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What Is Music Literacy?

What Is Music Literacy? attempts to redefine music literacy with a more expansive meaning than is commonly in use, and to articulate the potential impact of these ideas on music teaching practice.

The notion of music literacy has involved the ability to read and write music scores. However, this understanding does not extend theory to identify all music texts, nor to offer a thorough treatment of what impact an expanded notion of music literacy might have on music instruction in the classroom and in ensembles. This book provides a formal, expansive redefinition of music literacy.

The author offers practical ideas for attending more effectively to music literacy in classroom instruction. The book highlights common elements in the music classroom: the music score, the conductor, surrounding ensemble members, the musical model, the musical instrument, and presentations/recordings. It also describes four orientations that correspond to the National Core Music Standards (2014) and that characterize humans’ interactions with music: creator, performer, responder, and connector.

What Is Music Literacy? uses these orientations, along with a focus on authentic music texts and literacies, to present literacy-based guidelines for music education along with numerous vignettes that describe actual literacy instructional events.

Paul Broomhead is Professor and Choral Education coordinator at Brigham Young University.
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Preface

One month into their new major, 30 music education students are a bit perplexed by a task I have given them. I instructed them to each think of three “resources” for musical meaning making that students encounter in a typical ensemble rehearsal. I explain: “We’ve spent the last month discussing why musical meaning is so important for your future students. Your goal will always be to maximize the creation of this musical meaning. What musical resources will your ensemble members encounter in your class to help them create this meaning?” One student ventures a response, “You mean, like their instruments?” I say, “Yeah, there’s one. If instruments didn’t help students make musical meaning, we wouldn’t have students play them. Now, come up with three more resources in the ensemble setting that could provide musical meaning.”

By the end of the discussion, my students have identified music scores, conducting gestures of the teacher, modeling done by the teacher, surrounding sounds of the ensemble, and recordings played by the teacher as resources for musical meaning making. We talk about what might be going on inside students’ heads and bodies as they negotiate these resources for meaning. I ask, “Is decoding necessary to get the meaning available in these interactions?” Students affirm that, yes, decoding is necessary.

“How about interpreting?”

“Yes.”

“Applying?”

“Yes.”

“Synthesizing? Analyzing? Evaluating? Situating?”

“Yes, yes, yes, and yes.”

“Are these mental processes more complex or less complex than, say, reading a traditional word paragraph?” There is a little discussion about this. Students feel like some interactions are simpler, some are about the same, and many seem far more complex than reading a traditional paragraph. “Hmmm. Do you think literacy might be involved?” Responses overwhelmingly boil down to, “Of course!”

This conversation represents a major change in the way I have come to understand music literacy. The impact of this change has reached a little farther in my thinking about music education than I expected. As I began my study of music literacy, I intended only to substantiate the notion that reading music was every bit as legitimate as a literacy endeavor as was reading words. I didn’t expect this study to change the way I viewed music instruction as a whole. I also did not expect to become equipped to deal more purposefully with literacy mandates. I definitely did not anticipate the unity that I now celebrate with the world of general literacy—provided certain understandings of both music literacy and general literacy.



Goal

The purpose of this book is to present ideas resulting from my study of music literacy as they unfolded for me. Although the ideas are theoretical initially, the book is primarily practical. I do not deeply explore the cognitive processes of meaning making, nor do I delve into the subject philosophically. I simply articulate some new notions of music literacy, explain them, and then immediately pursue the question of what these ideas have to do with the daily lives of music educators. Half of the book is dedicated to the specifics of what classroom instruction might look like as influenced by these ideas. After three introductory and theoretical chapters, there are 24 vignettes in Chapters 4 through 7 that are given as practical examples of how the literacy ideas in this book may be applied in the classroom. They are not ready-made lesson plans; they are snapshots of instruction, yet they provide enough detail that they could easily be duplicated by teachers if desired.

