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A
s Seventh-day Adventist educators, we 
believe in providing a well-rounded edu-
cation that promotes the development of 
the whole child. We have designed and 
fine-tuned a K-12 curriculum for Ad-
ventist schools that is the envy of other 
private religious school systems. We have 
developed clearly articulated curriculum 

guides so that elementary and secondary teachers know exactly 
what they must teach and emphasize in the classroom in order 
to help students succeed. But unfortunately, some components 
of a balanced curriculum, especially at the secondary level, 

have been neglected. 
Music and visual arts have rarely been 

viewed as essential to the curriculum or 
to the development of the child. In fact, 
administrators as well as music and visual-
arts teachers will testify that the arts have 
been seen as a frill or as expendable. Years 
ago, local conferences had a “circuit music 
teacher” who visited smaller schools to teach 
choir and/or band. But with budget cuts, this 
expense was also seen as “expendable”; so 
today, except at larger elementary schools; 
music instruction is provided by the regular 
classroom teacher or a volunteer, and often 
“integrated” into the instructional program. 
More often than not, the teacher/volunteer 
has little background or training in music.

The current preoccupation with exit ex-
ams and the need for students to acquire 
math and English skills has taken its toll on 
other important areas of the curriculum. 
S. Paul Reville in a recent issue of Educa-
tion World boldly advocated lengthening 
the school day so that schools could place a 
renewed emphasis on the arts, social studies, 
and foreign languages.1 

Fine-arts education in Adventist schools, 
particularly in senior academies, has focused 
primarily on music. Adventist music teach-
ers have done a commendable job of training 
students’ musical skills, and the church at 
large has benefited. The emphasis on music 
in Adventist education is understandable, 
since Ellen White had much to say about 
the importance of music. She wrote that 
“the melody of praise is the atmosphere of 
heaven”2 and that music (sacred songs) would 
cheer us on our way to heaven, just as sacred 
songs encouraged and cheered the children 
of Israel as they wandered through the wil-
derness.3 Ellen White viewed music as an 
effective way of “impressing the heart with 

spiritual truth,” 
since the lyrics 
of many religious 
songs conveyed a 
strong theologi-
cal message, often 
echoing passages 
of Scripture.4   She 
wrote that “the 
ability to sing is 
a talent of influ-
ence, which God desires all to cultivate and use to His name’s 
glory,”5 and that the ability to sing is a “gift of God” to His 
children on earth.6 

Ellen White recommended that music be emphasized in 
the education of the child at home as well as in the school, 
because students would thus be “drawn closer to God, to their 
teacher, and to one another.”7 Her emphasis on the importance 
of music in education is being validated today by physicians 
and researchers. Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner has 
identified seven types of intelligences: linguistic, logical/math-
ematical, musical, spatial, bodily kinesthetic, interpersonal, and 
intrapersonal, and has concluded that the arts build upon and 
integrate the other forms of intelligence.8 There is compelling 
evidence that music education at elementary and secondary 
levels is essential to success in the other school subjects taught 
at school. For example, Eric Jensen, co-founder of SuperCamp, 
a leading provider of brain-compatible learning programs, 
believes that effective arts programs enhance learning because 
“the systems they nourish, which include our integrated sensory, 
attentional, cognitive, emotional, and motor capacity proc-
esses are in fact, the driving force behind all other learning,” 
and that the arts enable students to “simultaneously develop 
and mature multiple brain systems.”9 

Jensen’s research has identified five neurobiological systems 
and their respective areas of control that have an impact on stu-
dent learning.10 One can easily see in them parallels to Gard-
ner’s multiple intelligences: 

• Cognitive Systems – Visual/spatial, mathematical, and cre-
ative functions;

• Emotional Systems – Social and personal skills as well as 
cultural and aesthetic appreciation;

• Perceptual-Motor Systems – Sensory acuity and timing;
• Stress Response System – Immune response, autonomic 

nervous system, sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous sys-
tems; and

• Memory Systems – Attention, concentration, and recall.
Jensen concluded that instruction in the arts also impacts 

non-academic aspects of the student’s development in such 
areas as self-discipline and motivation, aesthetic awareness, cul-
tural exposure, social harmony, creativity, improved emotional 
expression, and appreciation of diversity.11 

In Critical Links, a compendium of research pertaining to 
the importance, relevance, and influence of arts education in 
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the development of the whole child, the writers make a strong 
case that an education in the arts assists “in the development of 
critical academic skills, basic and advanced literacy and numer-
acy.”12 The authors identify six specific areas that are influenced 
by arts education:

• Arts education enhances and complements basic reading, 
writing, and language skills development.

• Music instruction helps develop spatial reasoning skills, 
which are important in mathematics.

• A variety of art experiences helps build students’ funda-
mental thinking skills.

• Student motivation and positive risk-taking are nurtured 
when they engage in the arts

• Students grow in social behaviors such as self-confidence, 
self-identity, and ability to collaborate from engaging in the 
arts. 

