehicle for engaging our young people with issues of inclusion and diversity, and
we would be doing our students a disservice not to make use of them for this purpose.
Finally, the arts necessitate the exact pedagogical innovations that our community
has been crying out for for years. To be a member of the Mira Costa Jazz Band, for
example, is a rigorous and demanding commitment that obligates hours of practice,
study, and skill mastery. Like calculus, it asks an individual learner to work hard on
their own: they must become proficient in tonal scales that extend far beyond the
simplicity of a major key, they must play at rapid-fire tempos and within complex
rhythmic confines, they must develop a “feel” for a piece that most other music genres
don’t necessitate. In short, they’re asked to train and study meticulously on their
own, just like they would be in any other class. What happens next is revelatory,
however: they must blend all of their work seamlessly with the work of their peers.
They must leverage the work they’ve done independently in service of a collaborative
project. They have to learn - in no small way - how to be a cohesive, helpful, and
considerate member of a group. For centuries, American schools have prepared
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children to be dutiful and self-sufficient. By emphasizing individualism so narrowly,
however, we have cheated young people of the interpersonal and collaborative skills
that every single adult needs to survive in today’s job market. These high-demand
skills are inherent to music education. Project- and team-based learning
environments are the way of the future for education, and the arts can help us get
there.
ESSA (the Every Student Succeeds Act), which was signed by President
Obama in 2015, establishes that music and the arts are core curriculum in
grades K-12. What is your perception of the extent to which MBUSD has
adopted that policy? What factors need to be implemented to meet Visual
and Performing Arts policies and standards established by ESSA and by
the California State Board of Education?
I believe that Manhattan Beach schools offer a breadth of arts programming that
point us squarely in the right direction of the “well-rounded education” championed
by ESSA, but that we struggle to center and support those programs in the same way
we do math, science, and language arts. In contrast to No Child Left Behind, my
reading of ESSA is that it seeks to include previously neglected subject areas within
the category of so-called “core subject areas,” stipulating that states lay out goals for
all academic disciplines, implement long term planning to meet those goals, and then
make persistent use of evaluative tools to see that students are meeting the metrics
that have been laid out. I do not get the impression that we have shifted the scholastic
culture of our schools sufficiently to place the arts on par with other subject areas. To
accomplish this, I believe we should heed the Music Coalition’s suggestion of
finalizing and establishing a K-12 curriculum for music and all arts disciplines. This
is the vital first step against which all ESSA compliance can be graded. Without a
robust set of learning goals for students, we cannot know how well we are educating
them.
The Declaration of the Rights of All Students to Equity in Arts Learning
states that all students have the right to participate in high-quality,
sequential standards-based arts learning. Do you believe all students in
MBUSD are currently able to exercise that right? If not, in your view, what
barriers currently exist? If elected, how will you support these rights for
all students?
The Manhattan Beach Community Panel on Equity has demonstrated - beyond
skepticism or doubt - that discrimination is occurring within Manhattan Beach
schools based on a number of factors, including race, gender identity, disability,
sexual orientation, and faith background. Within student culture, it appears that
certain young people are ostracized and even outright harassed based on their nonnormative identities. Bigoted language and symbols are graffitied onto Mira Costa
walls and property with some degree of frequency. While I was a student at Mira
Costa, it was not atypical to hear slurs used against a wide variety of societal groups
- perhaps most frequently against people with disabilities - in everyday conversation.
Meet the Candidate: Jason Boxer
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I witnessed some of this behavior exhibited by faculty as well, including ethnic slurs
being used against students during class time and sports practices.
In my view, none of this means that there is something inherently rotten or smallminded about our community. I believe there is ample evidence to the contrary.
