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 In a companion essay, “A Philosophical View of Research in Music Education,” I argue 

the need for a more broadly-based and robust conceptualization of music education that prompts 

and guides research as it also builds upon it.1  Lamenting the lack of definitiveness of too many 

research studies in music education, due partly to ambiguous theoretical constructs and flawed 

reasoning, I posit that philosophers need to be centrally involved in the research enterprise since 

they are, the field’s architects and building inspectors.2 Nor should this thinking be done by 

philosophers alone, but all those involved in quantitative and qualitative research of various sorts 

need to think more philosophically and critically about the significance and quality of the 

research that is undertaken.  And philosophers along with those in other research specialties in 

music education are subject to the selfsame claims of scholarly rigor and relevance of 

scholarship to the theory and practice of music education. 

 Here, I ask: “What questions do music education researchers need to address?” In 

unpacking this question-set, I sketch several questions that warrant systematic examination: 

What are and should be the dimensions of music education? What are and should be the 

institutional agencies of music education?  What are and should be the specifically educational 

dimensions of music education? What are and should be the musical interests of music 

education? What are and should be the purposive and/or incidental, and formal and/or informal 

attributes of music education? At what developmental stages are and should music education be 

cast? What disciplines and levels of generality do and should inform music education? What is 

the present status of music education and what should it be? How relevant is and should music 

education research be to practice? Notice that each question juxtaposes descriptive and 

normative matters in a dialectic between what is and what should be.  Taken together, they 
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represent a sort of conceptual map of music education that is intended to be illustrative rather 

than exhaustive and a means of opening rather than closing discussion about various ways of 

viewing music education and important questions that need to be addressed.3  As such, this 

analysis illustrates the value of stepping back from the specific empirical investigations in which 

researchers may be engaged to think carefully about the bigger view of music education and its 

research.  A critic may fault me for writing somewhat generally and posing further questions, 

and to these faults I plead guilty.  Still, without painting these ideas in broad brush strokes and 

raising questions for future investigation, I cannot encompass something of the breadth and 

complexity of what passes for music education historically and internationally, and prompt an 

open-ended view of music education that embraces its commonalities and particularities. And I 

leave it to other subsequent investigations to fill in the gaps and finesse or alter the particulars in 

ways that I am unable to accomplish in this present writing.   

 

What are and should be the dimensions of music education?   

 In previous writing, I laid out six aspects of particular interest to music educators, 

namely, music, teaching, learning, instruction, curriculum, and administration.4 Seeing music 

education as an isolated or discrete area of inquiry may fail to view sufficiently the importance of 

the societal and cultural contexts in which music education takes place.  Still, I see music 

education not as a closed system that is situated “in” a culture or society but as an open system 

that is shot through with cultural and societal influences.5  There is a dialectic here, since 

thinking of music education as distinctive from other things presupposes that it is, at least 

conceptually, mutually exclusive of these other things; should it not be possible to place some 
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bounds on music education, there would never be an end of it.  Also, regarding it as interrelated 

to the other things with which it interacts, be they societal, cultural, or whatever, requires an 

open-ended system that is also infused by or infuses these other things, at least practically 

speaking.  This tension between the boundedness and unboundedness of music education is 

evident in other multi-disciplinary and social enterprises, and needs to be acknowledged at outset 

as a necessary characteristic of music education.  While one admit the intersection of all of the 

activities of music education with other cultural and societal elements, one is nevertheless 

justified in attending to those elements that seem most characteristically music educational, even 

if one must also acknowledge that the ways in which they are studied need to take into account 

the interconnectedness of music education with these other elements.   

 In listing music, teaching, learning, instruction, curriculum, and administration, my focus 

is on how music education functions, an approach that constitutes a legitimate focus on the ways 

in which music education plays out practically.  Music concerns the particular subject matter of 

education that distinguishes music education from education in other subject areas and this word 

is, itself, a special case since, in some societies, there is no word for what is thought of in  

European and Western societies as music.6  Teaching focuses on the actions of those who are 

responsible for or transmit wisdom from one generation to the next; it is not necessarily or 

exclusively the prerogative of those who are designated as teachers, since students or other 

members of a musical community may also teach from time to time; and in informal education, 

teaching may take place in contexts that are not primarily pedagogical and may be accomplished 

by those who are most knowledgeable concerning a particular idea or practice.7 Learning refers 

to the process of coming to know about and how to do the subject matter in question and 
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epistemological aspects of self, world, and whatever lies beyond.  Its compass is necessarily 

broad and it, likewise, may be undertaken by teachers as well as students and formally as well as 

informally.8  Instruction denotes the interaction between teachers and students in pedagogical 

situations.9  Curriculum has to do with the engagement of the individual and the subject matter.10 