• Student engagement in the arts helps to enhance the school 
learning environment, making it more conducive to learning.

Ellen White wrote extensively about quality education for 
children and young people. Her most succinct and widely quoted 
statement is that education “is the harmonious development of
the physical, the mental, and the spiritual powers.”13 Note that in 
this quote, Ellen White uses the term harmonious, which usu-
ally refers to the arts, especially music. 

But while a number of her statements refer to the importance 
of music in education, she is silent about the visual arts. This 
may be one of the reasons why music has been the most im-
portant, and in many instances the only fine arts program in 
Adventist schools. The results of a survey of all 109 Adventist 
academies in the North American Division (NAD), done spe-

cifically for this article by the 
author, attest to the importance 
of music in Adventist education, 
as well the lasting impact and 
influence of Ellen White on the 
Adventist Church’s curriculum:

• Choir – 107 academies (98 
percent) – Several academies 
also offered concert choir, select 
choir, chorale, etc.;

• Band – 87 academies (80 
percent) – Several of the smaller 
academies had an instrumental 
ensemble instead of a band;

• Bell choir – 57 academies (52 percent); and
• Private lessons – 56 academies (51 percent) offered a variety 

of private music lessons which included voice, piano, instru-
mental, organ, and strings.14

Compare the data given above for music with the paucity 
of courses in the visual arts: Only 40 percent of the academies 
offered any courses in this area, and even fewer (19 to 20 per-
cent) offered specific semester or year-long courses in drawing, 
painting, or ceramics. Many NAD academies require only one-
half to one unit (one to two semesters) of arts for graduation. 
To fulfill this requirement, most students take music—in fact, 
most NAD secondary schools don’t require any visual art cred-
its for graduation. 

Another growing trend is the emergence of drama in the 
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academy curriculum. Forty-seven academies offered drama as a 
course for academic credit. Many schools doubtless see drama 
as a means of Christian witness to the community and the 
school’s constituency. 

The trend of focusing on the core curriculum and not re-
quiring visual arts for graduation is also reflected in United 
States public education today, when only 28 of the 50 states re-
quired courses in the arts at the secondary level.15 This is actu-
ally an improvement over 1984, when only two states required 
arts for a high school diploma. 

Traditionally, in the U.S., “re-
quired core curriculum” has referred 
to reading, writing, mathematics, 
and science. The definition has un-
dergone a transformation in recent 
years, triggered in part by President 
George W. Bush’s 2002 No Child 
Left Behind education initiative. 
“Core academic subjects” are now 
considered to be English, reading or 
language arts, mathematics, science, 
foreign languages, civics and govern-
ment, economics, arts, history, and 
geography.16

A 2004 communiqué from the 
former U.S. Secretary of Education 
Rod Paige to school district superin-
tendents sought to clarify and more 
clearly outline why the President 
had included the arts as a core aca-
demic subject.17 Paige affirmed the 
following key reasons why the arts 
had been included the No Child Left 
Behind program, and were eligible for 
special funding. Arts education had: 

• Intrinsic value and made a posi-
tive impact on students’ general academic achievement,

• A positive impact on students’ social and emotional devel-
opment and enhanced cognitive development,

• A critical role in developing the student’s “crucial thinking 
skills and motivations they need to achieve at higher levels,” 
and 

• The potential to help students succeed in school and in life, 
and thus was an important component of a “complete educa-
tion.”

The Partnership for 21st Century Learning, a public-private 
coalition formed in 2002 to create a model for learning that 
would help prepare students for the new century, has endorsed 
the expanded definition of “core academic subjects” because it 
more accurately reflects the demands of the 21st-century work-
place and community.18 Even so, many school systems continue 

to focus in on reading, writing, mathematics, and science to the 
neglect of other areas that are integral to a well-rounded and 
complete education.19

Caroline Kennedy, in her first piece for Time magazine’s new 
feature “The Power of One,” chose to write about Verone Ken-
nedy (no relation to Caroline) as an example of someone who 
had risen above the challenges of his childhood. The tough 
neighborhood in which Verone grew up was plagued with 
drugs, gangs, and racial strife, with many of his friends drop-
ping out of school and ending up in jail or dead. Verone had 

little interest in school until the 11th grade, when an art teach-
er observed that he had an aptitude for sketching and painting. 
Verone discovered that as he developed his portfolio, he expe-
rienced newfound success in art, and there was a positive effect 
on his other academic subjects as well.20

When finances are tight and cutbacks must be made in Ad-
ventist schools, arts education is often the first area to be cut. 
Budget shortfalls cause school boards and principals to focus 
on providing core academic subjects rather than ensuring a 
wholistic curriculum for all students. Teachers of music and 
the visual arts are seen as expendable, and as a result, these 
subjects are too often taught by volunteers or people lacking 
the appropriate certification and endorsements. In response to 
my survey, an academy visual-arts teacher wrote: “One of the 
biggest hurdles is the perception that music is important but art 
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seems to take a back seat, and we do not get the publicity or the 
funding to run a strong program. When there are cuts, this is 
one of the first areas to be cut,” even though research indicates 
that art education has a positive impact on student learning in 
other academic areas. 