Manhattan Beach and our larger Beach Cities community have demonstrated a
substantial concern for equality, and I believe we have been unfairly maligned as
isolationist and uncaring simply because of the bounty of resources that our
communities hold. The fact of the matter is that there is a robust and thriving culture
of charity, volunteerism, and mutual aid in the South Bay. The number of grassrootsorganized fundraising events held in our community - from bike rides to 5K’s to can
drives - is too large to count. The student clubs at our high school hold weekly
meetings to combat a plethora of societal injustices, many of which stretch far
beyond the confines of the United States and manage to raise thousands of dollars for
causes as diverse as defeating cancer, nutrition education, conservation and
environmentalism, and more. Thousands of Manhattan Beach residents of all walks
of life took action this summer not only to support their neighbors during the
COVID-19 pandemic, but also to demonstrate their commitment to ending racism. We
are not perfect in these endeavors, but we are not the lost cause that some of our
critics would have us believe. We are struggling with the legacy inequity just like
everyone else, and it is impossible to overstate the difficulty of reversing the
momentum of these macro-level mistakes that our country has made. We are not bad
people because we struggle with these realities, and we are not anti-American for
recognizing that their negative impacts persist to this day. The demography of our
city was - in large part - determined by many of these mistakes, and this places us in
an extremely difficult position: how can a community as homogenous and wellresourced as ours seek to support movements for justice? How can we be helpful
without unilaterally deciding what is best for other people? How can we avoid
antiquated notions of being someone’s “savior” and instead fight alongside them for a
freer, more ethical world?
I believe the predominant barrier to the change we want - to truly improving the
lived experience of marginalized communities in Manhattan Beach - is partisanship. I
believe our local leaders have succumbed to the factionalization that has occurred
around every recent social movement, allowing real opportunities for reform to be
obscured by political posturing and what-aboutism. When faced with a controversial
problem, it is an elected official’s job to build out a transparent, inclusive, and small-d
democratic decision-making process for solving it. It is that person’s job to to bring
all stakeholders to the table, to broker and mediate discussion, and to convert
consensus-driven, community-generated ideas into public policy. This means being in
on meetings with Diversify Our Narrative and the Manhattan Beach Community
Panel on Equity while solutions are being devised, not just mentioning these
organizations’ names in debates. It means answering hard questions from parents
who are rightfully worried about the safety of their children in this era of school
shootings. It means empathizing with concerns about the aggression and antagonism
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of our media and politics. It means rooting out political bias wherever it rears its
head in public education. And more importantly than any of these things, it means
moving between partisan groups fluidly and amicably, laying the foundation for
solutions that we can all feel part of and proud of. If elected, I think I can be a real
asset for our community in working toward consensus around questions of injustice
and equity, and I would be honored to work alongside my neighbors in that effort.
The California State Board of Education adopted the California Arts
Education Framework for Public Schools (TK-12) on July 8, 2020, which
supports the California Arts Standards (adopted in January of 2019)
which establishes curricular standards for arts education in California.
How will you ensure that these Visual and Performing Arts curricular
standards are implemented in the district, and once implemented, how
would you work to ensure compliance?
As any school district should do when asked to meet mandated or voluntarily
adopted scholastic standards, our district should require two tasks of our faculty: (1)
document their efforts to teach the content that will lead our students to meeting
these benchmarks, and (2) provide evidence of how poorly or how well our students
are learning that content. In my previous workplaces, I was required to produce
regular lesson and unit plans that made explicit reference to Common Core and New
York state-level standards. My students’ performance on classroom-level
assessments as well as state-level standardized tests were used to determine how
successful or unsuccessful I was in assisting my students to meet these standards.
Present-day best practices in pedagogy track with this line of thinking. The
prevailing wisdom is that there is no meaningful way to guarantee that learning
goals are being met if we don’t build adequate assessment mechanisms into the
curricula we devise. If an acting student is meant to attain skills in pantomime, for
example, we need to provide them with opportunities to demonstrate their
competence with this learning content in order to understand how successful we’ve
been in teaching it to them. Can they illustrate the negative space around a
pantomimed object, creating the illusion of holding something that isn’t there? Can
they render the weight of an invisible object legible to an audience? Can they paint a
larger scene around themself, indicating rain or heat or a large crowd of people?
To merely expose a student to pantomime content and hope it sticks - or, in this case,
to merely set overarching goals and priorities for arts-related learning without
evaluation measures - will provide us no assurance that (1) a student has learned, or
(2) that a district has lived up to its promises. To fulfill our obligations under the
California Arts Education Framework for Public Schools, we must devise actionable
tools of assessment.
