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learning and drives the compo-
nents surrounding it. Each of the 
components interacts with the oth-
ers to create a dynamic foundation 
and driving force for the entire 
music program. 

How can quality influence each 
of these six areas? Here are some 
ideas (see the sidebar on pg. 32 for 
resources in each area).

➤Content Effective teachers 
in subject areas such as English and 
the visual arts constantly strive to 
expose students to first-rate con-
tent through study of the monu-
ments of literature and art and by 
helping students analyze these cre-
ations. Music teachers also have an 
obligation to the profession and the 
growth of each student to provide the 
highest quality literature for performance 
and listening experiences. When selecting 
music, ask yourself, “Does this literature 
have acknowledged artistic merit? Or is it 
just a product of slick promotion?” In ad-
dition, for students to be meaningfully 
engaged in today’s global society, content 
should include frequent listening experi-
ences and performance of high-quality 
musics from a range of cultures. By start-
ing with quality of content, you’ll provide 
your students with a journey well worth 
their efforts. 

lectern
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At the dawn of the twenty-first century, 
we’ve all been influenced by exponential 
technological growth, a market-driven 
culture, and test-centered education. Are 
these factors now driving our profession? 
Who’s at the wheel of music education?

The correct answer to this question 
ought to be “High-quality teachers.” 
They’re the ones who should be driving 
music education, not the market, not the 
media, not the paperwork. More than 
ever, we need teachers who not only are 
masters of content and craft but are also 
committed to placing quality at the center 
of every aspect of teaching and learning. 
By concentrating on quality, program ad-
vocacy will be strengthened, students will 
gain blue-chip experiences that will last 
beyond their school years, and these stu-
dents will be better equipped to make de-
cisions about what’s important in life and 
learning because they will have been pro-
vided with standards of excellence. 

The central concept of high-quality 
teaching can be linked to six key areas of 
instruction: 

● Content 
● Creativity 
● Communication 
● Comprehension 
● Connections 
● Character    
In the model shown in Figure 1 (see 

pg. 32), quality functions as the core of 

For teachers on all 
levels, paying more

 attention to the
 concept of quality can 

help move classes
 in the right direction

By Alfred S. Townsend

Music
Driving
Education:
Who’s at the wheel?



➤Creativity You can increase the 
creative quality of your programs by ex-
panding learning experiences in composi-
tion and improvisation. You can 
dramatically increase the creative quality 
of composition and improvisation by pro-
viding sequential instruction throughout 
the grade levels. Although time allotments 
are shrinking, try to regularly devote 
small amounts of time to these areas 
throughout K–12 general music and per-
formance ensemble settings. High-quality 
music instruction in composition and im-
provisation will help drive music educa-
tion if you view them as essential 

components of K–12 creativity, not just 
as specialty enhancements.

➤Communication Many music pro-
grams have booster clubs, newsletters, 
and Web sites that disseminate informa-
tion and provide support through fund-
raising and social events. Why not take the 
next step and use these built-in mecha-
nisms to foster communication that has 
real educational substance? Using these 
structures, you can effectively integrate 
student study with parent learning. By 
educating parents, you’ll create a power-
ful source of advocacy for your program, 

because parents will participate intimately 
and consistently as learners together with 
their children. 

Involving parents in learning with their 
children could be accomplished by dis-
tributing a quarterly information packet 
outlining the concepts and skills students 
will be studying in music class and per-
forming ensembles, along with suggested 
listening and other resources. The packet 
could also include short, self-scored quiz-
zes for parents to take with their children 
in a spirit of friendly competition. In ad-
dition, it could feature sections such as 
“Beyond the Melody: What to Listen for 
at Our Concerts” and “How to Practice 
Your Instrument,” or musical games for 
the home tied to classroom study and In-
ternet resources for enrichment. You 
could even provide certificates of achieve-
ment as the parent and student complete 
sections of these home packets. 

As with all areas of communication, ef-
fective bonds between school and home 
will be forged if you provide information 
early and often, and if communication is a 
two-way street. Parent and student feed-
back are essential to program growth. 
Conducting surveys at the beginning and 
end of each school year encourages feed-
back, providing parents and students with 
the opportunity to comment on any and 
all areas of the program. High-quality 
communication will occur if you strive to 
move beyond mere public relations and 
invite parents to take the musical journey 
along with you.