And administration relates to the organizational context in which instruction takes place.11 

 What is needed, now, is a more comprehensive and systematic understanding of all of 

these aspects both theoretically and empirically, descriptively and normatively across the entire 

field of music education.  I fault music education research, particularly that in North America, 

for failing to attend sufficiently to the development of robust theories over all of these aspects of 

music education.  As in other multi-disciplinary fields, researchers may have been too quick to 

uncritically import theories from foundational fields of cognitive science, philosophy, 

anthropology, psychology, history, and anthropology without doing sufficient theoretical work to 

develop theories that inform directly the theory and practice of music education. Rushing ahead 

to undertake empirical studies of music education in the absence of such specifically music 

educational theories means that what is observed is not always directly relevant to music 

education but contributes more to psychological, historical, philosophical, anthropological, 

sociological or other theories.  It matters greatly which theories guide the work of music 

education.  For example, my own efforts to understand administration dynamically and 

processually, in what sociologists might term symbolic-interactionist ways, limits as it also 

enhances my findings concerning aspects of the operation of musical ensembles just as the 

structural-functionalist or static analyses exemplified in my study of the tasks of Canadian school 

music supervisors provide yet other perspectives that are limited in other ways.12  Also, 



 

 5 

operationalizing theories in order to conduct empirical studies allows researchers to see only a 

part of their richness just as empirical results may implicate several theories rather than just one.  

The need for what Joseph Schwab calls “arts of eclectic” requires acknowledging the ambiguities 

between theory and practice.13  Moreover, beyond the gathering of empirical evidence, important 

normative questions need to be systematically addressed.  These questions include: “What 

musics ought to be the subject of music education?”  “How shall the determination of which 

musics count in music education be made?” “How should music teachers teach music?” “How 

should learners come to know music?” “How should music teachers relate with students?” “How 

should people engage music in the process of coming to know it?” “How should music 

instruction be organized?” The answers to these questions sometimes vary greatly; while 

commonalities may be found among these different approaches, they are also nuanced, 

particularistic, and sometimes significantly different.14  And juxtaposing these theoretical and 

empirical, and descriptive and normative aspects complicates notions of music, teaching, 

learning, instruction, curriculum, and administration. 

 In North America, at least, notwithstanding the influential work of those who have 

advocated a humane approach to education and the redemptive claims of such values as justice, 

freedom, inclusiveness, and equality, the community of music educators has yet to pay concerted 

attention to issues that have to do with race, gender, sexual identity and identities of various 

sorts, ethnicity, color, among a host of issues that constitute barriers between people.15  

Notwithstanding efforts to raise these issues, notably, at the International Conference on Music 

Education, Equity, and Social Justice, held at Teachers College, Columbia University, New 

York, October 6-8, 2006, the MAYDAY group through its symposia and e-journal ACT, the 
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Gender Research in Music Education Special Research Interest Group of MENC–The National 

Association for Music Education and the e-journal GEMS, and the international conference, 

musica ficta / Lived Realities: A Conference on Exclusions and Engagements in Music, 

Education and the Arts, held at the University of Toronto, January 24-27, 2008, in my view, 

much music education practice remains largely untouched by these matters.  Addressing these 

among other matters requires pervasive, systemic, grass-roots, and top-down change.16 And the 

values upon which such change is predicated need to be a first-order of importance in deciding 

what music education should become.  

 

What are and should be the institutional agencies of music education?  