The specifics of how we do this are best left to individual teachers and subject-area
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departments. The School Board - via the management staff it hires - must play a
supervisory role in this work. In the past, I have pursued both qualitative and
quantitative assessment strategies with my students, including essay-length selfassessment assignments, reviews of student performances based on a clearly
delineated evaluation matrix, multiple choice tests, and even one-on-one interviews
in the style of a dissertation defense. I look forward to engaging with our various
school principals about the strategies their teachers are employing to ensure that our
students are meeting California’s arts learning standards.
As you may be aware, the district does not currently have a finalized
curriculum for the K-12 Music Program. As a board member, would you
support finalizing the K-12 curriculum for the Music Program, and what
steps would you take to achieve this?
Yes, if only for the simple reason that it will make music classes more difficult to cut.
When we have committed ourselves to meeting certain music standards, the district
will need to think more carefully about removing the instructional units that deliver
on those standards.
There is also tremendous benefit in conceiving of our music offerings - in addition to
those of all subject areas - as a cumulative, fourteen-year trajectory. As a student in a
teacher training program, I was taught that this macro approach to pedagogy is, in
fact, essential to education itself. Every good lesson plan starts at the end (students
will be able to define “simile” and “metaphor”) and works backwards from there,
laying down stepping stones for learners to access on their way toward proficiency
with any given learning goal (exercises in recognizing similes in core texts, writing
prompts that require students to write their own metaphors, etc). Semester- or even
year-long Unit Plans extrapolate this concept out, linking each lesson plan in a
chronological, summative progression toward meeting the larger academic
standards that any public school class is tasked with meeting. It follows that a school
district should conceive of its instructional offerings this way, and, in doing so, lay
down a start-to-finish plan (or, perhaps, “finish-to-start” plan) for what we would
like our music students to achieve.
The steps I would take toward implementing this are as follows: I would look to build
a coalition of support for finalizing the music curriculum, asking for demonstrations
of that support from students, parents, teachers, staff, and community members
from inside and outside our schools. I would then look to organize a group of faculty
and other relevant stakeholders for devising the yet-unfinished sections of this
curriculum, with no effort spared to ensure that it aligns with established best
practices in music pedagogy. I see this group being led by VAPA department heads
and supervised by appropriate Vice-Principals or members of the Superintendent's
cabinet. Ultimately, this group would submit their recommendations to the School
Board for approval.
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Would you classify music a core curricular academic subject, cocurricular, or extracurricular? Why, in your view, does it fall in that
category?
Music is all of these things. It is extracurricular because it provides opportunities that
occur outside of not just the classroom, but of traditional conceptions of “academic”
learning more broadly. Trips to perform in different cities and countries, interactions
with music students at other schools, even the simple task of preparing for and
mounting a performance on our own campus - all of these nurture social and
interpersonal skills, allow a young person to make meaning of their experiences, and,
to put it succinctly, educate the whole child. Music is co-curricular in that it is an
essential component of countless other curricular and extracurricular activities at
our schools. Large portions of our instructional offerings in theatre and dance would
be rendered impossible without our music programs. Our district’s athletic offerings
lean heavily on our music programs as well. Even our music theory courses can be
considered co-curricular with band, choir, and orchestra. Finally, music courses are
curricular in and of themselves because they offer an academic setting as
substantive, layered, and standards-aligned as any other so-called “core subject.” In
terms of rigor and breadth of learning content, there is no substantive difference
between music and any other subject we would traditionally consider curricular.
Do you support having a Visual and Performing Arts Coordinator at the
District level?
I support working toward establishing this position among our district
administration, but not before I support guaranteeing job security for our music
faculty, restoring curricular offerings for our elementary music students, and
increasing access points for new music students at the secondary levels. I think it
would be wonderful to have an administrator dedicated specifically to the arts, and I
can imagine this person curating projects across our Visual and Performing Arts
departments, supporting the integration of the arts into instruction strategies for all
other subject areas, and fostering an improved sense of fraternity in our city via the
events that our arts programs produce. I think such a role could help Manhattan
Beach schools become known as an incubator for the arts, an institution mentioned in
the same breath as LACHSA, LaGuardia, and other similar arts-first schools. I think
this is a noble and admirable goal, and I want to strive to be realistic about how
quickly we could achieve it. Before we can get there, I believe we must first secure the
programming we already have and rescue the programming we have lost.
What, if any, do you see as the primary academic and social benefits of
offering music in elementary, middle and high school?