➤Comprehension How do you 
know if your students comprehend what 
you are teaching? Carefully design assess-
ment strategies and link them to scoring 
guides that provide students, parents, and 
school officials with specific reasons for 
your evaluation of student achievement. 
The use of such assessments will help 
identify areas for improvement, which 
could raise achievement levels and engen-
der positive student growth. The informa-
tion obtained from using these assessment 
tools will gain meaning if used to modify 
curriculum to align with national and 
state standards, match instruction to stu-
dent abilities, and more effectively ad-
dress the needs of a diverse student body 
and community expectations. 

The quality of comprehension can be 
deepened by consistently checking for 
understanding and by encouraging stu-
dents to discuss what they are doing. This 
immediate student feedback will rein-
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force learning, keep students on task, and 
help them gain ownership of what they 
are studying. Assessment approaches need 
not be complex and time-consuming; 
they just have to provide parents and stu-
dents with timely and clearly articulated 
reasons for the grades given. 

By providing parents and students with 
clear expectations for each achievement 
level, giving students the necessary tools 
for meeting these expectations, and using 
assessments to effect program change, 
teachers lay the groundwork for authentic 
quality in comprehension.

 
➤Connections Connections be-
tween concepts can grow if we lift our 
eyes above mere skills development within 
our own specialty area and look toward 
building on each other’s successes. Your 
programs will surely benefit if students 
experience the study of concepts and skills 
that are interconnected and in line with 
the National Standards for Music Educa-
tion. Consider the heightened quality of 
learning if your study of performance lit-
erature were linked to concepts studied in 
other subject areas, including general mu-
sic. While this approach takes cooperation 
and effort, the potential for a vastly stron-
ger music program is worth it.

You can deepen your students’ educa-
tion by connecting to the cultures in your 
community. Meaningful integration of 
study with a range of world musics and 
cultures also enhances connections. How-
ever, meaningful integration doesn’t mean 
just setting a familiar tune to a salsa beat, 
but rather linking cultural study with per-
formances of world musics that strive for 
authenticity. A good place to start is with 
the cultures represented by your students. 

One band director connected his stu-

dents with a range of cultures by using the 
theme “Around the World in 180 Days.”  
With the Internet, he discovered that it 
was easy to connect with composers from 
around the world, who were willing to 
provide recordings and compositions for 
his use. Connecting all components of the 
K–12 curriculum with each other and 
with world culture can provide students 
with superb educational and artistic expe-
riences that will enrich their lives and 
carry on beyond their school years.

➤Character This component should 
permeate all the others, for without char-
acter, we produce self-absorbed students 
disengaged from society. Infuse your 
teaching with responsibility, respect, lead-
ership, cooperation, compassion, integri-
ty, loyalty, and service. Your music 
program will benefit in the long run from 
students who will contribute positively as 
artist-citizens of a global society. To help 
your students develop character,
● Make it clear through all your words 
and deeds that character counts and that 
their commitment to excellence in this 
area is expected and appreciated. 
● Never ask your students to work harder 
on their character than you are willing to 
work on your own. 
● Consistently create a culture of charac-
ter in which everyone always treats each 
other with respect and dignity. 

The field of music education is tailor-
made to build character. After all, as mu-
sic teachers, you’re dealing with a central 
aspect of the human spirit. Certainly, 
quality of character should be an essential 
component to consider when developing 
aesthetic experiences for your students 
that lift them beyond the ordinary. 

Teachers who are committed to pro-
viding comprehensive programs to meet 
the needs of a complex world should be 
the ones driving music education. To do 

otherwise would invite the market 
and other external forces to take 
the wheel. Unless you are content 
to allow music education to ride 
in the back seat, you must become 
an expert driver of quality. Only 

then will you and your students be 
able to arrive at a meaningful desti-

nation of depth, discernment, and 
fulfillment. 

Alfred S. Townsend is the F. Ludwig 
Diehn associate professor of instrumental 

music education at Old Dominion University 
in Norfolk, Virginia.
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