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CONTEMPLATION ON MUSIC EDUCATION

Propelled by Joy

There are few things more reinforcing than recognition of one’s own accom-
plishment. And there are few activities that afford more frequent opportuni-
ties to accomplish tangible goals than learning to play an instrument or sing.

Let me begin by expressing my appreciation to Brian Meyers and the editorial
committee of Contributions to Music Education for inviting me to write this piece
for the Contemplations series. With the exception of a couple of summers in high
school, all of the jobs I've had in my life have involved either teaching or playing
music, and the past five decades have led to my asking more and more questions
about the value of what we do and how we do it. It’s a great privilege to get to share
my ideas in this issue of Contributions.

Music and music making are tightly woven into the fabric of human culture.
Every known human society engages in some form of music, but the types of typi-
cal engagement vary widely among cultures, groups, and individuals.! In many
societies, music and movement are inextricably linked, and music making in social
settings engages everyone present in active participation. Sitting quietly (or not
so quietly) and listening while others make music, or listening to recorded music
while performing other tasks, are relatively recent conventions that now pervade
many modern industrial societies.

The advent of recording devices has made music accessible in nearly every
environment in the developed world. A recent global survey of over 43,000 people
aged 16-64 from 26 countries estimated that individuals on average listen to 20
hours of music per week.? Clearly, listening to music brings pleasure to a great
many people, even those without the benefit of a formal music education.

Over the years, voices in the U.S. have disagreed about what “every child’s”
music education should comprise (i.e., what children should learn about music
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while in school), and official and unofficial music learning goals for elementary
children often include a little bit of everything—singing, dancing, playing various
instruments, improvising, composing’—with the expectation that all of this will be
accomplished in brief, infrequent music classes, a nearly impossible task in most
school music programs.

This way of thinking has led some in music education to the regrettable con-
clusion that mere exposure to music experiences is enough, and that the develop-
ment of lasting skills and confidence that persist into adulthood is the province of
only those children whose schools and families provide the wherewithal for ex-
tended time and focused instruction. This in turn has led to what some describe as
the hegemony of large ensembles in secondary schools in the U.S., where approxi-
mately 24% of children report having participated in at least one year of a music
ensemble (13% in choir, 11% in band, 2% in orchestra).*

In many places around the country, including my home state of Texas, the
technical skills demonstrated by children fortunate enough to have access to high
quality, extensive, sustained music instruction are astonishingly impressive. Stu-
dents in the top ensemble programs around here play and sing beautifully. The en-
tire enterprise of secondary-school music seems somewhat less impressive, though,
when one considers the percentage of children who participate in these ensembles
and the many children who don’t. Reasons for nonparticipation are manifold, and
include family responsibilities, money, transportation, availability of private in-
struction, and ordinary lack of interest. But perhaps the biggest reason that many
children choose not to participate is that they come to believe that they aren’t any
good at making music, a (mis)perception that many of them learn in school.

Ask adults about what subjects they’re “bad at,” and nearly everyone has an
answer at the ready. How do we learn about what we’re “bad at,” whether it’s math
or science or writing or soccer? Mostly from the experiences we have in school.

I regularly review the data on the number of children in Texas public schools
who begin instrumental music instruction in 6th grade, which is where most be-
ginning instrument instruction is situated. In the cohort who graduated from high
school in 2022, for example, over 103,000 had enrolled in beginning band when
they were 6th-graders. By the next academic year 26,000 of those 103,000 begin-
ners had quit. By 9th grade another 17,000 had quit. And by 12th grade only 24,000
were still enrolled.”

I recognize the argument that music performance “is not for everybody” and
that music participation competes with many compelling alternative activities,
both in and out of school. Yet, I wonder whether the numbers of participants are
limited by the way we teach and the demands of time we make on those who wish
to participate.

204



Robert A. Duke

Joy as a Learning Goal

I have many opportunities to observe and learn about the goings-on in schools,
in music classes and in other disciplines. I think most observers, as well as students
and teachers, will agree that everyone seems very busy right now. Yet, I don’t typi-
cally observe a level of joy that’s commensurate with all of the time, attention, and
effort that the busyness requires, perhaps because the stress created by all the busy-
ness diminishes opportunities for joy. And I'm really into joy—the joy of human
relationships, the joy of learning, the joy of being awed by the world around me
and all it contains.

Experiencing joy is not generally a passive phenomenon. You need to invest
something of yourself to experience what most of us would describe as joy. You
have to care and pay attention, and that caring has to be transduced into produc-
tive actions that lead to accomplishing goals that matter to you. Some of these
goals may be highly personal, like helping a loved one with limited capacity get
what they need. Or they may be more public, like successfully performing for an
appreciative audience a piece that you love and that you devoted time to learning.

The common feature of these paths to joy is the accomplishment of things that
matter to you. And I would argue vigorously that the most important, overarching
goal of education should be to help students learn to accomplish goals that matter
to them. This is true for every discipline and every endeavor, but it seems particu-
larly apt with regard to learning to make music.

When I'm invited to give talks about music education advocacy, I don’t talk
about purported contributions of music study to children’s academic performance,
mostly because there’s little credible data indicating that there are such benefits.* And
I don’t focus primarily on students’ learning to work together in groups and becom-
ing better listeners and team members, though these outcomes may actually be real-
ized in the course of music participation.” What I do focus on is this: there are few
human activities that vividly illustrate the relationship between the efforts you ex-
pend and what you gain from those efforts—in terms of increased capacity, a sense
of agency, and joy—like learning to play an instrument or sing. Plus, when you’re
done learning to play an instrument and sing, you can play an instrument and sing.

