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Musicians as Enablers and the Valuing of Music Education:

A Historic Opportunity in the Twenty-first Century

In January 1999 the Associated Press reported the story of a seventy-six-year-old living in Eugene, Oregon who had wanted to learn to play French horn since childhood (Barnard 1999).  This gentleman searched in vain for a suitable adult program in which to fulfill that dream, but eventually went to a middle-school beginning-band class and asked for, and was granted, an opportunity to learn alongside the youngsters there.  At the time the story was published, he had been progressing as a student through that middle-school program for three years.  Various aspects of this story—the gentleman’s original and long-standing motivation to learn, his search for a venue, and the solution he arrived at—are illustrative and symptomatic of a number of phenomena I will consider in this paper.   

Innumerable policy statements, philosophical studies, and studies of cultures and human aptitudes have expressed and documented the pervasiveness and centrality of arts activity, including music, in human life across expanses of time and place.  Why is it then, that music continues to struggle to gain or maintain a viable place within the academic core of many Western-world school systems?  Why, also, is it that only a small percentage of students elect to continue studying music at the secondary and tertiary levels, even where it is richly available to them?  Why is it that even those who do elect to do so tend widely to severely diminish or cease their musical activities for most if not all of their lives once completing schooling?  And why is it that a great many of those who study in preparation for futures in what they envision will be professional careers in music eventually abandon those plans in favor of other career directions?  On the surface, this would seem to be a perplexing paradox.  The purpose of this paper is three-fold:  (1) to enumerate and describe a confluence of factors existing and evolving during the course of the twentieth century that seem to have contributed profoundly to the problem but which also seem to have been only gradually recognized and confronted, if at all, by many pre-collegiate and collegiate music programs; (2) to review a number of late-twentieth-century trends in research and thinking that seem to be laying a foundation for a profound re-evaluation of the mission of music education; and (3) to propose a fundamental realignment of thought, inspired by that re-evaluation of mission, about what it means to be musically educated and what it means to be a musician—one that could in turn lay a foundation for expanded musical activity among the people within various cultures and, as a result, an elevated valuing of music education and demand for it.

In examining why it may be that music is frequently among the least securely established areas of learning in school curricula, Elliott (1995, 298-310) describes an ongoing conflict in Western societies between their ideals of education and certain functions they expect their schools to fulfill.  Their ideals of education, he notes, “are primarily concerned with the whole child, including matters of self-development, integrity, social competence, cultural awareness, tolerance, and creativity” (p. 304), while the functions they expect from schools, as enumerated and defined by Holmes (1985), include, among others, an allocative function to prepare young people to fulfill vocational and professional roles needed by those societies.  I would suggest that perhaps there is a delicate balance between the two that is maintained to varying degrees by various subject areas, and that this balance may be symbiotic in nature.  Elliott quite rightly contends that education in all school subjects should be designed in terms of the attainment of life values goals, including happiness, health, enjoyment, self-growth, self-knowledge, wisdom, freedom, fellowship, and self-esteem, and that some primary values of music education are in fact self-growth, self-knowledge, enjoyment, flow, and the happiness that results from them (pp. 307-308).  I would suggest that all school subjects as taught by their most effective educators have similar values.  Also, self-esteem, happiness and the other life goals Elliott enumerates can result from successful, fulfilling interactions with fellow human beings, including interactions that are vocational, paraprofessional, or professional in nature.  Societies are interested in how their educational systems may provide the means for their children to attain the good life and, at the same time, how they may provide the means for their children to become potential contributors to the good life for all.  Could it be, one might ask, that certain subject areas enjoy a more secure balance than others because in actual educational practice they may provide experiences that are more comprehensively representative of their significance to the societies of which their schools are a part?  

