Tasmania 

Session 1

Thank you for inviting me to come and share some music education thoughts with you. I have also really enjoyed becoming familiar with the Tasmanian Curriculum, which I think is a fabulous document to work with. It’s thorough and detailed and really well considered, exactly as a curriculum should be. And it’s logical and well sequenced. I also think the arts structure is defined enough to be an overview of all the arts and to provide a really good structure for each discipline, without compromising the integrity of any one.

So in this session I’ll have a look briefly at how all the parts come together and suggest, perhaps, just a couple of considerations for future thinking.

Let’s start at the very beginning (a very good place to start) – why we are involved in arts, and specifically, music education – a philosophical question.

The Rationale

Most people don’t pay too much attention to the rationale of a curriculum document, but they should, because if it’s well written, it is the very foundation of everything else in the document. It can be a brief statement, but it needs to pack a punch as to why we engage in arts teaching and learning – what it is about the arts – and it needs to inform everything that develops from it.

The Arts area comprises Dance, Drama, Media, Music and Visual Art. Although they have been grouped together as related forms of human understanding, each arts form has its own characteristics and body of knowledge and each makes its own distinct contribution to learning. They are often used in interrelated ways, but it is understood that the arts forms are not ‘interchangeable’ – each maintains its own integrity and there is no evidence to suggest that learning is automatically transferred between them (p. 1). 
A lovely strong statement that the arts are not interchangeable, brave in a document which is structurally designed around similarities in the arts. 

The arts are a major form of human communication and expression. They are used to explore, express and communicate ideas, feelings and experiences. Each arts form can be described as a language in its own right, being a major way of symbolically knowing and communicating experience (p. 1).
But then there’s that word ‘symbolic’ knowing. I object. I object because for me symbolism is one step removed from reality – maybe this is unfair. But I’m going to play you a piece of music now – no context, though many of you may know this music. I want you to think about what it is symbolising, or symbolic of. I also want you to describe for me the process you go through in listening to this piece of music.

SOSPIRI (Edward Elgar, performed by the Australian Chamber Orchestra on their Scenes album).

A discussion about both music as symbolic and what music elicits in and from the listener.
The next sentence is perhaps, I think, the most important. ‘It is through these ways of knowing and expressing feelings and experience that students make sense of their world’ (p. 1) How do we make sense of our world through a piece such as Sospiri? I’ll give you another example. I went to see Frank Woodley at the Melbourne Comedy Festival and he presented a lovely mono-play where the message was basically – get out there and take some risks – hey, you risk being hurt, but if you don’t, you’re not really living! A symbolic, ‘making sense of our world’, kind of experience. 

Through the arts, individuals and groups make and share meaning. The arts languages have their own conventions, codes, practices and meaning 

structures and communicate cultural contexts. It is through these ways of knowing and expressing feelings and experience that students make sense of their world (p. 1).  
But how does throwing a bunch of sounds together help us make sense of our world? I interviewed David Bridie (Not Drowning, Waving/My Friend the Chocolate Cake) the other day and he said, ‘It’s not something you can articulate’ and I think that’s true. It’s a bit like faith and love and hope – words just don’t cut it – in many respects, music is bodily, emotional, sensory, spiritual knowing as much as the cognitive stuff. It’s why neuroscientists are so interested in music. It’s a bit of a mystery. But this wonderful Tasmanian Arts statement - there’s no fear – it really is a wonderful statement – proudly recognises all of these arts qualities as essential to learning.

The arts provide a powerful context for learning across the curriculum and for making sense and deepening understanding in an holistic way, incorporating the cognitive, emotional, sensory and spiritual dimensions of the learner. The arts develop verbal and physical skills, logical and intuitive thinking, interpersonal skills and spatial, rhythmic, visual and kinaesthetic awareness (p. 1).
Music does shape our understanding of who we are:

· how many relationships are forged through shared music?

· how many memories cued by pieces of music

· how much physical, spiritual comfort, succour when we’re otherwise feeling pretty alone – through music

· how much of a life source a lifeline, a motivation for many, is music?

· how much is a composer’s identity bound up in his/her music? How does this happen? Still fascinates me.

The arts and values.