 Each of the societal institutions that are agents of music education, namely family, 

religion, politics, commerce, and the music profession, impose values on those involved in music 

education that affect its theory and practice.17  Taking a cosmopolitan, global, and historical 

view of music education reveals these institutions at work in music education from antiquity and 

around the world.  Viewed societally and culturally, they function in various ways from time to 

time and from place to place, reflecting and contributing to the societies and cultures of which 

they are a part.  Rather than focusing only on formal school-age instruction, this broad approach 

encompasses formal and informal life-long learning from babyhood to old age.18  

 What do we know of the role of all of these institutions in music education, both 

descriptively and normatively? Since music is commonly a school subject in general education, it 

is understandable that the profession’s focus is on elucidating the nature of state-operated 

schools as a part of compulsory schooling.  Here, the role of politics is paramount (as is religion 



 

 7 

where it is established in the United Kingdom).  With notable exceptions, for example, studies of 

music conservatories by Bruno Nettl and Henry Kingsbury, less attention is paid to music 

education carried on in other institutions.19 I think, for example, of Bernarr Rainbow’s and 

Gordon Cox’s  history of music education that follows religious music education until the rise of 

secularism in the Renaissance, and with a brief nod to the rise of the modern conservatory, 

focuses mainly on the development of school music education.20  The same is true, for example, 

of studies in the United Kingdom by Stephanie Pitts and Gordon Cox, and in the United States 

by Michael Mark and Charles Gary.21  Studies of familial influence include Marie McCarthy’s 

analysis of the transmission of Irish traditional music, and Lucy Green’s study of garage bands.22  

Notwithstanding the important influence of the music profession evident in studies of musical 

ensembles, schools, conservatories, opera houses, concert halls, private studios, and community 

music schools operated by music professionals, these organizations are often outside the 

mainstream of music education research especially in countries such as the United States where 

well-established programs of school music instruction are in place.23  Yet, studies of British 

amateur choral societies and private piano studios in London turn up evidence of thriving music 

education programs that are sometimes remote or distinct from school music and these instances 

also need to be thought of as central to music education.24  

 Beyond descriptive questions relating to these institutions are normative questions 

pertaining to which institutions ought to be charged with music education and under which 

circumstances, how these institutions should be coordinated, and by whom, and how 

discontinuities, dissonances, and dialectics should be resolved.  Since values underlying music 

education are intimately interconnected with the institutions under whose auspices music 
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education is conducted, one would expect these values to play out in differing aims and methods 

that feature commonalities and differences across the spectrum of pictures studied.25  Tackling 

these questions requires a dialogue across the various institutions involved in music education in 

order to ascertain common ground and resolve, at least practically speaking, the differences that 

exist between them. For example, it is not always easy to reconcile the purposes of the music 

industry that fosters music education in order to purvey its products and services and the music 

profession that values artistic merit over popular appeal and profitability, and whose interests in 

music education may be more esoteric and elitist.26  Religious involvement in music education 

also varies in terms of the particular religious experiences that are fostered,27 and may be 

synchronous or in conflict with a range of political and civic interests.  Modeling these various 

institutional commitments and intersections elucidates the values that underlie music education 

and maps the ways in which these difficult axiological matters can be reconciled, practically 

speaking.  In particular, the rise of rampant fundamentalisms in West and East, North and South, 

requires concerted thinking about how music education needs to respond to these phenomena 

and how it can foster liberality of thought and practice as educational ends.28 There is also the 

question of whether certain underlying values need to be common to all music education, a point 

that I return to a little later.  It suffices, here, to notice that institutions, as the building blocks of 

civil societies, affect not only the particular ways in which music education functions but the 

values, beliefs, attitudes, and practices that stem from and feed into, and constrain and enable 

those institutions.  As such, they are vital to our consideration.  And taking them all into account 

greatly broadens the work of music education beyond schooling that has been the focus 

especially since the nineteenth century. 



 

 9 

  

What are and should be the specifically educational dimensions of music education? 

 To published conceptions of education, namely, training, schooling, eduction, 

socialization, and enculturation,29 others could be added.  Among them, are pedagogy, thought 

of, at least in North America, as a form of music education especially relevant to the teaching of 

music performance that relies especially on the teacher’s leadership of the student in the manner 

of a parent, tutor, or guide; and apprenticeship, whereby the disciple gradually acquires the 

master’s knowledge and skill. In pedagogy, teachers ask their students to follow them on 

journeys through territories unfamiliar to the student but of which teachers have sufficient 

knowledge to undertake; in apprenticeship, students gradually take over the practice of arts and 

crafts practiced by their teachers.  Since this  list is provisional rather than definitive, it is 

important to map conceptually the array of distinctive conceptions of education.  There are many 

overlaps between metaphors and their related models, and the various educational aspects that 

play out in music education, although conceptually discrete, are also interrelated.30  The 

philosophical and empirical challenges, here, are to describe these various aspects as 

comprehensively as possible while also distinguishing them rigorously and clearly.  It is then 

possible to see the ground between these various educational dimensions in which especially 

interesting questions emerge. 