 Much of current music education in the Western world, particularly at the secondary and tertiary levels, centered so predominantly around the performance of pre-existing musical works in concert-hall settings (or reasonable facsimiles), continues to be deeply influenced by Western art-music conceptions and associated cultural behaviors.  Rooted in late-eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Western Europe, they are indigenous to certain musical practices but are not universal across times, places, or segments of societies, and in fact are fundamentally different from the conceptions and behaviors of many world cultures and even many segments of Western societies themselves.  (Indeed, they variously became challenged during the twentieth century by many Western composers and performers.)  The conceptions to which I refer include the following:

• musical autonomy—the view of music as works to be contemplated in a physically passive way, largely separated from more extensive behavioral fabric (see Blaukopf 1992, 144-55);

• transcendence—the notion of musical works as fixed creations that ultimately exist apart from any universe of possible performances (see Goehr 1992, 157-75);

• separability—the notion of musical meanings ultimately existing apart from everyday objects and concerns (see Goehr 1992, 157-75);

• the notion of musical works as having fixed, non-evolving identities, resulting in notational specificity and a marginilization of improvisation (see Goehr 1992, 205-42);

• a discursive orientation—an intense importance given to forms with architectural complexity and to their articulation and structuring of time (see Small 1977, 25-27);

• a supremacy of harmony and harmonically controlled counterpoint as musical resources over other dimensions, most notably rhythm (see Small 1977, 13-19); and

• a central position for purely instrumental music (see Goehr 1992, 153-54).

The associated cultural behaviors to which I refer include the following, which have long endured but are undergoing adaptive change in many settings:

• a predominant use of the concert-hall model for performance that, in and of itself and without enhancement or integration with other musical interactions, emphasizes physically passive listening;

• a view of the world as clearly divided among composers, performers, and potential listeners, with a heightened stratification of roles and prerogatives separating them (in fact, a view of the world as clearly divided between “musicians” and “nonmusicians”) (see Leonhard 1980); and

• a view that the publics with whom professional musicians interact are most predominantly something called “audiences”—consumers of products of musical practices (performances of works) rather than being mutually involved in the musical practices themselves.

At the same time that those conceptual and behavioral influences have remained powerful, a spectacular advance of recording, playback, and, eventually, sound synthesis technology has accelerated since early in the twentieth century, producing challenging cultural effects.  As Blaukopf (1992, 171) has pointed out, much twentieth-century music has depended upon electronics and electroacoustic modification to the extent that a large amount of the popular repertory, for example, exists primarily on recordings rather than in written form or live performance.  Even among those persons who most value listening to Western art music, there are many who collect and listen to recordings largely in lieu of attending live concerts.  It well may be asked whether these developments have conditioned many people in the modern world to conceive of music as effectively synonymous with electronically recorded/transmitted music.

Regardless, it should also be noted that recordings are distributed over vast expanses.  Far fewer performers are required to make those recordings, which reach enormous audiences, including now over the Internet, than are required to present live concerts, which can occur contemporaneously in a large number of individual localities.  The demand for performers has thus been lessened relative to supply.  As a result, publics who see music education, from what they view in its practice, as almost exclusively designed to develop performance skill in concert venues question its wide applicability as a core subject from the standpoint of the allocative function of schools, even if they do not question that from the standpoint of their ideals of education.

The evolution of these phenomena has been accelerated since the latter half of the twentieth century by one of the most profoundly significant developments in human history—the advent of the Information Age spawned by advances in electronic technology that have expanded our ability to produce and communicate information and ideas at a rate almost unimaginable by very many people only a few decades ago.  Just as the Industrial Revolution before it had ushered in its own equally profound cultural and social changes that spiraled from its core development—the expansion of society’s capacity to produce material things—the Information Revolution is changing everything again.   In a paper delivered at Vision 2020:  The Housewright Symposium on the Future of Music Education in 1999, Spearman (2000, 159-60) notes that this revolution is producing new objects, ideas, and social patterns, as well as new ways of thinking about them, that it has spread cultural elements among societies and accelerated social change, and that it is vastly altering human life in virtually every dimension, from recasting the meaning and location of work to affecting the nature of endeavors in education and that of human relationships in general.  It is creating new patterns in the ways that people interact and have opportunities to do things in every human endeavor, including music.  In so doing, it is also creating new vocational, paraprofessional, and professional opportunities in all of those endeavors, including music.  Our challenge is to make use of and continue to shape the further evolution of those opportunities, including preparing music students to do so as well.

