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Abstract. International trends of globalisation, changingataing environments as well as
particular socio-cultural contexts and educationablicy making are constantly shaping
selection of the content for national curricula (N&f general comprehensive schools. Art
subjects (music, literature and art education) haeen compulsory elements in Estonian NC
for a century already making a significant conttilm to identity and personality
development of all population. Traditionally, learg art subjects has been well supported by
extra-curricular activities or hidden curriculum siar. Today, primarily due to changing
cultures and new values, learning motivation andlide of reading and expressive skills of
students have become an issue. A pilot researabdsts’ essays, n=367) was carried out in
Estonian general comprehensive basic schools (v&iudents aged 13-16) in 2016 with the
aim to specify how students perceive the role ardnimg of art subjects in their life. The
students’ interesting ideas and presented opindeserve attention when designing syllabi in
NCs as well as supportive learning environments doth formal and informal learning
activities. Accordingly, an increasing role of astibjects in future curricula should be
considered as integrative, balancing and enrichiogls for socialization of each individual.
Awareness of arts has the potential to contriboteultural sensitivity and understanding —
the meta-skills for future lifelong learning andstainable developments.

Keywords. art subjects, national curricula, integrated sdcekills, expressive skills and
cultural identity.

Introduction

Organizing curriculum change (OCC) has become #&adssue in several
academic publications. European Journal of Cumituktudies has discussed
curriculum policy-making (Autio, 2015), specificati of curriculum content
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(Laanemets & Kalamees, 2014), standards, expetiiddrds’ performance, and
regulations (Scott, 2014, Salminen & Annevirta, @0JAmerican Sociological
Review has also made available earlier researatactesising national curricula
(NC) for public education by the regions of the ldoranalysing the
representation of school subjects (the so-callembykedge for the masses®, see
Benavot, Cha et al. (1991). The Journal of CurapulStudies has dedicated the
whole final issue on the state based curriculuminggkcomparing different
developments in different countries , e.g. Sivesind Westbury (2016 a, 2016
b, 2016 c), Westbury (2016 d), Rosemund (2016). Tt century
educationists are facing again the need to digtiesselection of the content for
learning after a long period of being focused on methodsting and other
Issues related primarily to the process of learn@gmprehension of the time as
a non-renewable resource that is to be devote@amihg particular subjects
representing specific fields of human experiengéigation has led to OCC in
diverse versions of decision-taking in differentictries.

Considering the NC for different types and levdlgaucation, the NCs for
general education deserve particular attentiothese documents specifying the
content for learning and its organization for gaheomprehensive schools, are
meant for educating the whole population. NCs Haviee based on recognised
needs for future, and ideologies, specified oneslaccepted as foundations for
development of individual and collective identitipseserving cohesion and
sustainability of a culture and statehood. Howetleg, process of curriculum
making requires its managemengspecially considering its legitimacy,
professional quality of results as well as involesmof professional curriculum
specialists and different stakeholders represermtingrse social interest groups
(Sivesind & Westbury, 2016c¢: 773). Understandaaly educational reform in
the field of curriculum development requires infechdecision-making, and its
writers have to consider the earlier NCs in thpegcsfic contexts, but not only.
Pasi Sahlberg, a recognised Finnish education exjasr aptly described their
highly complicated task when setting the learniggrala and recommendéal
respect the past, lead the present and secureutbhesfwhich is also the title of
a forthcoming conference in 2017 in Sydney (htiypwM.acel.org.au/acel/
ACELWEB/Events/2017/Conference).

The research problem

The problem for initiating the present study appdaconsidering the task
for OCC issued by the Estonian ministry of educatand research (2016)
caused by dissatisfaction expressed in media witthests’ decreasing cultural
horizons and inability to transform internal knodde into performative
knowledge. It has become the main issue considéngig decision-making and
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problem-solving skills in everyday life, althouglhete are noble goals
manifested in all curricula prioritizing knowledgequisition and development
of critical thinking skills. Despite new supportilearning environments, mainly
provided by ICT, academic achievement (especiallyciences) has remained a
problem in many European countries and the unitiesshave to think about
how to manage, considering highly diverse initaldl of student candidates.
Accordingly, the content of general education preygayoung people for both
vocational and higher education has become theeissfli debate.
Understandably, there are different approachesutocalum design, including
the subjects to be selected for studies and themteat providing the
acknowledged and accepted values in a society.