This book is primarily for music professors, collegiate music students, and K–12 music teachers. I also feel that literary specialists who sincerely want to understand how literacy is addressed in music classes should become acquainted with the ideas in this book. Many conversations between literacy specialists and content teachers are characterized by a search for common ground. This book takes such efforts a step further by employing definitions that actuate identical goals between general and music literacy. Literacy specialists who understand these ideas can assume an effective supporting role for music teachers by helping them reframe good music teaching in terms of literacy.





Readership



For Music Professors

This book is not designed as a textbook but will be effective as a supplemental text for a methods course, either at the graduate or the undergraduate level. It nurtures a common understanding of music literacy among present and future music educators. This book is a valuable resource for any study of music education standards. Chapters 4 through 7 are in-depth examinations of four orientations toward music interactions that parallel the four overarching processes from the United States’ music standards, which closely parallel other sets of standards from many different countries.






For Collegiate Music Students

Undergraduate students are preparing to teach music within a framework of standards. This book offers a clarifying lens through which to look at music education standards. All practice is guided by assumptions, whether the practitioner is overtly aware of them or not. This book offers a relatively concise exposition of proposed assumptions guiding music instruction (through a lens of music literacy) and also provides numerous and detailed practical examples of such instruction.





For K–12 Music Teachers

School music teachers are the lifeblood of music education, dedicating their lives to the enrichment of school-age children each day through musical experiences. No group has more potential to enhance musical meaning making in children. The ideas and vignettes in this book can stimulate greater richness and purpose in music instruction. Furthermore, no group is more directly affected by literacy mandates. Teachers often must provide evidence of literacy learning. This book has the potential to transform this activity by clarifying both general and music literacy in fundamental ways to achieve compatibility without compromising music instruction.
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1
Introduction

What is “music literacy”? When this term is used in music education, to what skills, understandings, and interactions does it refer? Do students engage in music literacy primarily when they read music scores? Is literacy involved in other performance skills such as playing with good tone, following a conductor, or blending with other musicians? How about listening to and thinking about music? Does musical creativity require special literacies?

Why ask such questions? Music literacy is already a common term in music education, and it enjoys a place of prominence in music instruction, promoting diligence in addressing skills that create independence. Why trouble current conceptions of music literacy? A preliminary answer is that the process of rethinking music literacy has the potential to influence not only understandings of music literacy but also of what comprises a music education and of how music may be taught—two of the most fundamental questions in music education. In this book, I offer a lens through which to look at music education as a whole: a reimagined lens of music literacy. This lens invites music teachers to reframe much of what they already do, and it invites them to consider ways of becoming even better at teaching music.

As background, I share what captured my attention and fueled my journey in the rethinking of music literacy. For many years, music education students at the institution where I teach were required to complete a literacy packet as part of their student teaching. This packet involved various activities focused on reading and writing in the most traditional sense, meaning that the activities were focused on words. Students were required to complete professional readings, compile and teach lists of vocabulary, assess reading-difficulty of classroom texts, and a few other assignments addressing traditional literacy. Although I valued the activities, I regarded them as a departure from our central purposes in music education. I wanted students to learn to teach music, not language. I also felt some resentment about the fact that music reading was not considered literacy in the context of the literacy packet. What was so different about reading notation versus reading words? I felt that the imposition of traditional word literacy coursework during student teaching was not warranted.

Around this time, an institution-wide literacy study group was formed with the purpose of revising our institution’s literacy requirements across all disciplines. I determined to attend this group in order to try and protect music education from further intrusions by literacy experts who valued words over music. It so happened that the facilitator, far from trying to dictate what literacy meant for all disciplines, was actually quite interested in learning about individual disciplines and exploring what literacy meant to each of them. The opportunity to teach an open-minded literacy scholar about music literacy was energizing and I enthusiastically engaged with this group.

An amazing thing happened. In the course of reading works of literacy scholars, thinking deeply about music literacy, and engaging in meaningful conversations with this facilitator and with teacher educators from other disciplines, my views on music literacy transformed. Music literacy came to include more far more than I previously had imagined. Initially, the purpose of my involvement in the study group was simply to protect the music education program at our school from requirements that interfered with music teaching. What developed were notions regarding music literacy that, I felt, deepened the focus on central interactions with music instead of distracting from them.