In music, emerging and evolving phenomena of the Information Age now include, among many others, virtual instruments for composing and performing with interchangeable timbres and types of controllers for playing, real-time aurally and visually interactive distance learning and distance playing in ensemble, and real-time virtual accompaniment systems that can follow and conform with the tempos, dynamics, or harmonic progressions used by a human soloist.  Kurzweil (1999, 196) predicts that within the next decade, human musicians will routinely play music with cybernetic musicians, creating music will not necessarily require the fine motor coordination associated with traditional controllers, and cybernetic music creation systems will allow people of any musical backgrounds to collaborate with automatic composition software to create music.  (In fact, to some degree all of those technologies he mentions are already emerging.)  He further predicts that within two decades, much created music will typically involve collaborations between human artists and cybernetic virtual artists, and that virtual-experience software will be the kind of artistic and entertainment product in greatest demand (Kurzweil 1999, 207). 

During the twentieth century, enterprises in musical performance also increasingly faced an economic dilemma.   The increase in productivity—that is, the growth in work produced per working hour—in the production of goods in industrial societies has significantly exceeded that in service organizations, which include live arts performance.  Relative to other areas of the economy, the gap between receipts and costs in the performing arts has grown dramatically and will continue to do so (Baumol & Bowen 1966).

Despite the fact that the twentieth century saw a remarkable increase in discretionary time and financial resources among many people for cultural and other life-enriching activities outside of their workplaces, what infrastructure exists of institutions and enterprises designed for participatory musical activity by all people throughout their lives remains far less developed or extensive than it could be.  Even for those who are reached during the K-12 and collegiate school years, there are relatively few institutions and enterprises that are particularly designed to encourage and afford opportunities for continuing participation in later life.  In contrast, the infrastructure, for example, that does the same for adults at all stages of life in physical fitness and recreation is much more extensive.

With the cultural, technological, and economic factors that I have enumerated here in mind, consider that choral, band, and orchestral ensemble performance programs have been the predominant centerpieces of secondary-school music education in the United States since early in the twentieth century.  Many have rightly lauded the results.  Reimer (1989), for example, has written, “In all the world there is little if anything to compare with what the United States has achieved in offering practically all young people the opportunity to perform in groups supported by the schools, usually during school time,” and further, “With the supporting structure of contests and festivals and all-states and professional associations and journals and research activities and on and on, we have every reason to regard our performance program as one of the education wonders of the world” (p. 182).  As far as it goes, this is indeed to be celebrated.  However, as important as these programs are, there has been a certain circularity and limitation in reach about them in and of themselves.  First, large choral, band, and orchestral ensembles as they are generally known in the secondary schools represent only a fraction of existing musical practices.  Second, only an average of about 15 percent of secondary-school students are enrolled in them.  Third, a great majority of participants do not continue to sing or play their instruments after they leave high school, which means that in effect, for the students involved in them, the musical practices that the programs represent are largely confined to secondary-school settings themselves.  As Carter (2000) observes in a response paper delivered at the 1999 Housewright Symposium,

It is only in the study of music that specific kinds of music are known as “school music,” separate from other music with which students may participate as adults.  The line drawn between what we define as school and nonschool music may be fundamental to the difficulty that adults have in connecting “school music experiences” with music activities in later life.  In other words, school music experiences have frequently neglected large areas of music making and music expression and have consistently not only failed to validate these but have in many cases relegated them to areas that seem to be less desirable and unimportant.  Hence, when many adults have the opportunity to participate in music, they do not relate school music activities to adult music involvement, opportunities, and activities. (p. 140)

Further, as Reimer (1989) has observed, the profession is plagued by self-doubts about these programs as they are often implemented in actual practice, because, among other phenomena, a “concert-after-concert steamroller buries us under the pressure to produce rather than teach,” “ the effect of our performance programs on the broader musical literacy of the majority who participate seems to be minimal,” and a “focus on technical proficiency . . . throws the delicate balance between technique and understanding way out of kilter” (p. 183). 

While high-school music offerings that are not categorized as choral, band, or orchestral ensemble classes increased significantly during recent years, they are still rare (Thompson & Kiester 1997, 2).  Since an average of only about 15 percent of high-school students are participants in ensemble performance classes, this means that music education in the schools effectively comes to an end at least by the completion of middle school for a great majority of students in the United States.  Reimer (1989) observes the irony that this is still true even though “many if not most high school students are deeply interested in and involved with music in a variety of ways not necessarily related to bands, orchestras, and choruses” and “their knowledge and sophistication about music are often at high levels, especially in regard to styles the music teacher may know little about” (p. 178).  Gerber (1988) notes that many high-school students not involved in band, orchestra, and choral programs “are, in fact, performers in their own right in spite of curricular opportunities” and that “many of these students have their own musical passions” (p. 20).  This begs a question:  What opportunities might we be missing?