As I detailed in an above answer, there is considerable consensus in the fields of
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pedagogy and early childhood development that a music education offers immense
social benefit to young people. Both exposure to music and the chance to participate
in its creation have been linked to healthy brain development. The communal setting
created by scholastic music programs provide vital opportunities for identity-making
and self-knowledge. A creative act, in no small way, is a therapeutic one.
The academic benefits of music education are numerous, and to even be asked to
delineate them in this questionnaire is a saddening indication of how marginalized
the arts are in the zeitgeist of American education. Though I didn’t know it at the
time, I signed myself up to become an arts education advocate the day I enrolled in
an arts education degree-granting program. Theatre teachers, like music teachers
and ceramics teachers and dance teachers, are perennially tasked with justifying the
existence of their profession. Why doesn’t our society apply comparable pressure on
those who choose to teach algebra or medieval European history? Why are the arts
any less vital, or the benefits they provide any less self-evident?
To defend theatre education - and, by extension, all forms of arts education - we must
point out the value it provides to those who are interested in pursuing the arts as well
as to those who aren’t. The former is an easy task. If we wish to consume great works
of art, we need to create gestation periods for those works. We need to give people the
chance to fail and struggle at rendering meaningful artistic interpretations of our
lived experience. We need to expose fledgling artists to the work that has come before
them, so they can both build upon and learn from it. These spaces for artistic growth
will not occur unless we create them as a society, and public schools are as valid and
democratic a place as we’ve got to house these spaces. To make the case for arts
education with the non-arts-inclined, we must point to the applicability of arts
knowledge in other professions. Students of theatre education are pounded over the
head with public speaking learning standards. Music educators are taught to connect
their work to linguistics and mathematics. Dance instructors are often dressed up as
P.E. teachers. In demonstrating the broad benefits offered to us by the arts, we can
make a compelling case that every person should study them.
The structure of the music program does not currently conform to best
practices and current research, especially at the elementary level. To
restructure the elementary program in order to align it with best practices
and current research, the Full Time Equivalent (# of teacher hours)
dedicated to the music program would need to be increased. What is your
position on this?
Every single candidate you consider should, without hesitation, support aligning all
of our district’s programming with known best practices. To advocate anything to
the contrary is to actively hinder the academic achievement of our students.
We must advocate for improving the nuts-and-bolts teaching and learning going on
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in our district, but we must do so amid a dire scarcity of resources. My preliminary
answer to the question about increasing FTE, then, is to promise that I will fight to
mitigate this scarcity so it can become easier to guarantee a quality music education
for every single Manhattan Beach student. I will, as I mention in an answer to a
subsequent question, strive to grow district enrollment via careful outreach and
marketing. I will seek to build coalitions of local officials and community members to
lobby Sacramento for more public education funding statewide. I will take a
microscope to our current budget and engage in the penny-stretching that is
necessitated by the broken way we currently fund public schools in California.
My campaign has called for more community-driven, participatory budgetary
exercises to be organized by the school board. The workshops the board has held in
the past have proven fruitful not just in the solutions they produce, but in the
camaraderie and shared understanding they nurture. I would like to engage in a
zero-budgeting project with parents, students, and faculty alike, to open a window of
perspective into exactly how much of a balancing act is necessary in the effort to
align our programs with best practices. By starting with a blank slate and simply
“adding in ingredients” for our schools, community members could be empowered to
see just how far we still need to go to be able to fund the kind of schools we all know
we want.
Currently, large numbers of middle school and high school students do
not have realistic access points into the MBUSD Music Program because
they did not attend elementary school in the District. In addition to
serving new enrollees from other districts, introductory level classes
would also offer an option for students to switch instruments within the
same group (from cello to the bass in orchestra, for example), or switch
groups (from choir to band). Do you support increasing FTE in order to
create those access points by offering additional introductory level classes
at both the middle school and high school levels?
I do, and I want to begin laying down the foundation for our district to have the
financial stability to achieve such a thing. As I alluded to the previous question, I
believe the alignment of our music programming with best practices is nonnegotiable. I would be shocked to learn that someone would advocate for anything to
the contrary, to be frank. As a member of our School Board, however, I unfortunately
must balance the certainty I have about this matter with the knowledge that a very
large portion of our district’s offerings are not currently aligned with best practices.