A resolute dedication to music education goals has motivated my rethinking of music literacy from the beginning. For many years, I have had the duty of selecting students to be admitted to the music education major at my university. I have read nearly one thousand essays on the topic, “Why I want to be a music teacher.” One pervading theme has been that prospective teachers want to teach in order to share with others some profound effect that music has had in their lives.

For millennia, philosophers have undertaken to explain the nature of music and its value to humans. Despite truly disparate explanations, all seem to agree on one thing: music interactions are significant to humans. This is an operating assumption for this book. Those who have been deeply involved in music can relate to this claim in a very personal way, and those who have chosen to teach music consider the goals of music education to be vital. These goals must not be seen as subordinate in any way to any other sets of goals found in traditional realms of education. Because of their importance, music education goals warrant great attention in terms of what they are and how they should be taught.

Rethinking music literacy has the potential to address this pursuit. In my work with the literacy study group, I found that music education goals as a whole may be understood in terms of music literacy. Before I outline the specifics of these notions, I will provide a more complete backdrop by addressing several questions. Exactly what are the goals of music education that are so important? What is the relationship between these goals and literacy? Why is this rethinking of music literacy really needed? Aren’t current notions of music literacy adequate? Finally, is the imposition of traditional literacy on music classrooms really such a big deal?




What Are the Goals of Music Education?

Some of the richest aspects of my life have been the diverse ways in which I have interacted with music. I played violin in my early years and participated in various youth orchestras. In adolescence, I began playing the bass guitar in a rock band and singing in choir at school. I sang solo art songs and participated in barbershop and choral jazz ensembles along with traditional choral ensembles. As a young adult, I composed pop songs and learned to play the piano well enough to perform the songs. Often when I traveled alone in the car I passed the time improvising long scat solos, alternating that with beat boxing and often and combining the two. Such improvising could go on for 30 minutes at a time! In the many years since, I have studied music formally and continued to participate in many classical ensembles, and I have also continued to sing and play in a rock band. In my formal studies and in my free time I have searched out many diverse types of music from all over the globe where I have found much meaning.

As a professor of music education, I have enjoyed reflecting on these experiences in a theoretical light. I would characterize my experiences as somewhat broad and certainly deep, but by no means complete. With my increasing awareness of the vast diversity in music(s) and ways of interacting with it, I recognize the narrowness of my experiences and am strongly motivated to continue to expand them in terms of diversity. Additionally, I do not consider myself particularly creative as a musician. I need to pursue more frequent interactions that require musical imagination. Despite these deficiencies, words are inadequate to express my sense of fulfillment in the breadth and depth of interactions with music that have been mine, and I look forward to the many diverse and deep experiences that are ahead.

Because I have had such rich opportunities to gain meaning through interactions with music, I have, in times past, thought of music education goals simply as anything that helps students interact with music in meaningful ways. I did not distinguish between types of meaning. But, it is not quite that simple. If I play trombone well and have meaningful experiences in a big band, have I experienced the same meaning as a composer who has given material shape to thoughts, feelings, or artistic impulses in the form of sound? Is meaning that is made through watching an inspired performance identical to the meaning made through participating in a drum circle? Of course not! The color, depth, variety, and nature of music interactions are incredibly diverse. Not only is there much contrast in music meanings, there no two meanings that are exactly alike. Since the meanings that are available are so varied, rich, and deeply important to human beings, it seems absolutely necessary to seek out as many different kinds of meaning as possible and to pursue as many ways as possible of accessing that meaning.

One of the ways we access musical meaning is to orient ourselves toward the types of meaning we seek. If we seek meaning related to musical creativity, we must orient ourselves as creators and seek to develop our abilities within that orientation. If we seek meaning from deep responses to diverse music(s), we must orient ourselves as responders (or listeners) and seek to develop our abilities within that orientation. The same is true of performing and thinking about music.