The National School Boards Association and Americans for 
the Arts, convened in 2004 to discuss how to improve arts edu-

cation in American public schools. They observed that the arts 
serve as a “critical component to a complete education,” and 
that there was compelling evidence that when students consis-
tently participated in “comprehensive, sequential, and rigorous 
arts programs,” they were:

• Four times more likely to be recognized for academic 
achievement;

• Three times more likely to be elected to class office;
• Four times more likely to participate in a math and science 

fairs;
• Three times more likely to win an award for school atten-

dance; and 
• Four times more likely to win an award for writing an es-

say or poem.21

Clearly, music and the visual arts must be regarded as an in-
tegral component of the “harmonious education” of students in 
the 21st century, based on brain research on student learning 
and because of arts education’s broader impact and implications 
for learning. Elliot Eisner, professor of education at Stanford 
University and the author of several books and articles on the 
importance of the arts in education, offers these 10 reasons 
why the arts should be an integral part of the core curriculum:

• The arts teach children to make good judgments about quali-
tative relationships. Unlike much of the curriculum in which 
correct answers and rules prevail, in the arts, students learn to 
make value judgments. 

• The arts teach children that problems can have more than one 
solution and that questions can have more than one answer.

• The arts celebrate multiple perspectives, showing students that 

there are many ways to see and interpret the world. 
• The arts teach children that in complex problem solving, purposes 

are seldom fixed but change with circumstance and opportunity. Arts 
education requires the ability and a willingness to surrender to 
the unanticipated possibilities of the work as it unfolds.

• The arts make vivid the fact that neither words in their literal 
form nor numbers exhaust what we can know. The parameters of 

our language do not define the limits of 
our cognition.

• The arts teach students that small dif-
ferences can have large effects, and highlight 
the importance of subtleties.

• The arts teach students to think through 
and within a material. Art forms employ 
various methods through which images 
become real.

• The arts help children learn to express 
what cannot be said. When children are in-
vited to tell what a work of art helps them 
feel, they must reach into their poetic 
capacities to find the words and methods 
that will do the job.
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• The arts enable students to have experiences they can have from 
no other source and through such experience to discover the 
range and variety of what humans are capable of feeling.

• The arts’ position in the school curriculum indicates to students 
what adults regard as important.22

One example highlights what can happen when children are 
exposed to music at an early age and given the opportunity to 
develop this talent. The National System of Youth and Chil-
dren’s Orchestras of Venezuela, known locally as El Sistema 
(the System), provides music instruction to any child in the 
country who wants it. The program began in 1975 with 11 
children and volunteer teachers who met in a garage. Described 
as “the most important happening in music anywhere in the 
world,”23 the program currently enrolls close to half a million 
children in 120 centers and has more than 200 orchestras for 
children and youth. It is estimated that more than 250,000 
youngsters have received free instrument and music lessons 
through the System. 

Gustavo Dudamel, who began violin lessons at the age of 4, 
is undoubtedly the most renowned graduate of the System. At 
the age of 8, after returning from a concert with his parents, he 
was fascinated with the conductor’s ability to “use an instru-
ment that no one hears” and began to “conduct” orchestras at 
home as he listened to music. His fi rst conducting “job” was a 
program of renaissance dances when he was 13 years old. To-
day, at 25, he has conducted more than a dozen orchestras.24 He 
was recently named the music director and principal conductor 
of the Los Angeles Philharmonic beginning with the 2009-
2010 season.25

Venezuela, with a population of only about 26 million, has 
thus developed a model that challenges the thinking and prac-
tices of other developed countries and has had a positive im-
pact on the lives of participants. In an interview with a British 
newspaper, Dundamel observed that “Music changed my life. I 
can look back now and see that many of the boys from my class 
went on to become involved in drugs and crime. Those who 
played music did not.”26

The power of music to transform, challenge, and energize an 
individual, even a child, was eloquently expressed by a 10-year 
old fl utist in the Home Box Offi ce documentary Music in Me, 
when she said “If I was a glass and music was in me, I would be 
overfl owing!”27

In the concluding pages of the book Education, Ellen White 
wrote that “something better” must be the watchword for 
Adventist education.28 Can we afford to do less than our coun-
terparts in public education? Can we honestly assert that we 
are providing quality Adventist education without a strong arts 
program? An education in music and the visual arts must be 
seen as essential components of the core curriculum.

Adventist schools have served the church well and have 
produced professionals who continue to serve our institutions 
and support the global work of the denomination. To keep the 
fl ame of quality Adventist education burning, we must provide 
a truly “harmonious” education that includes an emphasis on 
music and the visual arts. 0                                  

      

Dr. Thambi Thomas, Coordinator for this special 
issue on fi ne arts in Adventist schools, is an Associate 
Director of Education for the Pacifi c Union Confer-
ence in Westlake Village, California.   
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