
Music Education…for all the wrong reasons!
I’m about to celebrate my 30th college reunion and, with the rest of my formal education receding ever farther in the rear-view mirror of life, the specifics are harder and harder to recall.  How do you notate a quadratic equation?  What was the Diet of Würms?  (And even more arcane questions that prove my age just as surely as does my driver’s license – “how do you use a slide rule?” comes to mind.)  One thing I do remember, though, is how central music was to my education, almost from the outset.
General music class from Kindergarten on…a piano in the classroom, and the music teacher wheeling in her cart, filled with singing books and percussion instruments.  Elementary school chorus, and my first public solo, as the boy soprano who sang the role of the Sandman in what I suspect was a highly simplified version of Humperdinck’s opera Hansel and Gretel.  (My highly promising singing career ended abruptly when my voice changed…but I digress.)  Piano lessons.  School instrumental instruction beginning in 5th grade (I ended up playing clarinet.  I wanted to play the trumpet, as my father had, but had such a bad overbite that I couldn’t make a sound…good or bad…on it).  High school band.  Orchestra.  Jazz band.  Chorus.  Barbershop quartet.  The school musical.  School band tours…great times performing around the country with very talented young people who “got” me, they were my social network – the people I hung out with.
It’s always tempting to look back rosily at “the good old days,” but the enriched curriculum I describe wasn’t any sort of special, Julliard-prep, professionally-directed education.  I went to a public school in upstate New York.  My father, my mother, and almost every parent I knew worked for IBM.  It was the dawn of the computer age.  Kids in my neighborhood weren’t expected to go to Julliard or Eastman.  They were expected to go to RPI, MIT, Carnegie Mellon.  Princeton in mathematics.  Harvard business school.  I was the weird one, as it turned out.

The strange thing about all this is not how some kid from Poughkeepsie, New York managed to find all these musical opportunities…the strange thing is how very normal my educational path seemed at the time.  Music wasn’t a required, core-curricular sort of track.  That was reserved for math, English, science, history.  It was apparently taken for granted, though, by most parents and administrators, that music and similar pursuits were an important part of a well-rounded education.  Americans were convinced that they were educating a population worthy of the greatest nation in the world, and that subjects like music were an essential part of that education.  For greatest generation Americans like my dad, who scraped through the Great Depression and fought a very real and present danger in World War II, what they were able to provide their kids educationally had enormous weight.  My parents didn’t offer me a piano and lessons when I was seven because they hoped I would gain an advantage over my peers in spatial-temporal aptitude or ace my math SATs years later…they told me that it was something everyone should have a chance to experience, and that they would have loved to, had their families’ financial circumstances permitted purchase of an instrument or lessons.  In the selfish, present-tense world of a seven year-old, that didn’t make much of an impression on me.  Now, with children of my own, and some understanding of the desire to give one’s children the best things in life, it resonates strongly.
I suspect my story wasn’t unique in America in the 60s and 70s.  Over the last thirty years, though, our focus and emphases in education have shifted rather sharply.  Schools faced tough choices in the 80s…student populations dipped at the end of the baby boom, and tax bases shrank.  Schools responded by jettisoning school programs thought to be “non-essential.”
Sometime in the 90s, in the wake of really sound empirical data that showed American students falling behind their peers in other countries by almost every measurable parameter, educational priorities shifted once again.  We were in danger of becoming a “second world” country, educationally.  Where were the American creative thinkers and leaders of tomorrow to come from, if not from our school systems?  Then, in this past decade, No Child Left Behind…charter schools, magnet schools, and a curricular return to the basics (“readin’, writin’, and ‘rithmatic”…just like it was when my grandmother was in school).  Stringent standardized tests were employed to measure school’s (and student’s) progress.  “Teaching to the test” became the standard, as teachers realized that they would be judged solely on these supposedly objective measures of their student’s accomplishments and, by extension, their own competence.
It’s too early to tell how, in the long run, these measures have fared.  Studies still show our students as less prepared for advanced study than their peers in the countries we would consider comparable.  And it’s still hard to tell if higher scores on standardized tests show an increase in the student population’s ability to use math and literacy tools creatively to solve problems, or just a renewed focus on regurgitating information without really thinking about it.  One thing, though, seems clear…instruction in music and the arts appears to have very little place in our new millennium’s educational priorities.
For the last two decades, arts educators and advocacy groups have fought back in the only way they knew how.  If literacy and math skills are the only educational benchmarks worth measuring, they reasoned, then we need to show everyone that arts education has a positive effect on those skill sets.  Fortunately, studies started coming out in the early 90s which seemed to show a promising correlation…it was the dawn of the Mozart Effect era, and parents started feeding their 3-month olds steady diets of cleverly repackaged Mozart piano concerto recordings in the hope of squeezing out a few extra IQ points.
Studies among student populations tended to focus on four areas, attempting to demonstrate correlation between the study of music and…