 Since each conception of education has practical consequences, normative questions arise 

concerning what ought to be the focus of music education in its various forms, whether on 

training, schooling, eduction, socialization, enculturation, or whatever.  It is unlikely that no one 

picture of music education, taken alone, suffices, and music teachers and those interested in their 
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work are faced with deciding which aspects are of most importance and whether any might be 

combined.  For example, John Dewey clarifies the inconsistency of justifying music instruction 

on the grounds of “their culture value” and teaching music “with chief emphasis upon forming 

technical modes of skill.”31  Related to this question is the matter of whether music education 

should be focused on learning about music or developing the practical skills to practice it. Since 

the nineteenth century when music was introduced into publicly supported schools, the emphasis 

has sometimes been on music listening and other times it has been on performance, and in the 

United States, at least, one can trace a pendulum swing back and forth between them.32  Dewey 

might respond to this dilemma by reminding music educators that in eschewing either/or 

thinking,  they face the practical problem of balancing between extreme positions and 

synthesizing both.33  Still, in today’s multicultural and globalized world, such solutions are 

sometimes difficult to arrive at.  And conversations are needed about how these different 

educational interests are to be served and why. 

  

What are and should be the musical interests of music education? 

 The preceding discussion brings us to the problem of how the various musical aspects of 

music education are to be viewed and included in music education.  Much of the discussion by 

writers in the field concerning these aspects focuses on composition, performance, and listening. 

Keith Swanwick extends this trio to comprise a quintet in his C(L)A(S)P model that includes 

literature studies and skill acquisition.34  Swanwick’s model does not move frar from a quite 

traditional stance.  Rather, the advent of computing and mediation has generated an array of 

other aspects that need to be included: the electronic manipulation of sound in live concerts, 
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production of sound and video recordings, packaging and marketing of these recordings, file 

sharing, and the like, and the rise of virtual communities that together constitute what Kurt 

Blaukopf aptly calls the “mediamorphosis” of music.35 Simply viewing these aspects as part of 

the old notions of composing, performing, and listening cannot suffice because they suggest new 

forms of musical experience in what Randall Allsup observes is an evolutionary process that 

some wish to domesticate.36  Likewise, since much modern music is written for the dance or 

recreational use, it is important to think systematically about these other forms of musical 

experience beyond the claims of what Peter Kivy thinks of as abstract symphonic music or 

“music alone.”37  

 Also, music educators need to think carefully about the musical images associated with 

these different activities.  Beyond the musical images already suggested such as  aesthetic object, 

symbol, practical activity, experience, and agency and that merit critical examination and 

extension are new forms of musical expression that create as they also flow from particular 

images of music, both old and new.38  These musical images, each with its advantages and 

disadvantages, affect the particular purposes and methods in which the musical activities are 

undertaken and studied. For example, construing performance in terms of a sonic view of music 

is quite a different enterprise than thinking of it as a cultural expression, and this reality likewise 

impacts on the ways in which performers are and need to be prepared.  Or thinking of music as 

integrally related to other arts, humanities, and aspects of culture and lived life or as an 

accompaniment for or incidental to other arts such as film and dance alters the purposes of music 

instruction and the ways in which it needs to be taught and learned. 



 

 12 

 Layered on these descriptive elements of music are normative questions concerning what 

music teachers ought to do in cultivating these various musical qualities.  For practical purposes, 

decisions need to be made by music educational policy makers about what sorts of musical 

experiences need to be cultivated.  Notice that Ihis discussion is not framed in terms of particular 

musical genres or traditions but in broader terms that examine what music needs to accomplish 

and how it ought to be made and taken.  Take, for example, the question of exactly how today’s 

young people need to experience music, whether through performance of acoustic instruments or 

singing, or electronic and computer-generated production. Today’s technologies open 

opportunities that Heidi Westerlund describes in regard to Sibelius Academy that offers courses 

for music teachers in the arts of popular musics, songwriting, and sound production.39  Is 

something lost when students no longer take up traditional classical acoustic instruments and 

play, instead, and almost exclusively, amplified electronic instruments?  What obligations do 

musicians and teachers have to the cultivation of the world’s vernacular musics as opposed to its 

more esoteric traditions?  What ought to be the defining characteristics of musically educated 

people in today’s world?  When music is experienced almost entirely through instrumental 

means, what is missed when music is not also experienced through singing? Aside from issues of 

relevance to students’ lived experience, how shall this complicated terrain be negotiated?  These 

are some of the sorts of normative questions that go well beyond issues of particular genres or 

musics to relate to the notions of music at the root of desirable musical experiences and that 

urgently need to be addressed across the spectrum of those involved in the work of music 

education broadly construed. 
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What are and should be the purposive and/or incidental, formal and/or informal attributes of 

music education?   