In 1994, the United States’ Music Educators National Conference published nine standards in the form of descriptions of musical activities and skills.



	Singing, alone and with others, a varied repertoire of music.

	Performing on instruments, alone and with others, a varied repertoire of music.

	Improvising melodies, variations, and accompaniments.

	Composing and arranging music within specified guidelines.

	Reading and notating music.

	Listening to, analyzing, and describing music.

	Evaluating music and music performances.

	Understanding relationships between music, the other arts, and disciplines outside the arts.

	Understanding music in relation to history and culture.



(Music Educators National Conference, 1994, pp. 26–27)



These standards may be grouped into four types of orientations: performer, creator, listener, and thinker. “Singing,” “performing on instruments,” and “reading” (standards 1, 2, and 5) may be seen as addressing a performer orientation; “improvising,” and “composing” (3 and 4) address a creator orientation; “listening to” and “evaluating music” (6 and 7) address a listener orientation; and “understanding relationships,” and “history and culture” (8 and 9) address a thinking orientation.

New national standards for music in the U.S. were published in 2014. These “National Core Music Standards” (National Coalition for Core Arts Standards/National Association for Music Education) group music education goals into the broad processes of creating, performing, responding, and connecting. These new labels correspond quite directly to the orientations that I identified in the 1994 standards. While they are called “processes” in these standards, I continue to think of them as “orientations,” allowing them to be distinguished in conversation from the more specific processes that serve meaning making within the overarching processes (or, orientations).

Specific processes in the new national standards include imagining, planning, evaluating, presenting, selecting, analyzing, interpreting, rehearsing, synthesizing, and relating, among others. Each of these is listed in reference to one of the four overarching processes (orientations). These four areas strongly resemble other sets of music standards across the world, as found in a study of the standards of 13 different countries (College Board, National Coalition for Core Arts Standards, 2013). These areas (creating, performing, responding, and connecting), along with specific skills and understandings associated with each, may be seen as generally constituting the central goals of music education in the United States and in many other countries.

It is not my purpose to rally support for the United States’ National Core Music Standards or any other particular set of standards. I refer to them here because (1) they represent a consensus among many music educators regarding the goals of music education, and (2) the processes, or, orientations, provide a broad structure for describing music education and the vast variety of interactions that are potentially involved in such an education.





How Music Education Goals Relate to Literacy

Music education scholars who have written about comprehensiveness in music education have sometimes described a wide range of musical interactions as music literacy. For example, Levinson (1990) used the term musical literacy to describe the ability of the “comprehending listener” to engage in meaningful listening experiences (p. 19). Leonhard (1999) used the term music literacy to describe capabilities in performing, listening, composing, and improvising. Gordon (1993) stated that “music literacy includes the abilities to listen, perform, read, and write with comprehension” (p. 41). Barrett (1997) stated, “It is clear that any definition of ‘musical literacy’ must encompass the capacity to engage in a range of musical processes and practices beyond those embedded in notation” (p. 43). She later clarified that these processes and practices included composing and arranging, conducting, improvising, and performing (p. 44).

In these statements, the terms “listener,” “performing,” “composing,” “improvising,” and “with comprehension” stand out for their similarity to the orientations associated with the central goals of music education. In these quotations, they are used as examples of musical literacy. It appears that these scholars have long understood most, if not all, of music education’s activities in terms of music literacy.

These ideas are reflected in a prominent way in the 2014 National Core Arts Standards (NAfME). The opening words on the standards page of the NAfME website are:



The 2014 Music Standards are all about Music Literacy. The standards, written by teachers, teacher educators, and supervisors, emphasize conceptual understanding in areas that reflect the actual processes in which musicians engage. The standards cultivate a student’s ability to carry out the three Artistic Processes of Creating, Performing, and Responding.




Clearly, leaders in music education in the United States consider these processes to fit under the heading of music literacy. The NAfME statement suggests that music literacy comprises conceptual understandings that accompany artistic engagements, thus cultivating the “ability to carry out” the processes. Can it be said, then, that music literacy is simply a measure of all skills and understandings involved in musical interactions? If so, why invoke the term “literacy”? What is it about engaging in artistic processes that requires literacy as opposed to just skills and understandings?