Spatial/temporal reasoning…the ability to visualize spatial patterns and mentally manipulate them over a time-ordered sequence, the kind of thinking associated with architecture, engineering, and advanced mathematics
Achievement in math

Achievement in reading

Reinforcement of social-emotional or behavioral objectives…in other words, that involvement in an arts environment in school produces students who are good citizens in the school community.
“This is great!” we all said to ourselves.  “We no longer have to couch the advantages of arts education in the soft, squishy, imprecise terms of subjective value.  We can compete in the forum of Objective Value, in a world which measures accomplishment by precise metrics.  We can put a number on it!”

There is still solid empirical evidence that immersion in the arts, and specifically music, has a positive effect on all of the above parameters.  Studies on preschool populations in California showed huge gains in spatial temporal reasoning ability among 3 to 5 year olds exposed to an intensive music curriculum as opposed to a control group -- though these gains seem to have quickly evaporated when the two groups were merged back together and the intensive curriculum was terminated.  Study after study shows a positive correlation between arts immersion and nearly everything…dropout rates, discipline and recidivism problems, math SAT scores…you name it. 

But none of these studies was the real smoking gun we would have liked to have pointed to…long-term gains are hard to quantify, since these studies deal with children and not lab rats.  Critics pointed out that the very significant gains measured among preschool children evaporated when they were merged back into the general population (I’ve always had trouble with this one…sort of like taking a group, feeding them significantly better food, noting the positive differences in health, and then dismissing those benefits because they disappeared when you returned them to the bad diet.  The solution, I would think, would lie in keeping them on the good diet…but what do I know of research?).  One of the most pervasive problems, yet to be solved, with testing older student populations for achievement is the old “chicken or egg” conundrum.  Simply put…high school students involved in music do perform significantly better on their SATs than those who are not.  Is this because of their musical involvement?  Does music make you smarter, or are smarter students drawn to music?
The Baby Einstein people settled a lawsuit recently, in which they had to admit that there was no proof that exposing your baby to TV images of three dimensional objects moving through space accompanied by the music of Bach…makes your baby one iota smarter.  All of us involved in the arts realize intuitively that the arts have made us better…better students, better teachers, better parents.  But it’s time to stop wasting our resources, and cheapening our art form, by trying to justify its existence solely on its effect on test scores in another discipline, and solely as a one-way street.  We live in an age of studies, statistics, and standardized testing…and they have their place, but we must not fall into the trap of assuming that every positive influence can be accurately measured through them.  That would be a tragic and un-nuanced way in which to look at the world.
I’m here today to tell you that I am prepared (after mouthing the party line for more years than I care to admit) to stand up and declare that education in music and the arts is essential, and a right for all of our young people…FOR ALL THE WRONG REASONS.  I promise to never quote data from a research project again when telling people why the arts are important.  The kind of people who live and die by quantifiable metrics won’t approve of my change in approach, but then, they won’t get it, anyway…because music is essential for reasons that are the polar opposite of everything that can be measured on the MCAS.
STUDYING MUSIC TEACHES SELF-DISCIPLINE…from the earliest stages on, the study of a musical instrument is about making yourself the best “you” possible.  Talent is meaningless without application and, at every level, a student learning an instrument is asked for a degree of focus and sacrifice not found among his or her peers.  This is true for the 5 year-old spending half an hour seated at the piano while her friends are outside playing and for the serious 17 year-old musician spending three or four hours a day, on top of the normal expectations of school.  It’s difficult, and it requires hard work and prioritization.  In a society addicted to quick fixes, what a refreshing lesson to learn!
STUDYING MUSIC TEACHES COOPERATION AND COMMUNITY DYNAMICS…for me, playing in ensembles in school was really when the light when on.  Playing in an ensemble, large or small, teaches a student how to merge their own personality into a successful group enterprise…when to lead, when to follow, when one’s role is supportive, when the music demands that one take the lead and be supported by others, and how to tell the difference.  How to listen to those in charge, but also how to express your own artistry in a collective context.  Compromise.  Social grace.  Community.  In real time, and in the flesh.  In a society in which a perilous number of our transactions…dating, education, playtime for our children…involve a mouse, a screen, and not one bit of true human interaction, what a wonderful reminder that the human is, after all, a social animal.

STUDYING MUSIC TEACHES GRAY AREA DECISION-MAKING…most decisions one makes as a musician are not quantifiable…they are at their core subjective and contextual.  Performance at a high level involves constant merging of left- and right-brain thinking.  Relative importance of a musical line, how fast, how loud, high point of the phrase…for none of these parameters can a student’s prowess be measured on a multiple choice test.  Guess what…very few high-level leadership questions, questions which require judgment and creativity, can be answered a/b/c/or d, either.

