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Cultivating Aesthetic Literacy

Education is a hot topic.  Every election season features heated discussions about what needs to be 

done to improve education.  More money for teachers, more equipment for classrooms, more 

curriculum resources, more community involvement, more testing for students – all of these 

“solutions” are offered and debated by the leaders and experts of our day.  Education is an emotional 

topic because it concerns the lives of those we love most: our children.  For many of us, however, the 

details of these debates are not our core concern.  At a basic level, many parents simply want their 

children to be equipped – equipped for the future, equipped for a job, equipped for life.  The battles 

over pedagogy and curriculum, funding and administration, are often only interesting inasmuch as they 

address this basic desire to see society's children well-equipped by their education.  Teachers and 

parents strive to produce literacy; not only in reading and writing but in a host of other subjects as well.

We teach math and science, history and literature, technology and practical skills, and we do all of this 

with the goal of producing well-equipped children.  Our culture values literacy in reading, writing, 

math, science, and technology, but we should also seek to cultivate aesthetic literacy as well.

That might sound like a strange statement to make.  To unpack it we'll need to consider three basic 

questions.  First, what is “aesthetic literacy”?  Second, why is it important?  And, third, how do we 

cultivate it?  Let's start at the beginning and flesh out what is meant by the term “literacy”.  While the 

word usually makes us think of knowing how to read and write, the term literacy (as was said earlier) 

encompasses much more than that.  The Oxford dictionary defines “literacy” as, “Competence or 

knowledge in a specified area” (Oxford).  This definition could be extended to virtually any field or 

subject.  Indeed, our English word for literacy or literate comes from the Latin word litteratus which 

encompasses such definitions as “learned, scholarly; liberally educated; […] a man of culture; scholar” 

(Traupman 249).  Literacy is both a broad term and a high goal.  
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If literacy, then, can be applied to any subject, in what way can we speak of aesthetic literacy?  Perhaps

more fundamentally we should address the question: what is “aesthetics”?  Again, the Oxford 

dictionary defines “aesthetics” as, “Concerned with beauty or the appreciation of beauty” (Oxford).  

Writing for the Encyclopedia Britannica, Thomas Munro describes aesthetics as, “the philosophical 

study of beauty and taste.  It is closely related to the philosophy of art, which is concerned with the 

nature of art and the concepts in terms of which individual works of art are interpreted and evaluated” 

(Munro).  Aesthetics is a broad term and there is no agreement on exactly how broad the term should be

extended or exactly what principles should guide it.  Nevertheless, for our purposes, we will define it 

as: a field of study related to the appreciation of beauty, and the cultivation of taste, particularly in the 

arts.  We use the term “the arts” in the broadest possible sense to include the visual arts (painting, 

sculpture, drawing, etc...), the musical arts (singing, instrumentation, choirs, orchestra, composition, 

etc...), and the functional arts (architecture, design, décor, cooking, craftsmanship etc...).  When we call

for the cultivation of aesthetic literacy we are calling for the cultivation of an appreciation of beauty, 

and of taste, in all of these areas (and more).  

Before we talk about how we can cultivate aesthetic literacy we first need to explain why we should be 

concerned to do so.  After all, what makes us argue that developing taste and an appreciation for beauty

is as important as knowing how to read and write or use technology?  For many (or perhaps even for 

most) this is a position that needs to be proven.  Contemporary culture tends to relegate art and beauty 

to the realm of professional artists.  If someone is gifted in, or inclined towards, the arts then they're 

welcome to pursue that interest on their own time; but the thought that every child should learn music 

as well as math, or study poetry as well as physical science, is in many ways a foreign concept.  What 

would lead us to suggest that the arts are so important?  Why is the cultivation of taste an essential life-

skill?  How does aesthetic literacy help to equip our children for life in the real world?
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I want to present two categories for response to such questions; the first is pragmatic while the second 

is principled.  Pragmatically speaking, aesthetic literacy is vital because aesthetics are both ubiquitous 

and practical.  The ubiquity of aesthetics is often overlooked, but the simple fact is that when aesthetics

is properly understood and defined (as we tried to do above), we begin to see just how many aesthetic 

choices we make on a day-to-day basis.  More than ever before, people are making aesthetic choices.  