Every country has its educational traditions anttucal values, which
make organization of curriculum change a highly pboated matter. Any
desired change must be provided with sound argunesmiowing the
acknowledged needs for innovation. In Estonia theee been proposals to
reduce the students’ work overload and the amotikhawledge specified for
learning in the NCs for general comprehensive sish@aviksoo, 2013). It also
means that the role of learning arts has to beifsgpdcas well, especially
considering the costs involved.

However, art subjects (music, literature and armication) have been
compulsory elements in Estonian NC for a centuryeaaly, since the
establishment of statehood, making a significanttrdoution to identity and
personality development of all population. Tradiadly, learning art subjects
has been well supported by students’ optional esdracular activities or
hidden curriculum so far (Kalamees-Ruubel & Laansni2012, p. 216). Today,
primarily due to globalisation, changing culturesdanew values, learning
motivation and decline of reading and expressivissif students have become
an issue and needs new approaches to specificdtibe list of school subjects,
the content for learning as well as organisatiostotiies, see Kalamees-Ruubel
(2014).

Aims and the method used

The main aim of the study was to specify how sttgl@erceive the role
and meaning of art subjects in their life. The agsle group has made an attempt
to study students’ motivation for learning art ®dv$ under present
circumstances. Another aim was to learn about stsdeomprehension of the
value of those skills they could acquire in thestess of art subjects.

Research data were collected in October and Nove2@6 at sixteen
general comprehensive schools with instructiomenEstonian language (grades
7-9, students aged 13-16). The students (n= 3&/¢gitl3 and 172 boys) were
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asked to freely express their opinions in writing groviding answers to two

guestions: “Why are subjects like literature, muar art education in our

school timetable? What have you learnt in theseoles that you consider
useful?” The expected length of their answers wasouone A4 page, and the
time allotted was one school lesson (45 minutebg Students could use any
form of writing — essay, discussion, article, etc.

The data were analysed qualitatively by using aans@nalysis (Cohen,
Manion, & Morrison, 2007) with the conventional apach. Considering the
three possibilities of carrying out analysis (comi@nal, directed and
summative) as suggested by Hsieh & Shannon (2805 yapproach used in this
research analysis is conventional as the codiregoats and sub-categories are
derived directly from the text data. The advantafjthe conventional approach
is that it allows to gain direct information frontudy participants without
iImposing preconceived categories or theoreticaspgesatives, which suits best
considering the material collected.

Results and Discussion

The responses were analysed according to two batida: 1) art subjects
are still necessary and meaningful for studentd,grart subjects are irrelevant
and could be excluded from school curricula.

With regard to the answers concerning the relevasfceusic, art and
literature, 95,4 % of the respondents consideresntmecessary and useful,
while 4.6 % disagreed. Because of the complexitythef students’ opinions
about the three art subjects, although they wenmergdly supportive of Criterion
1, and the fact that the relevance of the threejestdo was rated
disproportionately (there were more arguments ppett of music and art than
literature) and expressed in a diversity of ways tlata had to be analysed
further.

The second-level analysis was conducted using stésta developed on
the basis of the students’ arguments supportingéieessity and relevance of art
subjects in their studies. The data and statemersispport of the second basic
criterion were included in the sub-criteria whersgble. The sub-criteria are
based on different levels of the students’ develapm their social and
psychological development, cognitive and affectdevelopment, as well as
their perception of the dynamics of acquiring nemowledge through art
subjects. The results of the research were sumedar@d an attempt was made
to synthesise the students’ opinions expressinig tdoenprehension of the role
of art subjects in their individual development.