As you all know first-hand, resources are scarce. Increasing access points to our
programming at the secondary level is a cause worth fighting for, and I plan to do it
by the course of action I delineate in questions 10 [aligning structure with best
practices], 14 [supporting the investment MBUSD already made], and 17 [unique
financial benefits of music classes].
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Music is not currently being offered in kindergarten, first or second
grades. Do you believe robust music education should be offered from
Kindergarten through twelfth grade? If so, what would you do to bring
music education to our youngest students?
I do believe music programming should be made available for our TK - 2 students.
The necessity of music education for a young learner is well-documented: there is
consensus across the fields of child psychology, childhood development, and pediatric
medicine that the myriad cognitive benefits offered to young people by music
education warrant its being considered an essential part of early childhood
education. If elected, I would propose the formation of a district-wide strategic
planning project dedicated to reaching our curricular and financial goals. I would
like to include members from various interest groups in this learning community, in
the interest of both raising the quality of instruction across all academic departments
and encouraging better organizing among groups that aren’t as well-positioned as
the Music Coalition. By setting down common financial goals that we commit
ourselves to, and continually revising them as our district’s financial realities shift, I
think we could hold ourselves accountable to rescuing these early-grade music units.
Do you believe that music education, including early childhood music
education (k-3) provides benefits to healthy brain development? If so,
what are those benefits? Are they specific to music, or do they impact
other learning areas?
I do believe this, and I’m happy to admit that it is something I have learned from my
interactions with the Music Coalition. The Status Report commissioned by your
group and authored by John Benham makes this assertion in an unmissable way. I
learned from reading it that our brains’ motor-control capacities focus almost
exclusively on our hands, meaning that the physical work we ask young people to do
when learning an instrument allows them to exercise and stimulate their brain in a
thorough, comprehensive way. I do not think the point could be made any more
forcefully than it is in Benham’s reference to the following argument made by Dr.
Daniel Levitin: “the preponderance of research indicates music is such a strong
component of human constitution that it may be even more important to the
formation of our personal identity than the spoken language.”
These benefits stretch far beyond music itself and - in the simplest and most farreaching of ways - help young people grow. Music - and the arts more broadly - are
a springboard for success not only in all other academic subject areas, but in all
aspects of life. I believe music education is a vital and sorely-under-appreciated tool
in early childhood education, not only for music students, but all young people.
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Given the years-long investment the District has already made in the
music program, and in light of the fragile state of that program now, as
well as the fact that the outstanding music faculty are currently stretched
to untenable limits, what do you think is the right thing to do in terms of
continued funding for the program?
We need to find more funding, and we need to be agnostic about sources for that
funding. There is no viable scenario in which MBUSD can abandon state funding in
favor of an all-local approach. Likewise, it would be reckless and disrespectful to
hinder the efforts of our local education foundations and booster groups - the funding
generated by these groups provides a lifeboat for much of our district’s offerings.
“Finding more funding,” to me, means several things. It begins at home: what
opportunities for revenue are currently being overlooked? The facilities of our
schools - from field space to auditoriums to Polliwog Park - can be monetized more
efficiently and ambitiously. Our tuition-based programs, including the Pre-School
and our Extended Day Programs, can be scaled and improved to boost enrollment.
Any attentive observer of district finances will tell you, however, that our budget
woes are not the result of waste, fraud, or inefficiency. Our school district - like most
in California - struggles to do the best it can with thoroughly insufficient funding.
Our state is home to the fifth largest economy in the world - wielding a GDP larger
than that of most countries - yet also hovers around 39th in the nation in per-pupil
funding. This is an unacceptable, decidedly non-local problem. If we’re going to
secure the financial stability of our district, we need to address the systemic nature of
our financial issues. If elected, I plan to take an active role in the California School
Board Association and participate in persistent, spirited advocacy for increased
public education funding statewide. I have already begun building relationships with
State Senator Ben Allen and Assemblymember Al Muratsuchi, both of whom I hope to
hold accountable to using their legislative powers on behalf of public schools. I have
also cultivated a network of like-minded school board candidates around California,
and I’m proud to have working relationships with sitting board members and
candidates in Ojai, Santa Clarita, Centinela Valley, and more.