What music will we listen to?  What clothes will we wear?  What style of house will we live in?  How 

will we decorate that house?  What furniture will we buy?  What movies will we watch?  What books 

will we read?  What food will we eat?  In the day of mass consumerism, our aesthetic choices become 

all-the-more varied and all-the-more significant.  The aesthetic judgments we make reflect our taste (an

essential part of our definition of aesthetic literacy).  The question, then, is not whether or not we will 

need to make aesthetic judgments, but rather what the quality of those judgments will be.  Do our daily 

choices (in what we wear, view, read, listen to, etc...) reflect good taste that is shaped by an 

appreciation for beauty and craftsmanship?  Or do they reflect a disregard for beauty, quality, and skill?

Much like the food we eat, the aesthetic choices we make will either improve or destroy our health.  

Eating at McDonald's every day is a recipe for disaster, but enjoying home-cooked and home-grown 

meals improves the health and quality of our lives.  In the same way, a “fast-food aesthetic” will stunt 

our health as human beings (a point which we'll develop more in a minute) while an aesthetically 

literate person will flourish and grow.  We can't avoid making aesthetic choices; the question is whether

those decisions will be good or bad.  

Not only is aesthetics ubiquitous and unavoidable, it is also practical as well.  Simply put: cultivating 

aesthetic literacy has practical benefits.  Let's take learning a musical instrument as an example.  A 

recent study by scientists at the University of Vermont College of Medicine examined the effects of 

music lessons on 232 children between the ages of 6-18.  The Washington Post reports on their findings
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by saying, “"What we found was the more a child trained on an instrument," said James Hudziak, a 

professor of psychiatry at the University of Vermont and director of the Vermont Center for Children, 

Youth and Families, "it accelerated cortical organization in attention skill, anxiety management and 

emotional control."” (Nutt).  In addition to these basic life skills, music education can be a significant 

neurological booster for success in mathematics.  As one article put it, 

“Mathematics, especially, are aided by music education because it targets a very specific set of 

brain activity: the development of spatial-temporal reasoning.  Highly developed spatial-

temporal faculties are imperative for working through solutions to the complex problems in 

fields such as architecture, engineering, science and, obviously, mathematics – fields that our 

country desperately needs more children to pursue if we're to remain competitive in a globalized

economy” (Barnes).

Music education alone, does wonders in helping students to improve in a whole range of skills; from 

interpersonal interactions and emotional development, to critical thinking and mathematics.  Music 

education is just one part of what it means to be aesthetically literate, but if such results can come from 

this one thing, how much more would our children benefit from having competence and knowledge in 

all these other areas of aesthetics as well?  From a purely pragmatic point of view, cultivating aesthetic 

literacy is of obvious value. 

Pragmatism, however, can be an imprecise guide.  There is something much more significant than 

scientific studies or practical concerns can tell us about why we should seek to cultivate aesthetic 

literacy.  That's where we must bring the principled and personal together with the pragmatic and 

practical.  At the most fundamental levels, then, we should seek to cultivate aesthetic literacy not only 

because it is ubiquitous and practical, but also because it is an inextricable part of being human.
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How does being human dovetail with aesthetics?  Ultimately the answer to this question lies in the 

character of God.  As we step back from the Scriptures, what is the very first thing that God does in the 

Bible?  Genesis 1:1 gives the answer when it says, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the 

earth.”  God created.  Those two words are the first thing we learn about God's person and work in all 

of Scripture.  While the Bible tells us much more about God, it is significant that God chose to begin 

His self-revelation by drawing attention to His role as the Creator.  As humans we are made by God (as 

is all of creation), but we are also made in the image of God.  We bear the imprint of the Creator.  