The opinions expressed by the Grade 7 studentslymiaighlighted the
positive development of their knowledge, whereass¢hin Grades 8 and 9
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considered the influence of art subjects on thesldgwnent of their personality

most meaningful. The positive influence of art &b on the development of
the students’ creativity, imagination, and cultuealareness as well as their
usefulness as a refreshing break between diffisultjects such as math,
sciences, and foreign languages during the longadatay was mentioned by
students in all the grades participating in theeaesh project. In the following

discussion the number of students sharing the saewe is given, as well as

some of the statements they contributed, the geofddre student (B for boy

and G for girl), and their grade.

With regard to personality development the students wrote most
frequently about the opportunity to broaden theitwal horizons and develop
their awareness of cultural values (124) dfgthere were no art education we
would not know about important people in earliendis(B8). We gain new
experience by reading books, so we do not havexperence it personally
(G9). When somebody is talking about these topics, | kubat the discussion
Is about, and what | can contribu(&8), and we acquire new knowledge about
cultural artefacts and other useful thin{85). One can learn a lot about “old”
Estonia (G7). Without literature young people would only be oreith
smartphones where they cannot broaden their hosizordevelop their powers
of expression(B9). There were many responses citing opporesitior
discovering one’s talents, finding a suitable ieg¢y and sometimes even a
profession. The responses were most often relatddarning music (113)t
started singing in a choir in Grade 4 at the inta of the music teacher, and
after we had learnt to play some instruments in mgular music lessons, |
decided to go to music school and start learning tello. Therefore, music
lessons help students discover their musical ghdlitd use their talentgs8). If
you are not good at maths or sports and you cadrat, there is a chance that
you may have a good singing voi(®8). In addition, opportunities for the
development of one’s identity, self-actualisatiand discovering oneself were
mentioned.

With regard to the development of students’ socialskills the
respondents highlighted improvement in their powsdrexpression in order to
be able to participate in discussions (10H)e ability to use words properly is
essential if you want to get a good job in the iai{G9). | believe that if there
were no literature lessons, people would have ar pmzabulary, and might
even be considered illiterat@B9). Learning these subjecitsan give you the
freedom to be who you really are. Things are daférfor everyone. We cannot
sing using the same voice, we cannot write exdb#ysame essays, or draw
exactly the same picture. These lessons give usg®uo dare to be different
from others(G8). Many enjoyed the opportunity to sing toget{i€rl): Singing
together makes us happ§7). Singing together unites the whole class into one
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team (G9). The potential of art subjects to developsprgation skills and the
courage to address an audience was also positotdyowledged (53)There
are no boundaries in the arts you can paint a totally black picture and tell
such an amazing story about it that people wouldwiéng to pay several
thousands for it. Of course, in order to tell sucltonvincing story, one needs
the help of a teacher of literatu{&8). In speaking we discover ideas, come to
understand, and, of course, engage in dialo(@®).

With regard to cognitive development,opportunities to develop their
creativity (239) and imagination (201) were evadgatmost positively:
Literature is really inspiring(G8). Music gives rise to passiqi8). They also
provide an opportunity to develop ability in ma(l&9). They help people to see
and describe the world in a more beautiful wayngsiheir imagination, and
every painting can have a different influence asrgvndividual sees it in a
different way (B8). The development of motor skills was also sidered
important in art education (97Y.ou express your ideas using only your hands,
S0 no words are needed. That is the essence ¢&G8jt Drawing in art lessons
has greatly improved my handwritin@8). The development of elementary
drawing skills was also considered necessary #ryone should be able to
draw a little (G8). It is also thought to develop spatial ingghce (35):Art
education also develops spatial thinking skills amalld help you build things
in the future. And if there were no art lessongsriéng at school would be
boring and tedious. | could not even design a garsleed, let alone a, house, in
the future without studying art at scho@b9). Students also think that art
subjects have the capacity to develop their thipkekills (72): Literature
lessons are necessary for creating a picture ofvtbdd’s diversity; to be more
precise, these lessons are necessary to devellestis skills to “think outside
the box” and be able to change the world. | at telagve such intentions and
plans (G8). | can understand other people’s opinions and | edso relate to
their way of expressing ideéB8).