The arts are a powerful means to inform, teach, persuade and provoke thought. They 

reinforce existing ideas and values, can challenge them, or offer new ways of thinking and feeling. They can be a powerful means of bringing about change. The arts have traditionally had a vital role in shaping our understanding of ourselves as individuals and members of society, and our understanding of the world in which we live. The Arts learning area contributes to the development of core shared values in students, in particular, helping them to critically reflect, make personal meaning and show enterprise and initiative.  
Leunig speaks of the clichéd language used in the apology to Aboriginal people – a profoundly important speech in Australian history. He says, ‘Rudd needs the souls of at least 3 poets, 3 painters and 7 musicians in every dried-up department (of the Government) if he wants to write a new chapter in Australian history ‘because’, he says ‘the failure of Government in serving indigenous people well has had something to do with the failure of spirit and imagination at the level of practical detail, as if there has been some lack of feeling and emotion in the public service – a strangulation of the soul, if you like, and therefore a failure of creative imagination. The lack of passionate imagination and spiritual vitality somewhere in the system has been obvious’ (2008, p.1)

This is what the arts DO and should be doing at the very highest level of decision making and implementation – ‘shape our understanding of ourselves as individuals and members of society and our understanding of the world in which we live – shape our shared values, show enterprise and initiative.’

And how’s this for guts! ‘The Arts provide a major means of personal creativity, satisfaction and pleasure’. We may enjoy learning? What a novel concept. This paragraph is also important in talking about problem solving, experimentation and – as Leunig suggests – imagination. So a task in a different form which I’ve done with children and adults – it’s the adults who freak and the kids who go hammer and tongs. Adults are embarrassed because we are taught that imagining is for children. But every single invention by a human is the result of imagination. Imagination is what defines us as humans. We create our world. 

So, a piece of paper each. Make something – preferably useful – nothing but your hands – and, the thinking curriculum – think about the process you are going through as you work – everything, from ‘I don’t want to do this’ on. No paper planes.

Feedback (record)

And so from this and the Sospiri task we come to understand the holistic nature of arts learning so beautifully described in the last paragraph. I love this page!

But is it reflected in the learning model, because if it isn’t it ain’t worth a cent.

Teaching and Learning

The heading for your statement on learning is:

‘Learning Through the Arts’. It’s a profound statement. I’ll explain why in a moment, but just briefly if you look through this list, you’ll find that it is a true reflection of all the points in the rationale statement about what the arts are and do for people. And that’s precisely what it should do. And, again, as it should, the structure of the discipline statements is largely in keeping with this philosophy and the statement on teaching and learning. 

Through engagement in the arts students: 
• communicate ideas, feelings and beliefs  
• comprehend and respond to the ideas, feelings and beliefs of others 
• develop and communicate understandings of themselves and the world around them 
• shape thoughts on, hypothesise about, analyse, question and create representations of the world around them and lived experience 
• develop their expressive capacities to present to a wide range of audiences with 

purpose, effect and confidence  
• understand the way the arts shape opinion and action 
• consider ethical and valued ways of being and acting at a personal level in the wider 

world 
• understand that the messages an individual gleans from arts works, and their actions in response, are powerful constructors of personal and social identity 
• develop a range of aesthetic criteria to evaluate and reflect upon their own arts works and those of others.
Let’s look at music.

The heading ‘Learning Through the Arts’ I believe, turns the way music educators have long perceived their role, on its head in some ways. The neuroscientist, Oliver Sacks is so in love with music that he’s written a book about it and his musical experiences with patients. I want to read to you his understanding of music. 

What an odd thing it is to see an entire species – billions of people – playing with, listening to, meaningless tonal patterns, occupied and preoccupied for much of their time by what they call ‘music’. This, at least was one of the things about human beings that puzzled the highly cerebral alien beings, the Overlords, in Arthur C. Clarke’s novel Childhood’s End. Curiosity brings them down to the Earth’s surface to attend a concert, they listen politely, and at the end, congratulate the composer on his ‘great ingenuity’ –while still finding the entire business unintelligible. They cannot think what goes on in human beings when they make or listen to music, because nothing goes on in them. They themselves, as a species, lack music.

We may imagine the Overlords ruminating further, back in their spaceships. This things called ‘music’, they would have to concede, is in some way efficacious to humans, central to human life. Yet it has no concepts, makes no propositions; it lacks images, symbols, the stuff of language. It has no power of representation. It has no necessary relation to the world.