 Randall Allsup’s and Lucy Green’s suggestion that the garage band represents a way 

forward for music education contrasts with other views of music education proposed by such 

writers as Keith Swanwick, Bennett Reimer, David Elliott, Paul Woodford, and Frede Nielsen 

who emphasize purposive and formal music education.40  Others who emphasize informal 

education include Maxine Greene, Jane Roland Martin, and in music education, June Boyce-

Tillman and Julia Koza.41  Allsup, Green, and their colleagues would not go so far as to argue 

that the only way forward for music education lies solely in informal and serendipitous music 

education any more than those who advocate more formal approaches to education would insist 

that music education be entirely formalized (for example, Elliott forwards jazz as an 

improvisatory model of music education akin to Reimer’s writing on the importance of 

improvisation as a musical art).42  Rather, Allsup and Green seem to be emphasizing a view of 

enculturation as a music educational end in which formal and purposive music education cannot 

suffice, and much hangs on informal and incidental music education.  These differences in 

perspectives concern where the focus of music education ought to be and how these disparate 

elements can be properly combined.  For example, it is likely that Boyce-Tillman would trust to 

improvisation and composition and to the serendipitous and incidental learning that flowers in 

the midst of informality much more so than the didactic and directive learning suggested in 

Nielsen’s approach to music education.  These differences reflect nuanced matters of 

temperament and style as well as substance regarding what teachers and their students do in 

music education.  And while theoretical extremes or polarities invite a comparison and contrast 
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of these approaches, it is also important to map the ground between them in elaborating how they 

may be discriminated, combined, and to what extent. 

 Again, normative questions are parasitic on these evident descriptive matters. Thinking of 

music education incidentally rather than purposively would seem to be contradictory, since one 

might expect that intentionality lies at the heart of music education.43  Still, music education is 

sometimes unintentional, picked up or unconsciously gleaned in the midst of activities in which 

music is a part and that are not always self-consciously instructional, and in informal rather than 

formal circumstances.44  Such a view challenges the borders of music education and raises 

important definitional questions relating to the enterprise of music education.  Moreover, once 

one allows the prospect of unintentionality, serendipity, and informality in music education, how 

far should this go?  Under what circumstances should such music education be conducted?  How 

shall these determinations be justified? Only as this nest of normative issues is addressed is it 

possible to avoid slipping from interpreting Green’s proposition that informality constitutes a 

way forward for music education to say that it constitutes the way forward.   

  

At what developmental stages are and should music education be cast? 

 Although music education is generally thought of as about and for children of school age, 

more-or-less between ages six and 18 years, attention is now also focused on early childhood 

music education, including that for infants and very young pre-school-age children.45  The 

musical development literature focuses on the early rather than later stages of life, 

notwithstanding that adults likewise develop through youth, middle-age, senior, and 

senescence.46  Regarding music education as lifelong suggests a broader and different focus than 
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that restricted to school-age young people, especially in the aging populations in some 

industrialized and post-industrial societies. Acknowledging the different ways in which people 

learn music among other things at different stages of life and development suggests the 

importance of becoming more sensitive to the claims of adult learning, dispositions, abilities, 

interests, and values, especially those later in life.47  It means devising music programs that are 

tailored to and take advantage of these particulars and thinking of music education across the 

developmental stages, sometimes simultaneously.  Teaching students at various developmental 

levels at once adds to the complexity of the teacher’s work, especially where the subject of study 

is an aural phenomenon. Still, music teachers have done this since antiquity, and once one 

considers the possibilities of inter-generational music education, purposes and means can be 

devised to take advantage of these opportunities.  For example, the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century singing schools in the United States that were the forerunners of those in 

today’s rural Appalachia, included children, youth, adults, and seniors who learned and sang 

together.48   

 Thinking about music education at all of the life stages raises normative questions about 

where the bulk of limited resources ought to go in the addressing the particular needs of students.  