At the tertiary level, the predominant focus of undergraduate music-major core curricula, at least in the United States, has long been on musical works themselves—on composition, performance, analysis, and the historical development of styles.  However, while it is critical that all students who wish to major in music performance or composition continue to have the opportunities and encouragement to do so, market conditions are such that far more of those students continue to graduate than are able to support themselves completely or directly as performers or composers, particularly of art music of the Western world.  Throughout the twentieth century, increasingly greater percentages of the American population have achieved increasing levels of higher educational attainment, including in music.  At the same time, the market specifically for concerts presented to paying audiences has not grown in such a way as to support all of those who major in performance or composition.

What those music-major core curricula generally have not included, except primarily in the cases of music-education and music-therapy majors, is a significant and systematically developed component about music as a human behavior, even though there is a large body of applicable knowledge from philosophical and various social scientific studies of music.  This seems curious, since it can be argued that to understand music deeply is to probe all known aspects of human creation of it and interaction with it, as well as musical creations themselves.  Scholars in the fields of both musicology and music education have long recognized this from their respective vantage points, developing as they have the field of systematic musicology—the study of music as a sociological, acoustical, physiological, and psychological phenomenon—and the field of philosophical and social scientific foundations of music education.  Again, this begs a question:  What opportunities might we be missing?

I would suggest that some answers may lie in a number of understandings and new curricular thinking that developed particularly during the late twentieth century and seem to have inspired the beginnings of a paradigm shift.

The century witnessed a shift of attention by many musicologists toward the musical actions of people within social and cultural environments, with an associated shift of method to incorporate means from social scientific disciplines.  Indeed, the identification of systematic musicology as an integral part of music study can be traced as far back as a paper by Guido Adler published in 1885 (Duckles et al. 1980, 836-39).  The expansion of interest among Western musicians in world musics during the twentieth century, fueling as it has the growth of ethnomusicology and of multicultural dimensions in music education, is largely responsible for that shift in musicology.  Blaukopf (1992) observes that  “the rapid development of comparative musicology and ethnomusicology . . . has sensitized musicologists not only to anthropology but to sociology as well” (p. 2).

Titon and Slobin (2002) note that a culture is “the way of life of a people, learned and transmitted from one generation to the next,” that “musical situations, and also the concept of music, mean different things and involve different activities” among people in various societies, and that “because music and all the beliefs and activities associated with it are part of a culture,” a music-culture is “a group of people’s total involvement with music:  ideas, actions, institutions, artifacts” (pp. 3-4).  They propose a music-culture model that encompasses four components:  (1) ideas about music, including those related to belief systems, aesthetics, contexts, and history, (2) social organization of music, (3) repertories of music, including aspects of style, genres, texts, composition, transmission, and movement, and (4) material culture of music (Titon & Slobin 1996, 6-13).  Essentially, the phenomenon of music is now understood as a human adaptation to life, with each music-culture being an ecological system that represents a particular adaptation to particular life circumstances of a group of people (Titon & Slobin 1996, 13-14).

What is the ultimate significance of these understandings to students, all of whom deserve a music education, and to societies harboring an interest in providing a music education to them?  Surely it is largely that any view of successful, fulfilling musical interactions among people, whether in ordinary daily life or whether they make use of any sorts of vocational, paraprofessional, or professional roles, must be built upon a view of music as human behavior with highly varied cultural manifestations in the four areas that Titon and Slobin describe.  In certain music-cultures that behavior may include seeking out of performances by others in concert venues to attend, in other music-cultures it may not, but in all music-cultures it includes music-making itself.  Small (1998) contributes the following:

So many different settings, so many different kinds of action, so many different ways of organizing sounds into meanings, all of them given the name music. . .  But [no attempt] has succeeded in giving a satisfactory answer to the . . . questions What is the meaning of music? and What is the function of music in human life?—in the life, that is, of every member of the human species.

It is easy to understand why.  Those are the wrong questions to ask.  There is no such thing as music.