If we want to protect our music programming - or any of our district’s offerings - we
should also vote yes on Prop 15. I am the only candidate in this race who has
endorsed this ballot measure, a meticulously crafted initiative that will bring $12
billion in annual funding to municipal services and public schools statewide. By
asking the richest commercial landowners in our state to pay their fair share in
property taxes, Manhattan Beach voters can direct $4 million more dollars to
MBUSD’s budget every single year, without raising our own residential property
taxes by a single penny. For context, this $4 million figure represents about 60-70%
of what we already pay out of pocket to MBEF every year. Prop 15 exempts all
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homeowners, renters, agricultural land, and small businesses from any property tax
increase, and does so with such careful consideration that 92% of the revenue it
generates will come from the wealthiest 10% of commercial landowners in
California. This 10% slice of our state - and it bears repeating that they’re the richest
10% in a state with the fifth-largest economy in the world - represents a group of
massively wealthy individuals who have seen their economic prospects improve
during the COVID-19 pandemic. They are making malicious use of our property tax
laws to concentrate wealth and direct it away from our fire departments, street
cleaners, high school tennis coaches, and postal workers. In the 1970s, before we
effectively froze property tax rates to protect the security of our eldest homeowners,
the property tax burden in our state was shared roughly equally between residential
landowners and commercial ones. California regularly ranked among the top ten in
the nation in per-pupil funding. As a result of large companies exploiting Prop 13 and
doing elaborate gymnastics to avoid paying their fair share, however, residential
landowners now foot the bill for about 70% of the total property tax revenue
generated in our state, with commercial landowners only providing 30%. These
large businesses stymie competition and erase the possibility for a level playing field
in our state. The land owned by our state’s newer businesses is in large part taxed at
present-day, fair market value, as these companies do not have the arbitrary,
unearned advantage of having purchased their land decades ago. By taxing these
newer businesses so disproportionately, we discourage entrepreneurship, drive
innovative start-ups away from California, and degrade the economic growth of our
state. Prop 15 is a once-in-a-generation chance to improve our public schools and
create a more equitable, just state economy. I am the son of a small business owner,
and I have my parents’ careful and decades-long investment in our family home to
thank for my college degree not being accompanied by crippling quantities of student
debt. The integrity of small businesses and the importance of property values have
been ingrained in me from a very young age. I support Prop 15 because it protects
these two vital aspects of our society, renders our economy more equitable and fair,
and provides city and educational services with desperately-needed funding. If you
have not yet voted, I strongly encourage you to vote yes on this initiative.
How, specifically, can the District strengthen and support music
programs?
I believe the finalization of the K-12 curriculum is the most important step we can
take. As I mentioned previously, cementing additional music standards within our
district’s instructional commitments will go a long way toward making music units
more difficult to cut when push comes to shove.
The most important reason for finalizing this curriculum, however, is that it will give
us a road map for everything else we want to achieve in the classroom. A K-12
curriculum aligned with best practices is a powerful tool for hiring and evaluating
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music faculty, as it gives us something to mark their progress and resumes against. It
gives us concrete direction for the professional development regimens we implement.
It will help us build the 14-year vision for our music programs that I alluded to in a
previous answer. Most significantly, it will ensure that any effort to improve the
music programs in this district will be learner-centric and grounded in the
experience of students above every other stakeholder.
Do you believe there are “excess” or “extra” parts of the music program
that could be cut? If so, what are those specific areas?
In the larger context of American public education, the answer to this question is a
resounding no. The facilities, resources, and quality of instruction that our music
students have access to are an unequivocal anomaly in the public school landscape,
and we should do everything we can to preserve this reality. We are among an
increasingly small portion of public schools that even provide adequate music
education, and we shouldn’t let that fact change.
There is a question embedded within this question, however, which asks me to
explain the approach I will employ when faced with an inevitable MBUSD budget
crisis. Even if I turn out to be the greatest School Board member in California history,
I do not imagine I will be able to avoid the unfavorable task of making cuts to district
programming. Just about every single person we’ve elected to our board over the
course of my entire life has been forced to do so. Even as I fight to end this pernicious
cycle, I will bring the following philosophical priorities to cuts that I cannot prevent:
(1) every proposed cut will be scrutinized for its impact on the daily experience of
students. I will strive to protect the literal, moment-for-moment teaching and
learning that occurs in our schools above everything else. (2) Cuts should occur as far
away from the classroom - both physically and bureaucratically - as they possibly
can. This means trimming administration before labor, championing the job security
of our educators, and prioritizing facilities used by teachers and students over those
accessed by other stakeholders in our district. (3) Lastly, the long term life and
success of our district will factor into the cuts I approve. I will strive to maintain a
bird’s eye view in these moments, keeping the future in focus while I try to rescue our
district from a challenging present.