Students’ opinions about the potential contributionof art subjects to
their affective developmentwere rather diverse. They often mentioned art
subjects as mental breaks between other subjetineg107)You do not have
to think about some complicated problems in thesgdns all the timegou have
the opportunity to relax a bit and express yourbglinaking music, painting or
writing (G8). Creative subjects reduce stress, boredom and depresthey
help you get out of the “rat race”, rest and refregour brain (G9). These
subjects motivate me to come to school, becaubese lessons | can be what |
really am.(G9). Additional math, English, and other “valuable” selajts should
not be added to our timetable at the expense dfudbjects. This might make us
smart subordinates, but it would fail to develop adividual creative self-
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consciousnes&9). Young people, who study so many sciences today ateas
be taught Estonian culture, especially for the sakeur future(B9).

Students often cited a need to have a break frdmroimore difficult
subjects (47)! like music lessons especially, as they give nmestest from
ordinary school subjects and the whole school days an enjoyable lesson,
where everything is not regulated and there is alsme space for creativity and
my own thoughts. It can greatly support and balaaoeindividual's mental
health; it can calm you down; everybody needssteti to soothing sounds and
beautiful melodies, such as native or folk my{8i8). Music gives me a place |
can disappear into, away from the wo(ld9).

The calming, soothing effect of these lessons waationed quite often
(43). Art, music, and literature help to reduce tensiansg stress. Although | am
not very good at these subjects, | still like thessons; they are worthwhile and
peaceful(B8). This lesson is very important to me,lasn think about my own
ideas and problems in peace and tranquil(i®8). It is much easier after an art
subject to be creative and open in the followirgstas; in art lessons | always
feel stress-free, and | can easily focus on drawBg). Several students cited
the opportunity to express their feelings througémdng (71).1 have learnt to
express my feelings in art lessons by drawing, lezdt is much easier for me
to express something without wor@&9) | think these lessons have been
included in the curricula with a specific aim: nall people should be turned
into robots programmed with some prescribed amof@ikhowledge by the time
they finish school; there should be some who caatersomething. That is the
only way mankind can devel¢B8).

Students’ recognition of opportunities to broaden heir horizons is
usually related to increasing their knowledge oécsfic art subjects. With
regard to new knowledge about particular subjebes,students often cited the
opportunity to learn about the musical culture tifen countries (86), Estonian
music (68), and the history and theory of music).(S®me noteworthy quotes:
Any self-respecting individual must know music #raltheory of musi¢G7),
we should know how to write mugi62); | am now able to write my own
melodies(G8). We also learn how to write music, which includevesal
mathematical operations and greatly supports therettppment of logical
thinking skills(B8). Several students (41) mentioned the impegdaof learning
to play different instrument$laying different instruments helps me to keep my
emotional balancéB9).

With regard to literature, the respondents highiéghthe development of
reading skills (141)Books have helped me to notice problems betwegrigyeo
and with their help | have been able to recogneeesal such cases in my own
life; thanks to books | have a better understandofghow to solve some
problems(G8). The students also mentioned the developmettieir writing
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skills, especially those needed to write differeinds of texts (106)One has to
do many kinds of writing in one’s life and we ledwow to do that in literature
lessons(B7). The importance of developing one’s vocabulaas considered
meaningful (90)if | had a poor vocabulary, nobody would listermte, because
my talk would be boringB8); as was increasing one’s motivation to re@id):(
When reading passages from our literature textbdadways find many new
books that are worth reading, so reading has beconeof my favourite ways
of relaxing. Therefore, literature lessons are resaey for developing children’s
interest in reading and writingG8).

A number of students mentioned the opportunity tta\s the history of
culture and literature (127)..we learn about different cultures so we will not
embarrass ourselves in future situations8J(GOne can learn about real life
through other peoples’ writings, such as how thegd in earlier timeqB8).
Knowledge of art history was also considered uséfi@4): Art is really
important for developing manual dexterity, but aheuld also know about how
art has developed. Art history is so ancient arltldiamazing facts, and it is
interesting to learn about therfB9). Knowledge of famous artists and their
most outstanding work was given separate menticanaagument in favour of
having art lessons in the timetable (67); sevdradents mentioned the need to
know something about the art culture of differeaturtries (55):We need the
arts to be able to truly see the wo(l@8).