Music is not a thing at all but an activity, something that people do. (p. 2)

The gathering of performers and audiences to present and consume musical performances in concert-hall settings is, in fact, only part of the enormous diversity of human musical activity.  In a study of the anthropology of music, Merriam (1964, pp. 209-27) discusses how the same musical functions can be discerned in any culture:  emotional expression, esthetic enjoyment, entertainment, communication, symbolic representation, physical response, enforcing conformity to social norms, validation of social institutions and religious rituals, and contributions to the integration of society. 

Recent work in the philosophy of music education also has probed the roots of music as a phenomenon of human behavior, resulting in definitions of music most fundamentally in terms of human producers and participants.  Absolute expressionist and praxial philosophies, two of the most important to influence music education in recent decades, exemplify this.

In articulating an absolute expressionist philosophy, Bennett Reimer (1989) has posited that “music and the other arts are a basic way that humans know themselves and their world; they are a basic mode of cognition” (p. 11).  Central to his explanation of human musical behavior is the nature of an always evident, active interaction between humans and their environments:  The movement or rhythm of organic existence permeates human life, as it does the lives of all living things, and humans are capable of both perceiving movement as an embodiment of the conditions of livingness and of transforming that experience of the significance of movement into expressive forms, including musical ones (Reimer 1989, 100-01).  Humans constantly experience a dynamic flux of feelings and, as an essential component of their nature, use artistic materials to capture those feelings through symbolic transformation, reflect upon their resulting creations, and refine them (Reimer 1989, 34-37). 

  In articulating a praxial philosophy, David Elliott (1995) has built a view of human musical behavior largely on investigations of the history and nature of consciousness.  Central to his explanation of human musical behavior is that humans make use of their powers of consciousness to understand as well as to survive—to bring order to that consciousness and achieve self-knowledge about what they are capable of doing.  In the interest of that, humans tend to elaborate aspects of ordinary life and create pursuits that have particular goals, rules, standards, traditions, heroes, legends, lore, and competitions; one of those aspects of ordinary life elaborated by humans is the basic necessity of listening for sounds, with resulting pursuits being musical practices.  Those pursuits are sources of optimal experiences, flow, and self-esteem (pp. 119-22).  Emphasizing that in any attempt to explain the nature of music, it must be made clear at the outset that the questions “What is music?” and “What is a work of music?” are not the same (pp. 19-20), Elliott maintains that music “is an open concept:  it eludes precise rules of definition because there is no fixed set of properties that hold for all musical practices” (p. 128).  “MUSIC is a diverse human practice” (p. 43), with each musical practice having at least four dimensions:  doers (musicers), doing (musicing), audible musical achievements (music), and a context of ideas, associations, and circumstances in which the musical practice takes place (Elliott 1995, 40).

Regardless of the differences between expressionist and praxial philosophies in explaining human musical behavior, Reimer and Elliott both make clear that music is something that all humans have a basic propensity to engage in as makers as well as listeners.  

Indeed, what we came to know in the late twentieth century about human aptitudes made it clear that all people are born with musical aptitude and that it is normally distributed.  In educational practice and in the general view of the public, human intelligence had long been associated with monolithic scores derived from I.Q. tests of long tradition, which measure subjects on the basis of only two capacities:  linguistic and logical-mathematical.  However, based on a review of a large number of studies of varying, diverse populations, Gardner (1983) wrote that there is substantial, convincing evidence to support a theory of multiple intelligences.  Those intelligences number at least seven, appear to be relatively autonomous, and “can be fashioned and combined in a multiplicity of adaptive ways by individuals and cultures” (p. 9).  One of them is specifically musical.

During much of the twentieth century, a nature-nurture debate raged in the research literature regarding music aptitude (see Gordon 1987, 5-7).  Also, probably due largely to a confusion between aptitude and achievement and to the fact that tests of music aptitude were not widely used or widely known to them, the general public appeared to perceive music aptitude as dichotomous in its distribution, that is, as a capacity that individuals either have or do not have.  However, Gordon (1987) reviewed substantial evidence that music aptitude is not dichotomous but normally distributed just as all other human aptitudes are, is a product of both innate potential and environmental experiences, is itself multidimensional, and is developmental until age nine, at which time it stabilizes.