A particular view of literacy offers insight into this question. In an expansion of literacy conceptions, Gee (1996) describes what he terms (big D) Discourse as ways of thinking, knowing, acting, interacting (and so on) that are required in order to identify with and function appropriately within a community. The ability to function in a primary Discourse is attained simply by growing up in a certain environment and consists of such things as one’s native language and heritage.

Secondary Discourses are associated with communities outside this immediate environment. I can choose to adopt basketball, for example, as a community with which I wish to identify. In order to develop the ability to function within this community and belong to it, I must be skilled at playing basketball. I must also know the formal rules, recognize social cues at pick-up games, be able to achieve mind sets for dealing with competitive situations, be familiar with current facts about competitive teams, and much more. Taken together, these ways of thinking, knowing, acting, interacting, etc. make up a Discourse—a way that members of that community interact within the world of basketball. The same may be said of participating in music.

There are ways of thinking, knowing, acting, and interacting that comprise the Discourse of music participation. Knowing how to function appropriately within a Discourse is literacy (Gee, 1996). A preliminary view of music literacy, then, may be to think of it as a measure of command of the ways of thinking, knowing, and acting required to belong to the music community; music literacy is fluency in music Discourse.





The Need to Rethink Music Literacy

Given the broad central goals of music education and the writings of music education scholars, one might expect to see broad notions of music literacy prevailing in music education. This does not seem to be the case. My interactions with countless music practitioners suggest that the most accepted usage of this term revolves around the reading and writing of music notation. This includes performing it, dictating it, analyzing it, and anything else that focuses on elements of a music score.

Although I am clearly moving toward a broad definition of music literacy, I believe that the notation-focused usage has been valuable as teachers have pressed forward with the message to go beyond rote learning and help students achieve musical independence. Music education professionals have developed excellent techniques for addressing this type of music literacy—to their immense credit and to the great benefit of many music students. This notation-focused usage is quite common in music education writings and may indeed represent the best way to engage in conversations regarding score reading skills (Bartle, 2003; Cassidy, 1993; Collins, 1999; Dell & Baugh, 2016; Demorest, 1998; Elkoshi, 2004; Yarbrough, Orman, & Neill, 2007).

We need not change these important conversations regarding musical independence through the development of notation literacy. Not only do these conversations address important musical skills; they also serve as a great starting point for an expanded study of literacy in music. The elements and processes involved in musicians’ interactions with music notation are easily and naturally identified as literacy processes. They include a distinct music resource (notation symbols) and require both negotiating (reading) and creating (writing) in order to interact meaningfully with that resource. Now we need to explore how these conceptions and processes may be applied to myriad other interactions within music Discourse. For example, how can notions of music literacy explain improvising on an instrument, listening to music in private, following a conductor, imitating a musical model, or even opening one’s mind to unfamiliar music?

The comprehensive nature of the literacy-based concept of Discourse—along with the movement among music education scholars to characterize a full range of music interactions as music literacy—points to the need for a comprehensive conception of music literacy. The components of this need are three-fold. First, although there are numerous broad descriptions of music literacy, what still seems to be lacking are comprehensive definitions that include all possible interactions with music resources and that spell out exactly what literacy has to do with these interactions.

Second, music education settings such as ensemble and general music classes reveal a need to examine assumptions regarding what experiences are seen as most important in music education and which are seen as least important. For example, the ensemble setting is often focused so heavily on musical works to be performed that the vast majority of class time is spent addressing performing issues. In such cases, there is a privileging of performing processes over others. There is more variety in the general music classroom, but in some cases, general music is offered as an alternative to performance classes and diminishes or even eliminates performance opportunities. In academic general music classrooms, students may spend ample time thinking and learning about music but may not be provided opportunities to engage with music creatively. In general music classrooms where participatory engagement is the norm, students join in performing, improvising, and analyzing fundamentals of music, but does this broad approach alone provide sufficient depth for students? These statements are not criticisms; they are merely observations intended to identify fertile ground for discussion. In these cases (and any others I can imagine), a study of music literacy will inform practice by focusing on and reframing central components of participation in music Discourse.