Human creativity is a reflection of Divine creativity.  Human craftsmanship is a reflection of Divine 

craftsmanship.  The beauty which we enjoy comes from God.  For the believer, aesthetics is the realm 

in which we explore and delight in the beauty God has made as well as the means by which we glorify 

God by imitating Him in whose image we are crafted.  We exist as sub-creators in imitation and 

admiration of the Supreme-Creator.  To be human is to carry the spark of creativity. 

This creativity expresses itself in our art.  Great art stretches across time and space to touch us as 

human beings.  Oscar Williams says in the introduction to his wonderful anthology Immortal Poems of 

the English Language, “a true poem expresses an immortal human truth.  Anyone who knows how to 

love, or to suffer, or to think, anyone who wishes to live fully, needs and seeks poetry” (Williams 9).  

What Williams says here of poetry could be applied to all of the aesthetic disciplines as well.  Good art,

whatever the genre, medium, or discipline, enriches our lives as human beings.  It tells us something 

about the human condition, and connects our thoughts, struggles, fears, and joys with that of all human 

beings.  Separated by centuries and continents we find a common bond which is rooted in the image we

share with God Himself.  To neglect to cultivate sensitivity to these things is to rob ourselves of a 

central part of what it means to be human.  Art is not itself divine, and we must be careful to not over 

exalt it; but without art we are in danger of losing sight of something precious.
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So how then should we cultivate aesthetic literacy?  Much could be said on this topic, but just to get us 

thinking about the outworking of all that has been said we can briefly discuss a few thoughts about how

we can cultivate this both pedagogically and personally.  Firstly, then, how can we cultivate aesthetic 

literacy pedagogically in our educational curriculum?  Ned Bustard provides some helpful thoughts on 

this (putting it in the context of a classical and Christian pedagogical approach), saying: 

“[W]e need to be intentional about recovering a robust view of art for our children in their 

education.  Art can perhaps best be learned through osmosis.  Particularly in the early stages one

doesn't have to have a separate art class.  The early years can be spent gaining general exposure 

to good art and music.  By 2nd and 3rd grade the students will be ready to begin testing and 

developing basic artistic skills through drawing, tracing, etc...  In middle school they will be 

ready to consider why certain works of art are good and others are not; and by the time they 

reach the rhetoric stage they will be well equipped to both evaluate and create art” (Bustard).

The key is to see art as a central and constant part of the curriculum.  We will know we have reached 

this goal when administrators will be equally shocked at the thought of making math or music an 

optional elective.  Not all of our children will go on to pursue careers as artists, but all of them will 

benefit from being aesthetically literate.  

This leads us to the second way we can cultivate aesthetic literacy: personally.  Many of us will realize 

that we are not as aesthetically literate as we would like to be.  If we find ourselves in this position then

we know that we must seek to develop what was never cultivated in our own lives.  We must educate 

ourselves by reading and learning and enjoying good art.  We must seek out those who are more 

aesthetically literate than us and seek to refine our tastes as we learn to appreciate the beauty that 

surrounds us.  We must be intentional and self-conscious about the daily aesthetic choices we discussed

earlier; and we must choose what is good over what is poor.  When we learn to replace the mediocre 
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with the magnificent and can tell the difference between what is merely edible and what is positively 

edifying, then we are well on our way to cultivating aesthetic literacy at a personal level.  This is a life-

long pursuit, and we must constantly be encouraging and challenging both ourselves and our children 

to grow in these areas.  

What would a culture look like that was aesthetically literate?  How would our homes and churches, 

our schools and our communities, our cities and our countries look different?  Human beings who are 

conscious of the weight of glory that they enjoy as creative beings made in the image of The Creative 

Being will have eyes to see all the beauty that God has placed before them.  Aesthetic literacy is not the

whole, but it is a part of the whole; and we neglect it at our own peril.  As we seek to equip our children

for life, let us not forget to equip them with the skills they need to appreciate beauty, and cultivate taste,

in the rich world of aesthetics.  
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