Visionary thinking in music education that is largely influenced by a growing body of social scientific and philosophical understandings about music such as those that I have reviewed here is very much in evidence.  Perhaps most summarily important is that implicit in the voluntary National Standards for Music Education developed in the United States of America by the Consortium of National Arts Education Associations (1994) is a view of music most fundamentally as a human activity and that music education needs to reflect that and provide students with the benefits of it.  The standards are organized within a comprehensive complex of nine content areas that, in general, emphasize experiences with musical practices of diverse genres and cultures.  For content areas related to performing vocally and instrumentally, to improvising, to composing and arranging, and to listening, analyzing, and describing, standards emphasizing the use of musical practices representing diverse genres, styles, and cultures are prominent.  In addition, Content areas 8 and 9 largely address understandings about musics as human practices in social and cultural environments.  Content area 8, “Understanding relationships between music, the other arts, and disciplines outside the arts,” includes standards related to patterns and processes evident in various historical periods, styles, and cultures, and to roles of creators, performers and others in arts activity.   Content area 9, “Understanding music in relation to history and culture,” lists a large number of standards relating to the association of stylistic features and characteristics with aesthetic traditions and historical and cultural contexts; phenomena in which cultural traditions under certain historical conditions have formed a synthesis of influence to produce styles or genres; various functions of music and the characteristics associated with them; the roles, activities, and achievements of music-makers in various settings and cultures; and conditions under which music-making takes place in various cultures.

Particularly since the adoption of the National Standards for Music Education in the U.S., possibilities for infusion of K-12 music performance programs with consistently greater curricular comprehensiveness has received much attention.  MENC—The National Association for Music Education, for example, recently published a collection of articles by various authors related to those possibilities (Reimer 2000b).  Representative is one by Reimer (2000a), in which he provides a detailed discussion of why performing can and should be incorporated as an important means for significant learning achievements in all nine content standards and why, at the same time, all of the nine content areas can and should be included as learning goals in all performance settings.  He also discusses the need to “encourage and hasten the already existent movement toward adding a greater diversity of performance opportunities reflecting a more accurate representation of the music thriving in contemporary American culture” and an expansion to include “the diverse domains of popular styles and styles related to cultures from around the world” (p. 193).  In another of those articles, Schmid (2000) notes that in doing that, it is imperative that teachers “approach the world’s cultures according to the norms of each culture, rather than filtering all music through Western concepts” (p. 49).

Comprehensive music-education programs intended to address most if not all of the content areas codified in the National Standards, commonly referred to as “general music” and not centered predominantly around rehearsal and concert performance of band, orchestra, and choral literature, have long been highly developed and widely implemented in elementary schools and, to a somewhat lesser degree, in middle schools in the U.S.  However, that has not generally been the case in high schools, leaving approximately 85 percent of students at that level not taking music courses.  Lehman (1989) and Reimer (1989) are among many who sounded a call during the closing decades of the twentieth century to fill that glaring gap.  MENC issued a number of publications (Gerber & Hughes 1988, Palmer et al. 1989, and Thompson & Kiester 1997) addressing that need as well as describing some existing programs designed to answer it.  Reimer (1989) discussed the need to develop a third curricular area to stand in equivalent importance with the existing ones in performance and general music—that of programs with composing as the major focus.

In a paper presented at the 1999 Housewright Symposium, Jellison (2000) details how transition, “the movement of individuals across a variety of school and nonschool environments throughout life” (p. 116), is crucial to music education just as it is to education generally.  “If all people are to be involved in meaningful music experiences throughout their lives,” she writes, “all students must first participate in realistic school music experiences that are grounded in the principle of transition.  Planning for transition requires music experiences in school that are directly referenced to contexts for music experiences valued for adulthood” (p. 121).  She gives a number of examples applying transition principles to music-making and listening.  I would propose extending that application to the incorporation of some experiences for students in enabling others to engage in musical activity and thereby to understand and envision possibilities to do that throughout their lives, including vocationally, paraprofessionally, or professionally.

The preparation of professional musicians through programs in higher education in the U.S. and the definition of what they are being prepared to do are also undergoing deepening reappraisal.  At long last, competencies in world musics, improvisation, pedagogy, technology, and communication, among others, are being addressed and planned for to a much larger and generally unprecedented degree.  I have proposed in other papers (Montano 1997 and Montano 1998) that the competencies common to all programs of professional education in music should include:  (1) a broad, foundational knowledge of philosophical and social scientific studies of music; and (2) abilities in using that knowledge in envisioning ways to preserve and develop the musical lives of cultures. 