Do you believe there are financial benefits uniquely provided by the music
classes at the secondary level? If so, what are those financial benefits?
I do. The most obvious of these - which applies to a lesser extent at our elementary
schools - is the capacity of music classes to withstand larger student-to-teacher
ratios. Rather than degrade the quality of instruction or classwork - as it would in,
say, a Spanish 3-4 class, a 50 students-to-1-teacher ratio in an orchestra classroom
setting is actually quite positive. By playing alongside a more complex timbre of
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sound, with more individual players to collaborate with, a student is pushed to a
higher level of musicianship. The financial benefit of this class size lies in the reality
that when we cut a class unit of orchestra, we must find space in the rest of the
curricular schedule for these 50-odd students. Because most classes cannot
accommodate that many students, we end up needing to put more money and
resources toward creating room for them in the schedule than we would have “saved”
by cutting one singular orchestra unit.
I believe there is an additional and perhaps underappreciated financial benefit
provided by our secondary music classes, however: they can help us grow district
enrollment. By continuing to offer world class music courses taught by nationally
recognized faculty, we give prospective families a reason to enroll in MBUSD.
Enrollment is our district’s primary source of revenue, and music can help us
increase it.
Do you see the music program as a “draw” to the district - an inducement
for families to enroll, or a reason they stay in the district? If so, what steps
would you recommend to utilize the value that the Music Programs bring
to the community as an inducement to increase overall district
enrollment. Do you believe that the district should actively be recruiting
music students using permitting as a viable tool?
I do. I believe our music programs are exceptional and that we can point to objective
and material evidence to substantiate that claim. The success of our alumni in musicoriented careers, the recognition our music ensembles have received over the past
two decades, and our decorated list of faculty all set us apart from neighboring
school districts. In an era at least partially defined by declining enrollment - a
phenomenon that is not unique to Manhattan Beach but endemic to the larger public
school landscape in Southern California - we should be investing considerable
resources in recruiting prospective families to our district. In fact, if we don’t get
serious about reversing enrollment trends, our schools will be staring down financial
insolvency in only a matter of years. Music can help us begin to stem this tide. By
stressing the neurological and social-emotional benefits of music education to
younger families, we can market ourselves to parents who don’t have a pre-existing
interest in music. For those families who are already seeking out music offerings, the
accomplishments of our music programs can be leveraged to convince them that
MBUSD is the right district for their children.
I support expanding our permit program, but - given the fact that neighboring
districts are also struggling with declining enrollment - I believe this must be a
careful and solidarity-oriented effort. I do not believe, for example, that it would be
appropriate for MBUSD to siphon too large a number of students from a district like
Centinela Valley Unified. As a result of some of the national and regional injustices I
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laid out in my answer to question four, Manhattan Beach comes to the problem of
declining enrollment from a considerably more well-resourced position than most of
the school districts west of the 405 or south of the 10. It is our responsibility to be
cognizant of this reality in our policy decisions. Because of this, I support continuing
incremental increases of our permit policies in place of becoming a “District of
Choice,” which would almost completely erase barriers to entry for students in
neighboring communities and create an enrollment war of attrition.
Do you believe the music program is a particular source of pride for the
community? What is your personal experience in witnessing community
outreach and pride related to music programs?
I had numerous interactions with our music program as a student that instilled great
pride in me. The most significant of these grew out of my participation in our high
school drama department. There was tremendous admiration among my peer group
for the skill and professionalism not just of our pit orchestras, but the faculty who led
them as well. There was a culture in the student musician community at Mira Costa
that emanated inclusivity as well - the music program struck me as a welcoming and
loving group of people. Perhaps it can be attributed to my proximity to music
through theatre, but I remember the annual pops concert being a high-visibility event
within student culture: my friends and I looked forward to it all year. Things were
not perfect between these two programs, however. I remember more attention and
recognition being heaped on the drama students who participated in the musicals
than the music students who performed alongside them. This should be rectified. It is
my understanding that the faculty who have taken over the drama department since
I graduated have been working to better align their work with best practices, and it
is my hope that they are working to correct this.