The importance of early music instruction and the claims of the very young as a focus of music 

educational resources were well established by the mid-twentieth century, as the writings of 

Zoltán Kodály, Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, Shinichi Suzuki, and Mary Helen Richards attest.49  In 

practice, however, at least in the United States, many of the resources in publicly funded music 

education are focused in adolescence and young adulthood in middle, junior high, senior high 

schools, colleges and universities. Some earlier musician-teachers such as Joseph Mainzer, John 
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Curwen, Lowell Mason, Frank and Walter Damrosch, and Percy Scholes also focused their 

music educational efforts on adults as well as children.50  And following in their footsteps, 

today’s amateur ensembles and music organizations and elder-organizations such as Elderhostel 

and New Horizons music programs are often organized by professional musicians and 

educators.51 This being the case, it is important to ask whether sufficient attention is now paid to 

adult and senior music education and infant and pre-natal music education beyond the school 

years, whether, as a matter of public policy, more resources need to be devoted to music 

education in these other areas, and what the character of that music education ought to be. 

 

What disciplines and levels of generality do and should inform music education? 

 The question, here, relates to descriptive matters concerning the various levels of 

generality at which music education is cast and the disciplines that are particularly appropriate 

ways of grasping its work and normative issues regarding which levels of integrative analysis are 

most advantageous for the study of music education and should prevail in the field.  Once it is 

admitted that music education is a social activity, one moves beyond the physiological and 

psychological to the sociological, ethnographic, anthropological, historical, philosophical, and 

theological realms.52  The complexity of the phenomena under investigation also require 

sophisticated research methods to examine appropriate to these various levels of generality.53 At 

least in the United States, much of the published research in music education over the past half-

century has been psychologically oriented and psychological norms prevail in research in the 

field.54  Thinking broadly to encompass other higher levels of generality that are less amenable 

to scientific investigation and warrant investigation by sociological, ethnographic, 
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anthropological, historical, philosophical, theological, and other means requires the development 

of appropriate sophisticated research procedures that facilitate the examination of these 

complexities. Such investigations may require assumptions that run counter to those in such 

fields as physics, chemistry, and even psychology.  Regarding a narrow band of research 

traditions, for example, psychological or physiological, as normative for the gamut of research 

approaches in music education is reductionistic. Since some of these fields of study, for example, 

theological and anthropological investigations of music education, are not as well developed as 

they need to be, it is important to cast music education at an array of levels of generality and 

ensure that the research enterprise reflects the gamut of appropriate investigations. I do not know 

of recent, extant, and full-blown theologies of music education in our own time although some 

are pertinent to the arts,55 but these are needed as are robust investigations that have their roots in 

such fields as anthropology, sociology, and psychology.   

 These levels of generality and their differing disciplinary perspectives raise important 

questions about what ought to be the respective theological, philosophical, historical, 

sociological, psychological, physiological and physical manifestations of music education.  The 

higher the levels of generality, the shorter the time scales and the more problematic the assertions 

of causality.56 How should one construe music education at these various integrative levels?  

Given the interrelatedness and integrated quality of phenomena at various levels of generality, 

how should  they be sorted out practically speaking?  For example, if theological practices 

conflict with psychological propensities, which trumps the other in determining what to do?  

How can they be reconciled practically speaking in forging public music educational policy?  

Should one discover that a Muslim girl has the aptitude to become a singer of Euroclassical 
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opera, and her musical potential and gifts come in conflict with Muslim theology that views such 

music making as profane and decadent, ought theological prescription to trump psychological 

and physiological aptitudes?  Or should theological dogma to be challenged at least in publicly 

supported music education?  Music educators may be inclined to sidestep such questions and 

defer or even capitulate to Muslim theology.  In so doing, of course, the student’s musical 

potential may not be realized.57  Dewey might say that such an approach could be mis-educative 

because it stunts and denies further musical development of girls as well as boys.58  So this is 

clearly a knotty set of issues with which to deal.   

 

What is the present status of music education and what should it be?  