Human musical behavior appears to be universal and encompasses more than being an audience—it encompasses direct engagement in music production that all people have some aptitude and desire for at various levels.  Elliott (1995, pp. 70-71) has described musicianship as “not an all-or nothing matter” but “open,” with “various levels or stages . . . to achieve,” which he enumerates as those of “novice,” “advanced beginner,” “competent,” “proficient,” and “musical expert or artist.”  Most importantly, “a person can evidence his or her level of musicianship in several ways:  by performing, improvising, composing, arranging, and/or conducting (all of which involve listening” (p. 70).  Referring to the term isotropy as it is used by cognitive scientists for a characteristic of consciousness, he notes, “Anything we learn contributes to what is of present and future concern” (p. 103).  Following from that principle, and as music educators have long contended, if schoolchildren have participated in a sequenced and comprehensive music education that includes performance, improvisation/composition, and listening, they are then more likely to participate in musical activity later in life, then it would seem highly probable also that those who continue to be presented with, and take advantage of, opportunities for further music-making activities later in life are more likely to value music education for what it does to prepare generations of students as potential contributors to the creation, development, and maintenance of those opportunities in a wide range of vocational, paraprofessional, and professional ways.  Other areas of school curricula are valued and supported by societies largely for similar reasons.

Increasing attention has been given to what music educators and other musicians can do in the area of community music, that is, through developing and staffing such enterprises as community centers for avocational, participatory music making and learning by adults of all ages, and arts-festival programs in which attendees are drawn into participatory interactions with presenters.  This activity has produced models for what is possible for the arts in general on an increasingly wider scale.  Miller (1997), for example, describes the work of Amateur Chamber Music Players (ACMP), a foundation established in 1993 that awards grants to adult chamber-music programs, workshops, community music schools, and the like, such as a recently founded weekend workshop of the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center for nonprofessional participants to play and receive coaching.  In Colorado, groups known as the Northern Colorado New Horizons Band and the Jefferson County Community Band, both led by retired music educators, offer what the gentleman whose story I summarized at the beginning of this paper was apparently seeking in his community:  non-competitive ensemble settings, with no prerequisites in experience, designed for people of any age wishing to learn to play or resume playing instruments (Campbell 1999).  Another example from dance was described recently as follows in a newspaper article:

Now in its fifteenth year, [the Colorado Dance Festival] generates $1 million worth of activity for its home city [of Boulder] each summer.

In addition to presenting internationally recognized artists in relatively small and accessible venues for performance, we offer forty-five classes in areas as diverse as West African dance and drumming; Afro Brazilian dance and drumming; modern dance technique and composition; Irish Ceili dancing, Mexican folkloric dance; and low-flying trapeze.

Each Saturday, parents and children dance together in our Family Series events, specially designed to entertain and educate several generations in dance traditions from all over the world. (Heffner 1997)

A number of other examples of such efforts in music are described in various articles contained in a compilation published by the Music Educators National Conference (Mark 1992).  Kaplan (1988) predicted, in fact, that during the half century following the date of his writing, “a new infrastructure will emerge, calling upon the joint participation of creative elements with traditional distributors . . . in experimental and innovative patterns of nonprofit, profit, private, and public structures,” and “there will be a dramatic rise in the arts of all kinds and styles among all strata of the population and a renaissance of preindustrial crafts, family creativity, and ethnic or neighborhood organization for the arts” (p. 17).

One can say that any vocational, paraprofessional, or professional activity that makes use of any sort of musical expertise of any level of sophistication is an activity that in some way contributes to enabling others to engage in music making, music listening, or some combination of both.  Performing, which in part enables others to listen by reproducing musical works for them, is one category, but only one among many.  A recent publication by the American Music Conference and the Music Educators National Conference (Bjorneberg 1990) describes an impressively large array of existing careers that, in addition to performing, include many related to teaching music in schools and independently, retailing, manufacturing, technological innovation, distributing, publishing, composing and arranging, management and administration, recording, industry law, music for worship, music therapy, journalism, communications, and libraries.  In every case, the wider and deeper one’s understanding of music as a human activity with enormously varied cultural manifestations, functions, and artifacts within any society, the greater his or her capacity for enlightened and effective contributions to the enabling of musical activity.          