The third reason to seek comprehensive definitions of music literacy is to reexamine and improve teaching strategies related to goals that are already in place. Expertise and information regarding the nurture of performing skills abound in music education writings, yet, the thirst for more ideas is never quenched because the skills involved are so very complex. There is an ever-present need to find better strategies for achieving music education goals. By looking at teaching strategies from a different perspective, teachers can identify new ways of addressing instructional problems. A broadened music literacy framework can add power and purpose to every aspect of teaching, including those that educators already do very well.





Imposition of Traditional Literacy on Music Classrooms

“I’ll teach reading and writing in my music classes as soon as English teachers start teaching the circle-of-fifths in theirs,” said a music teacher attending my session at a music conference. I felt a palpable sense of resistance to teaching traditional literacy in music classes as this comment brought chuckles, nods, and expressions of agreement from fellow music educators. Outright resentment loomed just beneath the surface as personal stories were told about traditional literacy demands and what teachers had done in the past to “jump through the hoops” to meet those demands. It became clear on that day that, in the minds of many music teachers, traditional literacy instruction was an unwelcome obstacle in their work. They felt pressured—even compelled—to take time away from music instruction in order to teach traditional language literacy.

There are situations where the need for traditional literacy instruction is acute within a school or region. I recently spoke with a colleague who worked at a school where 70% of the population scored below basic literacy standards. In this particular school, the majority of students were non-native speakers of the language used for instruction in that school. Every teacher was required to contribute to the teaching of that language in order to enable students to engage in even the most basic learning. There are times when citizenship in a community requires cooperation; however, even in such extreme cases, the loss of the benefits of music education to students is tragic.

When music teachers are prevailed upon to teach traditional literacy, they may have students write about music, keep learning logs, learn vocabulary, or engage in various other reading and writing exercises involving words related to music. These activities sometimes seem justified by the idea that traditional literacy and music can be taught together and that the activities can address both traditional literacy goals and music goals at the same time. Certainly, some traditional literacy goals and some music goals can be addressed simultaneously, but I have grave concerns about allowing this approach to thrive unchallenged. There is a problematic assumption behind literacy mandates, an assumption that causes a hierarchical placement of traditional literacy over music. This assumption is that traditional literacy substantially supports the learning of all subjects. My position is that, in the case of music, it does not.



Traditional Literacy Is Not Central to the Goals of Music Education

A common notion among literacy theorists is that early years of literacy development are spent learning to read and that at some point a transition is made to reading to learn (Chall, 1990). This view holds that language reading is central to learning in all content areas and thus traditional literacy maintains a central role regardless of the area of study in school. Because of this notion, there is an inherent privileging of traditional literacy over authentic processes within those disciplines.

If language literacy truly were one of the central ways that music learning occurred, then traditional literacy approaches would indeed be important in music instruction. Examples of such approaches include “K-W-L,” which focuses on ascertaining students’ previous knowledge and what they have a desire to learn (Ogle, 1986), increasing cognitive resources in students (Sinatra, Brown, & Reynolds, 2002), and attending to the before, during, and after stages of the reading experience (Vacca, 2002), to name a few. If, on the other hand, language literacy is not central to music learning, then music teachers’ concerns regarding the imposition of literacy mandates are justified. I argue that, even though some musical goals may be served by traditional literacy, the fundamental “read to learn” assumption at work in literacy mandates must be soundly rejected as applying to music. The reason for this is, ultimately, that meanings sought through musical interactions are primarily musical in nature.

Three of the four identified orientations (creating, performing, and responding) necessarily involve music. They are participatory in nature and the role of traditional reading is rarely more than minimal. Even when words appear in musical scores, the way musicians interpret and respond to these words is almost entirely with musical actions. Meaning making relies so much more on the musical aspects of the experience than the words that the literacies involved in reading and writing words play only a minor role.