 This nest of questions concerns the relationship of descriptive and normative questions 

concerning music education and related public policy matters.  Linking these questions suggests 

that Is/Ought questions are interrelated practically speaking if not conceptually.  Since music 

education takes place in the public sphere, and, in the United Kingdom, its “location in the 

school curriculum has been bitterly contested over the years,”  it is important to grasp where 

things are at the present.59  Of course, where they are now may be closely interrelated to where 

they were in the past and where they are likely to be in the foreseeable future.  Such a present-

centeredness encompasses the ways in which, as Alfred North Whitehead puts it, “the present 

holds within itself the complete sum of existence, backwards and forwards, that whole amplitude 

of time which is eternity.”60  In a recent writing, I was surprised by the irony that 

notwithstanding concerted political and public pressures on music education, as education 

generally, I could find only two recently published status studies of music education in one state 



 

 19 

in the United States that attempt to gauge what is ongoing in that state from a research 

perspective.61  This is quite a different matter from the collection of data by various educational 

and other organizations with their own interests because researchers expect some level of 

objectivity in a research status study.  Indeed, descriptive research seems to be quite out of 

fashion in our time, too often regarded as the poor sister of other research methodologies that 

attempt to explain rather than describe. In the absence of definitive data, the kinds of polemical 

discourse represented by Charles Fowler’s Strong Arts, Strong Schools: The Promising Potential 

and Shortsighted Disregard of the Arts in American Schooling, the MENC-led report, Growing 

Up Complete, and earlier national reports on education such as The Nation at Risk can flourish 

since there is no substantial and objective research evidence of the state-of-affairs in music 

education in the United States.62 Of course, I may be talking only about a situation in one 

country, and others such as the United Kingdom, may have a more concerted emphasis on 

objective and ongoing research status studies.  Going beyond a focus on the present-centeredness 

of status studies, are important research questions relating to how the present situation developed 

and where the status quo is likely to lead in the future.  Such studies would require a detailed 

analysis of the histories of the places studied that systematically examines the roots of the 

present situation, and speculative studies that extrapolate present trends into the future and 

examine where we are likely to be going.  Future studies in music education are uncommon, yet, 

engaged as we are in matters of policy making, it is important to examine statistical, economic, 

social, cultural, political, technological, and other data with a view to determining what the 

future (at least in the near term) is likely to be if present trends continue.63  Since music 

education does not go on in a vacuum, and one’s country’s policies are impacted by those in 
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others, these studies need to have an international and comparative flavor in order to situate the 

present circumstances in particular places in a broad and possibly international context.64 

 Once it is possible to say with some level of definitiveness how things are with respect to 

the past, present, and likely future (at least that which can be reasonably foreseen assuming that 

things continue as they are) and the relationship between the state of affairs in this place in 

respect to others, questions naturally arise about how they ought to be.  Philosophical thinking 

about music education is situated and contextual, and it is natural to reflect on what we know 

about the phenomenal world.  One can do better philosophy when the context about which one 

thinks and writes is clearly in view.  Unfortunately, in the absence of definitive and substantial 

descriptions of music education, one may be off-the-mark.  True, one may reflect on one’s 

personal experience, and this is an important activity. Still, when one is speaking in the public 

sphere, it is useful to have compelling descriptive studies to bolster an argument. In writing The 

Art of Music Teaching, I did not always trust the evidence before me for all sorts of conceptual 

as well as empirical reasons.65  Neither did some of my colleagues  to whom I turned for counsel.  

And while one  might wish that this was not the case, I suspect that my own experience may be 

more widely shared.  

 Friedrich Schiller wrote that we ought to think of how people might be when we seek to 

influence them, but we need to think of them as they are when we seek to act on their behalf.66 

Philosophers can write hopefully and appeal to people’s better nature. Where one cannot find 

trustworthy evidence, like philosophers from antiquity, one can still refer to examples of the best 

of music teaching and learning that one has observed and one need not rely entirely on 

descriptive evidence.  Still, policy makers and advocates for music education are in a different 
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and more difficult situation, since they must act on people’s behalf.  To do this effectively, 

Schiller observes, they must know how people actually are, and what faults and foibles they tend 

to exhibit.  They cannot expect that people will always act humanely, disinterestedly, 

compassionately, rationally, unselfishly, tactfully, and thoughtfully. Assuming the best of people 

is likely to result in policy that does not fit the people it administers.  To make policy effectively 

requires as much reliable descriptive information as possible about how people act on which to 

base decision-making.  This being the case, descriptive and normative questions may intertwine 

but they inevitably diverge.  The art of music education involves thoughtfully forging the sorts of 

ideas that inspire and guide while also creating policies that recognize that human nature is a 

“crooked timber.”67  One solution cannot necessarily fit everyone or suit every time and place, 

and it is important to reflect on and describe as well as explain (and if possible refute theories of) 

how things are and what can be done about them.  