But if all of the music making that children experience in school requires the
presence of a conductor, a metronome, a tuner, or all three, it should come as no
surprise that many (most) children who devote a great deal of time in school learn-
ing to play or sing don’t continue to do so once school is over. The conductor’s
gone. So is the music library. And so is my bassoon.

I should point out that important progress has been made in recent years by
including more diverse music performance classes in secondary schools (e.g., gui-
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tar, mariachi, modern band), ® and these so-called alternative school music experi-
ences often develop the kinds of independence that leads to active participation
beyond school.

So how does this musical independence come about? What does it require?

Imagine a set of music learning experiences in which young musicians from
the outset are invited to practice setting reachable goals for themselves and assess
their progress in meeting those goals moment-to-moment during individual prac-
tice—experiences in which children learn to be joyful music makers, reveling in
what they are able to do right now, in this moment, rather than always in a state of
getting ready for the next-hardest thing.

This involves creating a balanced musical life in which learners not only work
on becoming musicians (i.e., practicing, struggling to meet goals set by others), but
also spend a great deal of time actually being musicians (e.g., playing or singing
alone for pleasure, performing together with family and friends).

Building Capacity and a Sense of Personal Agency

I was invited to give a talk at a conference on the arts and healing several years
ago, and it prompted me to look up then-current definitions of human well-being,
of which there were a lot. I found most of them to be either overly complicated
or overly vague, so I decided to compose my own. Here, in my view, is what well-
being requires:

More often than not and on most days, your efforts lead to rewarding out-
comes, all in a context of physical health and positive personal relationships.

Independent music practice provides tremendous opportunities to create ex-
periences in which your efforts lead to rewarding outcomes. But for this to happen,
music practice should focus not on time-spent but on goals-accomplished. And
by accomplished I don’t mean merely “better”; I mean nailing what you've set out
to master in the next couple of attempts. A great deal of systematic study by my
students, colleagues, and me have shown that this is the way that experts practice:
they set short-term goals that are reachable in the next few performance trials, and
practice sessions include multiple iterations of goal-setting and accomplishment.’
Again, not merely “getting better,” but successfully achieving small, reachable goals
multiple times during each practice session. Experts don’t practice this way be-
cause they are experts; they became experts because they practice this way.

Here is one brief example of what I'm talking about. Say a long-term practice
goal for a wind player is to learn to play two-octave major scales in 16th notes at
144 bpm. Well, if that’s not going happen today, what are some examples of the
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kinds of goals that can be accomplished today, in the next few minutes? Perhaps,
play the lowest octave of the scale in 8th notes at 96 bpm, evenly, with a beautiful
tone, in tune, and with a relaxed body. Can’t do that after three or four attempts?
OK, then, change the goal to something more doable (e.g., play the first note with
a beautiful sound, in tune, and with relaxed body). If that goal is met in several
attempts and can be repeated consistently (“Nailed it!”), then try to play the first
tetrachord at 96, evenly, maintaining a beautiful sound, in tune, and with a re-
laxed body. If that goal is met in several attempts and can be repeated consistently
(“Nailed that, too!”), time to move on and increase the difficulty and complexity of
the next goal(s). The point of this way of structuring practice is that the practicer
performs beautifully frequently, because there are small, strategically sequenced
goals that focus on the most important aspects of playing and singing (e.g., beauti-
ful tone, accurate intonation, evenness, and physical efficiency [relaxation]).

The most popular video games are designed to teach (yes, they teach skills)
just like that. If, after many minutes of game time, players seldom experience a
successful outcome, it’s doubtful they’ll continue to play. Game designers under-
stand this really well, so they design incremental goals that are achievable in the
short term. Players feel like they “nail it” often enough to keep them interested and
motivated to continue as the game presents increasingly greater challenges. This
strategic approach to goal-setting not only develops skill but also increases players’
patience and tenacity, and the frequency of success contributes to positive self-
perceptions of efficacy, agency, and well-being.

Compare the practice session above to one in which the learner never “nails”
anything consistently, and at the end of practice, the most positive thing they can
say is that what they’re doing “got better.” Weak tea indeed, and merely “better”
generates a response in the brain that’s much different than the response to “nailed
it” (i.e., actually accomplishing the goal). Learning is a process of creating and re-
fining memories, and the efficiency of procedural memory formation and refine-
ment (memories for how to do things) is increased when learners’ performance
trials match their goals precisely.

If you’ve been skillfully set up by a teacher, you can experience the accomplish-
ment of multiple goals in every practice session. All by yourself, any time you want.
In other words, music study presents ideal opportunities to imagine, clarify, and
accomplish goals. This can only happen, I suggest, if teachers share the responsibil-
ity of goal setting right from the beginning in ways that allow students to assume
increasing levels of independence in doing so."

The statement I wrote at the top of the article is worth recapitulating here:
There are few things more reinforcing than recognition of one’s own accomplish-
ment. And there are few activities that afford more frequent opportunities to ac-
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complish tangible goals than learning to play an instrument or sing. During in-
dividual practice, satisfaction comes not from being recognized by others, but by
taking pleasure in how capable you are in successfully accomplishing what you set
out to do. A joy.
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