What about the fourth orientation: connecting? It cannot be denied that language-oriented texts provide much important knowledge about music, often without involving actual music in the slightest. Numerous writings regarding music history, philosophy, psychology, education, and so on, inform much thinking about music. Obviously, language literacy is substantially involved in meaning making while interacting with these language-oriented texts. It does not devalue the meaning that comes from interactions with these texts to point out that such meanings are usually not musical in nature. These texts are valuable, but if they do not involve music or clearly lead to aural meaning—imagined and/or sounded—they are not musical interactions and the resulting meanings will not be musical meanings. Any meaning that is musical in nature comes at the appearance of music and not before.

To the extent that musical meaning is the central goal of music education, then the central interactions must also be musical, even when the orientation is connecting. Requiring music students to read texts without any hope or expectation that musical meaning will result does not seem motivated by any musical goal at all. Many an interaction with a language-oriented text can and should become musical to the extent that music is meaningfully inserted into it. Musical meaning may be enhanced by words—and traditional literacy is involved in the portion of that meaning that is not musical—but the role of word literacies in the creation of musical meaning simply cannot be considered central to music learning.

Music educators should continue to privilege interactions with musical instruments (including the voice), music scores, conductors, recorded and live performances, teachers who are modeling sounds, surrounding sounds from fellow ensemble members, and language texts with musical referents—all involving music. Learning how to interact musically with musical resources is clearly central to becoming literate within music Discourse.

The pursuit of music goals may at times happen to serve traditional literacy goals, but the argument that traditional literacy in music classes significantly enhances content learning is not viable. Neither the claim that traditional literacy is more important than music nor the claim that traditional literacy instruction supports music goals are responsible reasons for adopting traditional literacy goals in music instruction. Because of this incompatibility, allocating music instruction time to traditional literacy goals actually does harm in that such time is most often in exchange for time spent engaging in authentic music processes.





Addressing Traditional Literacy Mandates

At the point when pressures to address traditional literacy in music classrooms become immediate realities for music teachers, these teachers are faced with a tough choice: set aside music goals or be considered noncompliant. The latter is often not an option at all because the mandates are conditions of employment. Another reason for reexamining music literacy is to seek a solution to this practical reality.

Specifics of this solution are presented in the final chapter of this book. For the purposes of this chapter, suffice it to say that there are conceptions of and approaches to music literacy that may help to address the demands of the traditional literacy movement without allowing competing goals to compromise the pursuit of music goals. These ideas grow out of a movement in general literacy that will have a great influence on literacy mandates to the extent that literacy authorities embrace it (Draper, Broomhead, Jensen, Nokes, & Siebert, 2010). This movement, laid out in Chapter 2, encourages the honoring of content-specific “literacies” that occur in content area instructional spaces. Literacy instruction in the arts is specifically addressed in another iteration of this movement (Jensen, Draper, Broomhead, Barney, Musil, Thevenin, & Wimmer, 2015).

In both of these works, the solution involves identifying broadened definitions for both general literacy and music literacy. These definitions create much more than an overlap in goals; they lead to such complete compatibility that the goals of general literacy instruction and the goals of music instruction are one and the same. They show effective interactions with music to be authentic literacy events every bit as much as traditional reading and writing interactions with words are authentic literacy events. More than mere semantic adjustments that identify common ground between music and literacy, I put these definitions forward as powerful re-conceptualizations that fortify effective, dedicated attention to important music education goals in music classrooms.







The Rest of This Book

This introductory chapter has identified a need to rethink music literacy in order to establish broad, comprehensive definitions to be used as a lens through which to view music education as a whole. The rest of this book sets forth the results of this rethinking. Chapter 2 proposes comprehensive definitions of music literacy. Chapter 3 applies these definitions to the realities of common music education settings. Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 are practical treatments of music literacy instruction that address music learners as creators, performers, responders, and connectors. Finally, Chapter 8 presents guidelines for interacting with literacy administrators and for addressing literacy mandates.
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