STUDYING MUSIC TEACHES INTERDISCIPLINARY THINKING…Leonard Bernstein said of his discovery of music: “It was an initiation into the love of learning, of learning how to learn…as a matter of interdisciplinary cognition – that is, learning to know something by its relation to something else.”  In my years as a musician, I have used fractions as a seven year-old trying to understand sixteenth notes, and golden mean proportionality in studying Bartok’s musical forms.  I have understood simple poetic metric schemes while singing nursery rhymes, and had to decode the second part of Faust while working through Mahler.  Private instruction and simple experience gave me impromptu science classes in the physics of sound and contexted world history in the art produced by people who were there.  The tragedy of No Child Left Behind might be that it could just as easily be called No Child Forges Ahead.  High level thinkers don’t learn math and literacy in a vacuum…they develop these disciplines as tools that they can manipulate with ease to solve problems that would never show up on a standardized test.  Teaching to the test and, more to the point, learning to the test, is guaranteed to produce graduates with adequate tools to follow directions.  Where is the creative and independent thinking we so desperately need going to come from?
STUDYING MUSIC GIVES STUDENTS PRIDE IN ACCOMPLISHMENT, A SENSE OF BELONGING BASED ON A POSITIVE MUTUAL GOAL, AND A LIFELONG  EMOTIONAL OUTLET  AND CAPACITY FOR CREATIVE EXPRESSION…Teenage alienation.  Cliques.  Bullying.  I would never be so bold as to suggest that the Columbines of the world can be prevented by a strong band program, but…?  Nonetheless, it seems clear that most of us are concerned about the students we are sending out into the world…not just in terms of their ability to compete academically, but in terms of the type of people they are.  Allowing a student the opportunity to express themselves musically gives him or her a sense of accomplishment and ownership that can’t be taken away.  It also gives them a potentially lifelong capacity for emotional expression and release.  The goal of music education is not to turn out more professional musicians, any more than the goal of high school and college sports is to turn out more NFL players.  The goal of exposure to music is to produce cultured, well-rounded, expressive individuals who can benefit from a lifetime of connection with the arts, whether as active participants or as receptors.  Maybe the goal is to turn out people like my father-in-law, who has a PhD in biomechanical engineering.  As someone who is a professional musician, I am in awe, and a little bit jealous, of someone who goes to the piano and plays for himself late into the night when confronted with a problem he can’t solve.  When he’s happy…he plays piano.  When he’s sad…he plays piano.  He has an outlet, a voice, a method of communing with the inexpressible.
STUDYING MUSIC AND THE ARTS MAKES LIFE FUN, MAKES SCHOOL FUN, AND MAKES LEARNING…EVEN LEARNING MATH AND LITERACY…FUN.  My seven year-old son is fortunate enough to go to a great public school, with many opportunities for creative exploration.  I sat at the dinner table with him two nights ago, and asked him how he would feel about a scholastic program where all he studied all day was math and reading.  He thought in silence for a while, and then said “I bet kids who go to that kind of school end up dumb (his term, not mine).”  I asked him why, and he replied “Because, if that was all I studied all day in school, I would be so bored that I wouldn’t want to learn any more.”  Out of the mouths of babes….
These are a few of my reasons for knowing that education in the arts and in music is essential to producing the kind of people we as a society would like to produce.  I don’t think one of them is quantifiable, and I don’t think any of them can be proved with a study.  But I know they are true.  We can continue to pretend that the QUALITIES that we value in a member of the human community are measurable as QUANTITIES, or we can embrace a holistic approach to our children’s, and our society’s, successful future.
I’d like to close with quotes from two great thinkers – the first an 8th grader in a Wisconsin public school, the second Friedrich Nietzsche.  The 8th grader wrote: “Life without music is like fasting for a teen – boring, painful, and dull.  Every morning I wake up to music filling my dreams until I realize that the wonderful melody is coming from my alarm telling me to get going.  That’s not the only place where this wonderful gift fits into my day.  Several minutes later, I take a shower with the radio cranked, but unfortunately my voice doesn’t flow to the song as well.  In the car ride to school, again music and again I sing (too bad for my neighbors!).  To make school worth living, there’s band – a time to let the mind wander, a time to relax and put my music skills to the test.  Thankfully I play better than I sing!  Besides my music life, think about yours.  Your cell phone goes off and what do you hear…music.  A parade with the melodious sounds, but then it’s taken away and the parade comes to a rest.  Without the joy of music, there’s no point in life, unless life to you is no sound at all.”

Nietzsche wrote, more succinctly…”Without music, life would be a mistake.”

Thank you.
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