The music programming I participated in at Pacific, to my knowledge, was well
appreciated by the community. I recall family and friends drawing a considerable
amount of meaning from our Spring and Winter Sings. Then-principal Dr. Christine
Norvell placed a lot of emphasis on singing, requiring that all Pacific students learn a
standard repertoire of songs and even including a vocal performance as part of our
promotion ceremony at the end of fifth grade. Even in those days, Emily Sanders held
a semi-revered position among my parents and their friends. There was considerable
excitement among my peers in fourth grade when we could begin participating in the
instrumental music program, too. I don’t believe there we were given the necessary
support to overcome the initial challenges of learning an instrument, however, and
many of us did not develop a long term interest in music. I have learned through my
interactions with this Coalition that helping students to get past this initial roadblock
is an extremely important aspect of music education, and I think it’s safe to say that
the fact that our elementary schools lacked it is evidence of a lacking pride for music
programming overall.

Meet the Candidate: Jason Boxer

17 of 19

Music in MBUSD Issue Sheet

As a result of my middling success in this elementary program, I developed a
disinterested attitude toward music during my experience at MBMS. My immediate
peer group did not take the music class offered to us via the extracurricular “Wheel”
very seriously. I had decided that music wasn’t for me - a mindset that anyone who
knows me now would probably find quite surprising - and I don’t remember deriving
much pride from my music experience at MBMS.
Outside of these student-focused metrics - which, I admit, are more anecdotal than
anything else - I’m curious as to how we could go about measuring community pride
for our music programs. MBEF makes ample use of our music offerings in their
outreach campaigns, which I think we could all point to as positive. It is my
understanding that the Music Coalition believes more MBEF funding could be
allocated toward music programming, however, which would indicate a lacking
pride among the community. I would be interested to examine the demographics of
the audiences that our annual concerts draw - do community members without
children in our schools turn out in any substantial way for these performances?
Outside of Bill Fauver, I can think of no Mira Costa teacher whose work was more
frequently celebrated than Michael Hayden - perhaps this is an indication that music
education is prioritized in Manhattan Beach. All of Deputy Superintendent Dr.
Dawnalyn Murakawa-Leopard’s budget narratives make reference to the
accomplishments of our music programs, which I take to be a strong symbolic
display of support. Thinking to the future, I would be interested in building out a
scheme for reliably determining how well our community responds to our music
programs.
What is your vision for the Music Program? What do you believe the
program should look like in 5 years?
As I have laid out in previous answers, I would like to be an ally in the effort to
realize the Music Coalition’s stated vision for our district: finalizing our K-12
curriculum, restoring early elementary music units, and opening more access points
for secondary students. Though I can only speak in hypotheticals at present, within
five years I would like to have implemented at least 33% of the needed FTE increases
associated with all of these changes, a conservative number that I believe we should
set our sights on given the current financial outlook for public education funding
statewide.
Additionally, I would like to see our district develop a culture of innovation around
integrating the arts into non-arts instruction settings, especially at the elementary
levels. I believe we could offer professional development sessions to this end. There is
ample evidence that this is an efficient tool to drive student engagement and improve
learning outcomes overall.
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I would like to leverage both the organizational capacity of the Music Coalition and
the quality of our music programming to grow district enrollment. I would like to
devise ambitious outreach initiatives for prospective families in collaboration with
stakeholders from all of our district’s programs, and I think the Music Coalition
would likely be the most well-suited for this role among all groups in our district.
Along that same line, I would like to see both the Special Education Advisory Council
and the Music Coalition elevated as organizing models for all other interest groups
within our district. It is significant that your groups played such a large role in this
election - you helped set an agenda and steer a conversation that we as candidates
were forced to react to. I would like to be part of an effort to replicate the
infrastructure you have developed, to help other programs and initiatives within the
district grow their own advocacy efforts. It would be my hope to empower parents
and students and - ultimately - arrive at better developed and more dynamic
solutions for our district’s issues.
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