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Why Do We Need A Curriculum For the 

Related Arts? 
 

Good evening.  There are a number of people in the world today who think the related arts are 

“very nice,” but that, if we include these in our school day, we’ll be taking away valuable time 

learning math, science and reading.  If you’re one of those people, please raise your hand.  (No 

one raises their hand).  Good, because if those people were in here, I’d have to pull out an 

entirely different speech! 

 

Okay, so now I know that every one in this room supports the teaching of the related arts in 

school.  Those of us that do support the inclusion of the arts during our school day are scarred by 

the constant threats to these programs.  These people are usually so glad to have the Related Arts 

in their school that they exclaim, “I don’t care how these teachers are teaching them, so long as 

my kids are getting exposed to the arts.”  Among these well-meaning parents are two kinds. 

 

The first group want their kids in the arts on the chance that their child will turn out to be a 

Picasso or a Hank Aaron or a Mozart.  Unfortunately, even the most talented of kids, who have 

the skills to play in a major symphony orchestra or a major sports team, will not make it to the 

top.  We all know this.  That leaves 99% of the kids in these programs who would appear to be 

wasting their time.  Clearly, with the odds so poor, this isn’t a good reason to have the arts in our 

schools. 

 

The second group is more realistic.  They want their kids to have exposure to the arts, because of 

the reputed studies exist showing the value of the arts for their “effects upon the brain.”  Thus we 

want the arts in our schools because it will “make our kids smarter,” better able to achieve in 

math and science, better able to read.  The problem with this notion is that there really is no 

conclusive evidence proving the Related Arts will improve kids’ performance in academics.  

There are correlations and some loose findings, but no real causal link in the research.  This, 

also, isn’t a very good reason to have the arts in our schools. 

 

So where does that leave us?  Do we need the related arts at all?  As a matter of fact, we do.  

Most of us have a sense that we need them, but when asked to explain, cannot, and fall back on 

one of the two previous arguments.   

 

What we need to understand is that the related arts teachers aren’t looking for a Mozart or a 

Picasso.  They don’t need their kids to become Hank Aaron, or to work as interpreters for the 

United Nations.  Related arts teachers want to take every child and help them improve in their 

subject, even if it’s just a little. 

 

In order to enable all students to improve, related arts teachers must create a curriculum where 

certain skills are taught:  Cooperation, visualization, perspective, coordination. 

 

These things can be taught in Mathematics, in English, in Science and Social Studies.  Often 

teachers of these subjects include these skills to further enhance their students’ mastery of 
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reading, writing, mathematics, and so forth.  The difference is that the related arts require these 

skills.  They cannot be taught without them.  Musical performances cannot be accomplished 

without a clockwork precision of cooperation.  Paintings cannot be undertaken successfully 

without a great deal of planning beforehand.  Languages cannot be learned without taking a 

different point of view.  One cannot play a sport without knowing what one is physically and 

mentally capable of doing on the field. 

 

And so when the music teacher designs her curriculum, she is not merely planning a series of 

songs the students will sing.  She is not just stringing together a list of vocabulary words that the 

students will learn so they can appreciate the classics.  She is providing them with a framework 

whereby they can cooperate to work towards something bigger than themselves.  It takes a well-

thought-out coherent plan to make this happen, and even the brightest music students cannot 

make music without it. 

 

When the visual arts teacher designs her curriculum, she is not merely planning a series of 

picture-making activities in different styles and mediums.  She is providing them with a 

repertoire of skills so that they can realize their larger plans in a nonverbal medium.  Most 

students are not born planners, but every one of them will benefit from learning these skills. 

 

When the physical education teacher designs his curriculum, he is not just giving the students an 

overview of the major sports and dances.  He is teaching them a new way to think about their 

bodies, their friends and their communities.  They are learning to coordinate their bodies, keep 

track of their current state of health, and learn when to be the star and when to be a team player.  

These things do not happen automatically when the students are exposed to football.  It has to be 

taught, and the more systematically and clearly it is taught, the better. 

 

When we study foreign languages we’re learning to think about familiar things from different 

directions.  All cultures shares the same human dilemmas: love, fear, hunger, war, growth.  Yet 

each culture addresses these dilemmas uniquely, and these varied ways of thinking are embedded 

in the languages spoken there.  When a child learns another language, they learn to see the world 

in a way that would be impossible from their own culture. 

 

Many in my generation probably remember a time when the related arts were very poorly 

regarded and very badly taught: singing a few songs with a 5
th

 grade chorus, learning a few 

phrases from an itinerant Spanish teacher, crayons and paper in art class.  Little was expected of 

us, and less was taught.  What are the results? 

 

Today we have a nation full of people who cannot drive safely with one another because they 

have poor coordination and cooperation skills, who cannot manage their finances wisely because 

they lack long-term thinking ability, who are insular and closed-minded because they cannot see 

things from other peoples’ perspectives, and who, instead of playing sports, watch them. 

 

Of course, you could teach cooperation or physical coordination in a “ropes” course.  The 

problem is that, at the end of such a course, while the students may have learned to cooperate to 

get “over the wall,” in the end, they’re left with a contrived result.  How many times are they 
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actually going to need to get over a physical wall?  It is left to them to make the connection 

between the physical wall and the metaphorical walls in their lives. 

 

The related arts, when taught well in a solid curriculum, take concepts like “cooperation,” 

“perspective,” and “planning” to the level of relevance.  In the related arts, these skills are 

inherently necessary to the production of the final product.    A student has used these skills to 

create a product or reach a goal that means something to them and which can be repeated 

throughout their life in meaningful ways.  The rewards of the performances, the exhibitions and 

the matches are tangible and relevant, and successes in them reflect the fact that these skills have 

been truly learned. 

 

This is why it matters very much how these subjects are taught.  Please make every effort to 

understand your related arts teachers’ curricula.  Ask them questions.  Understand what they are 

doing, and how they will do it.  And with that in mind, please give your attention to the Related 

Arts teachers as they outline their curriculum for this year. 
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