 

How relevant is and should music education research be to practice? 

 The pictures of music education need to relate to its practice. By pictures, I refers to the 

metaphors and models that guide one’s conceptualizations of music education.  Notwithstanding 

efforts of music education researchers to make research findings accessible to music teachers, 

many music teachers remain uninterested in music education research and are focused almost 

entirely on practical matters.68  Assuming the importance of relevance to music education 

practice as a research value, then, raises the related question of how that relevance is to be 

assessed.  What are the particular ways in which music education theory and practice are 

interrelated? In an earlier writing, I suggested dichotomy, polarity, fusion, and dialectic as means 
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whereby theory and practice may interrelate.69  To these four, Ann Stokes and Randall Allsup 

add two more, namely, fugue and peaceful co-existence.70 These models exemplify an array of 

possible interrelationships between theory and practice that are not necessarily or always 

resolved easily.  For Joseph Schwab, the ambiguity between theory and practice requires the 

“arts of eclectic,” a careful negotiation between the abstract and phenomenal worlds.71  Although 

Israel Scheffler allows that these discontinuities between theory and practice may not be as 

dramatic as Schwab infers,72 still, reason and common sense provide ways of sorting out the 

relationships and applications of theories and practices.  While there is not a one-to-one 

correspondence of theory and practice, and music teachers should not expect to be able to apply 

theories (and research findings) unthinkingly to their lived situations, nevertheless, imaginative 

and critical thought provide ways to interrelate them.73 

 These intersections between theory, research findings, and practical situations raise 

important normative issues concerning which theories have the most compelling claims, who 

decides which theories or research findings are to be applied, and which direction these 

applications should go, whether from practice to theory, from theory to practice, or in both 

directions.  Music education researchers have tended to think in terms of theory-driven practice.  

Even praxialism as a theory of music education is intended to drive practice.  Not enough 

attention has been given to thinking of theory as derived out of practice, or of theory and practice 

as interactive, that is, theory impacts practice as practice also impacts theory.  This more 

dialogical or interactive conception of theory and practice is yet another model that might be 

added to the growing list of models of the relationship between theory and practice and would 

highlight yet another different way of seeing research and practice.  Doing this would dignify 
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practice in ways that have not been as common in music education research as might be the case.  

Such research would need to be conceived in terms that are especially compatible with practical 

and lived situations and may need to be more phenomenological, naturalistic, existential, action-

oriented, narrative, and descriptive than has been the fashion especially in North American 

empirical research.  Still, it would have much in common with earlier educational research 

conducted in laboratory schools by John Dewey and his colleagues.74  Indeed, my understanding 

of the “child-study movement” at the turn of the twentieth century suggests that it was conceived 

as a naturalistic and descriptive endeavor rather than scientific in the positivistic sense of 

conducting research under controlled conditions as in a chemical laboratory.  And Dewey’s 

advocacy of science as an intellectual approach that needs to undergird education is best 

construed broadly in focusing on how practice informs theory as well as the other way round.75 

 

Summary 

 In sum, these paired descriptive and normative questions suggest possible lines of 

research that potentially expand, systematize, and re-direct scholarship in music education.  They 

expand the scope of music education research to include an array of institutions, aspects of music 

education, functions, and activities designed for people at all stages of the life cycle beyond 

those that are traditionally the focus of scholarly interest in music education.  They systematize 

the various elements of music education in ways that permit a more intensive investigation of 

aspects that have remained invisible or marginal to music education.  Not only do they re-direct 

scholarly activity away from a narrow preoccupation with more limited array of research 

questions toward a broad engagement with music education of all sorts but they necessitate 
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developing and utilizing a broad array of methods that are of particular importance to music 

education practice as well as theory.  By combining descriptive and empirical as well as 

normative and abstract matters, this approach acknowledges that music education by definition 

straddles theory and practice and since it is conducted as a social enterprise often in the public 

sphere, requires philosophical reflection along with empirical research.  In focusing on the 

questions at the heart of the research enterprise, it opens rather than closes possibilities of ways 

in which music education is and needs to be conducted.  It complicates the work of music 

education scholarship and offers a way of envisioning it that can be genuinely helpful to the 

practice of music education.  And the significance and richness of these questions is a source of 

hope and encouragement that scholarship in the future can be better than that in the past.     
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