Although the second basic criterion (art subjects @ot necessary) was
only supported by 4.6 % of all respondents, wekthimat their opinions deserve
attention. Their main argument against learningsabfjects is that they will not
be necessary in their future lives (8).my opinion they will not give me much
for my future, at least not as much as math ancerotitiences, because in
science lessons we must use our thinking skilld@gid so that it will be easier
to find a job or attend university (B9). Lessonsnasic and literature could be
replaced by free time for those who never intenduisue them. These lessons
should be for those who are already good at theohwaho usually study them
individually (G9). Art and music make no sense; ghalents could go to some
music or art school (G8). Literature does not guganything in particular
it's just a bunch of thick and boring boos8).

The issue of evaluating students’ performance insabjects was also
raised for both basic criteria. Music and art ediocawere mentioned most
often (9): Art cannot be precisely evaluated, so there shdaddno marks
awarded(G8).| do not like to do anything for a gradB7). It would be unfair
to give marks for singing, because not everybodyahlent for if(G8).

Particular attention should be paid to the studentsnments about
teachers. 68 of the respondents mentioned theofaéachers in making lessons
interesting, motivating, and worthwhil&@hese subjects are necessary, but they
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should be taught by good teach€B®). There’s no need for literature, and | do
not understand what the music teacher sé$%). These subjects could be
optional, because some teachers are just not deitdlit everything depends on
the teacher(G8). The teacher usually delivers a monologue, and dgleants
to discuss anything because the teacher immedigtedgtions your opinion and
makes you feel worthleg§58). Whether or not the lessons are interesting
depends on the teacher’s attitude; actually, evengt depends on h€B9). | do
not like music lessons because they are no funmust just fill in worksheets or
write in copybooks as the teacher tells us, andlarét know how to do i(B7).
We should not be awarded grades in these lesseashérs often give marks
according to their personal likes and dislikgz3).

The results of the analysis have to be regardetieasubjective opinions
and judgements of the respondents and cannot erajised too widely. Yet,
they provide grounds for preliminary conclusionsl @aeveal clear tendencies in
students’ way of thinking and understanding thaomad curriculum policies
expressed in their school timetables.

Conclusions

Arts subjects have always had a solid place inNagonal Curricula of
Estonia and this necessity was supported also Ipilspwopinions in this
research. Generalizing the results of the presssdarch it can be noticed that
the majority of the respondents (95,4 %) suppottedplace of arts subjects in
the curriculum and their answers revealed thatetlsebjects were understood to
support cognitive, affective and personality depetent as well as the
development of social skills.

Accordingly, the results of the present study do support the idea of
some educational policy makers, who, led only btemapts to “optimize”
educational costs, have proposed without any seaogumentation, to consider
the possibility of reducing the importance and nambf lessons dedicated to
learning different arts. On the contrary, recestegch in neurosciences has also
revealed positive effects on child brain developir{étuotilainen, Putkinen, &
Tervaniemi, 2009Brattico & Pearce, 2013). According to Gruhn, amyive
experience “engraves traces in the brain” (Gruhbl2®. 362), affecting and
forming the structure plasticity of the brain, simgpthe individual structure of
it, according to the challenges to which it is esgubh He also stresses the
importance of sequential learning “which has toabgevelopmental process in
which earlier experiences provide the foundatiamfiaking sense to later ones”
(Mercer, 1995; cited by Gruhn, 2011, p. 366).

The research on art subjects in national curriftola students’ perspective
has revealed interesting results and given groundsfurther discussion.
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Education, including music education is a moralegrise beyond all other

devices of human origin that can balance unpredlietdevelopmental events of
post-modern times providing support for cohesioraniety (Sepp 2014, p. 63).
Thus, the political idea of decreasing the roleadf subjects in curricula for

general comprehensive schools seems short-sightetl disadvantageous

considering the development of all the generattonome, able to preserve and
enrich our culture and cohesion in society.
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