At the dawn of the twenty-first century we have both the need and the intellectual resources to grasp a historic opportunity:   to view and treat students throughout music education as not only potential creators, recreators, and consumers of the sounded results of musical activity but as potential enablers of musical activity in the broadest possible set of ways.   Music education should continue to be designed to pass on musical heritages and practices, making them as accessible as possible to all students as performers, creators, and listeners.  But while doing so, just as other core subjects do for their areas, it also needs to develop students’ capacities as far as possible to be potential contributors vocationally, paraprofessionally, or professionally to what societies actually need to increase or maintain musical vitality.  Because the musical potential and activity of people in a society extends far beyond listening as audiences, what any society needs in greatest abundance are enablers—persons who have capabilities for enabling others in that society to engage in musical activity at various levels of expertise and throughout their lives, not just while in school.  Enablers can do this not only through creating and performing music but through the development, marketing, and delivery of such products as community centers for music making, music education, musical instruments, publications, and technology.  As in other areas of human activity, the greater the participation of people throughout a society in musical practices throughout their lives, the greater the need for musically enabling entrepreneurship and thus the greater the likely valuing of music education and demand for it.  In turn, the greater such demand, the greater the likelihood that more people will study music to greater length and depth and contribute to the marketplace of ideas and enterprises that can stimulate musical activity.  Thus, a number of spheres of musical activity and enterprise would realize the potential for a more symbiotic relationship.

Therefore, an argument can be made for a fundamental realignment in our definition of what it means to be musically educated—that is, a musician at some level of expertise— and thus in our definition of what it means to study music.  Knowing music involves participatory skills in musical practices, including techniques for improvising, composing, and performing.  But knowing music also involves understanding it as a phenomenon of human activity in cultural contexts and as a kind of human cognition.  At all levels, and with increasing sophistication through those levels, music education can be designed to simultaneously develop (1) capacities in various music-making practices—including the performing, improvising/composing, and listening activities inherent in them—and (2) understandings of music as a human endeavor of enormous cultural variation, incorporating objectives related to content described in areas 8 and 9 of the National Standards developed in the U.S. and published in 1994.  This represents a more comprehensive view, in and of itself, of music education.  But it also represents the inclusion of teaching for insights that are among those necessary to successfully participate in various ways in enabling others in a society to engage in musical activity at various levels of expertise—those of novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient, and musical expert or artist, to use Elliott’s terms.

Just as with any other school subject area, some students develop a desire to pursue a career fully or partially related to music, and some do not.  An intent can even be developed long after graduation from high school or college.  The more students are able to envision themselves making use of their musical knowledge in productive and rewarding interactions with others, the more likely it is that more of them will at least eventually consider such an intent.  Content areas 8 and 9 of the National Standards include references to learnings about musical roles in various settings and cultures.  At all levels, and with increasing sophistication through those levels, learning can be incorporated regarding the full range of careers that many of those roles can involve, not just in performance.  Such learning most effectively results largely from as many first-hand experiences with role models and their career settings as possible.  As with other aspects of music learning or any other learning, the more concrete the learning experiences provided to them are, the more meaningful they are.

In summary, it seems highly important that there be increasing efforts to:  (1) develop intellectually stimulating and musically participatory secondary-level general-music programs that address the nine content areas represented in the National Standards for Music Education (Consortium of National Arts Education Associations 1994), including understandings, such as those referred to in content areas 8 and 9, about musics as human practices in social and cultural environments; (2) infuse existing K-12 music performance programs, and any others that may be developed, with greater curricular comprehensiveness that addresses in each case the same nine content areas, again always including understandings about music as human practices in social and cultural environments; (3) for tertiary music programs, including those for music majors, create courses to develop a broad, foundational knowledge of philosophical and social scientific studies of music as well as abilities in using that knowledge in envisioning ways to preserve and develop the musical lives of cultures; (4) throughout elementary, secondary, and tertiary music programs, include musical practices of as many world cultures and social strata as possible; and (5) at all levels, and with increasing sophistication through those levels, incorporate learning regarding the full range of careers that musical roles in various settings and cultures can involve, not just in performance.
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