There are rare humans who, like the Overlords, may lack the neural apparatus for appreciating tones or melodies. But for virtually all of us, music has great power, whether or not we seek it out or think of ourselves as particularly ‘musical’. This propensity to music shows itself in infancy, is manifest and central in every culture, and probably goes back to the very beginnings of our species. Such ‘musicophilia’ is a given in human nature. It may be developed or shaped by the cultures we live in, by the circumstances of life, or by the particular gifts or weaknesses we have as individuals – but it lies so deep in human nature that one must think of it as innate …’ (Sacks, 2008, pp. ix – x).

Sacks is having an affair with music. He’s desperate to know more about what it is and how it works, how it will respond in different settings. Most music educators share his ardour for music. But this can misdirect us as teachers – as affairs so often misdirect us – we become so focussed on the medium, it can be at the expense of everything else, in this instance, the message recipients – the students we teach.

Learning through the arts, or learning through music means that music is the medium, but our students, our learners, are our focus. It means that everything we write in our rationale and our subsequent curriculum, needs to be student focussed. 

‘How can we fulfil students’ learning needs through the medium of music?’ rather than

‘What do we want students to know about music?’

I get into dreadful trouble for saying this, but it needs to be said loud and long and over and over. We are not teaching music, we are teaching people! Steve Dillon a friend who has helped enormously in shaping the direction of music education in Australia has just published a new book called Music, Meaning and Transformation: Meaningful Music Making for Life. His description is better:

Music education is shifting focus away from music as an object and process towards the meaning experienced by the student personally, socially and culturally. … The focus now needs to be on the 98% who could have music as a significant expressive force in their lives as a means of facilitating social inclusion, for mental health and well-being and to have access to the sense of belonging that community music-making can bring as a lifelong activity (Dillon, 2008, back cover).

The music standards are fantastic in providing a true sense of progression from one standard to the next and the statements before the standards and for each process, just sensational. So there are only a couple of bits that I think need some consideration in the future. Firstly in the music rationale, which obviously can’t cover the same territory as the arts rationale, but there’s one thing that music does that, well, nothing else does – and that’s connect people through sound. A demonstration. Sing ‘I jump out of bed in the morning – and as a round.’ Feeling good yeah? Here’s my favourite quote on this.

So why am I feeling like I’d rather crawl from Melbourne to

Darwin on my hands and knees than get up in front of 100

people and sing this afternoon? ...Shoulder to shoulder we stand

... watching each other’s ribs from the corners of our eyes for

that simultaneous intake of breath. ... ping – a fortissimo top

“A”. The vowel, a hard German “I” bounces off the high ceiling

and comes back at us ... . [W]e feel our bodies as bellows,

separate and yet connected by these waves of vibrato which,

without consciously trying, we have synchronised. Our ears

buzz with the strange harmonics of Mozartian triads, and we can

hardly hear which note comes from which throat. ... And it feels

so, SO good. Can we do it all over again? (Prior, 2002).

And connecting is a form of communication. It’s really important that this word finds its way into the opening music statement.

My only other thing is that I think the beautiful statements about the thinking process in music on page 120 – so important for students to know how to transfer thought into sound. This is mind-bogglingly abstract – so much so, I would suggest, that we tend not to unpack that process and sequence it as we do other musical processes. So I don’t see the thinking process as much as I think it might be there, in the actual standards. I believe it’s really important given the centrality of thinking to the overall concept of the entire Tasmanian curriculum.

My own feeling is that thinking just in musical creativity goes through these processes

Exploring and developing music ideas

· Develop music ideas from a stimulus.

· Use perception, imagination and experimentation to explore ideas and feelings in developing music concepts.

· Apply music elements, skills, techniques and processes to transform concepts into an expressive, communicative aesthetic form.

Then you have to figure out how these processes develop, from one stage to the next and you have sequential thinking outcomes or standards. I’ve included the curriculum I use at my own school and although in narrative form, I hope you can see the progression of these processes from one year level to the next.

But the overall processes and the detail applied to them in the Tasmanian Curriculum is laudable. And each concept and process is developed systematically from one standard to the next. This doesn’t always happen in such documents, but it should! Here it does. So there are many great aspects to work with and we will spend the next couple of sessions exploring how it can be used to develop your own curriculum and facilitate student learning and assessment of student learning.
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