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The preamble to the Australian Government’s 2011 National Cultural Policy discussion paper
envisages an Australian society in ten years, when the arts are mainstreamed and embedded into
the public consciousness via a range of economic and social portfolios. Through this policy the
government acknowledges the important role that arts and creativity play in the daily lives of

Australians. Indeed, the intrinsic and instrumental benefits of arts education for young people and
the communities in which they live and develop has been argued strongly in reviews conducted
both in Australia and internationally. Unfortunately, due to the varied methodologies employed
in research seeking evidence to support the positive impact of music education, the findings are
equivocal. This has fuelled an ongoing debate regarding the value of arts education generally, and
music education specifically, in schools and communities. Nevertheless, the Federal Government
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is committed to achieving an arts-inclusive society that provides a means for all Australians to
participate in artistic education and expression across the country.

This agenda provides the backdrop for research by Gary McPherson (The University of

Melbourne), Jane Davidson (The University of Western Australia), Margaret Barrett (The

University of Queensland) and Robert Faulkner (The University of Western Australia) that

aims to refine theory, plan for better practice and provide empirical data that can help create
more meaningful musical futures in Australian schools and communities. Included will be a
documentation of young people’s personal beliefs and everyday life experiences that will help

establish the conditions that are necessary and sufficient for the development of an interest in

and support for musical learning opportunities. The research agenda also aims to challenge
current conceptions in ways that will lead to a new understanding of the function of music

in education, and in young people’s lives, that is informed by strong national and global
links. This report discusses the background to the research project, presents the key research

questions, and discusses some of the methods chosen to date to capture young people’s rich
experience of music learning.

The most important premise upon which the study is based is that music is basic to our

human design: everyone listens to music in one form or another, many define themselves

in terms of it, and most significantly, people view musical engagement and participation in

music as crucial to their everyday life. As one of the most demanding tasks for the human
central nervous system, formal learning opportunities in music offer young people numerous
personal and social benefits, including more developed intellectual and cognitive-emotional
awareness, enhanced self-regulating behaviour, increased social responsibility, improvements

in verbal memory, verbal and nonverbal reasoning ability, and better mental health. However,

a recent Commonwealth Government review shows that the situation in Australian music

education has reached a ‘critical point.’ Alongside the widely held public view that music
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is not a subject worthy of serious study,10 the review illustrates the gap between evidenced

benefits from music education and the value of it as a school subject, and the absence of music

opportunities in Australian schools and communities.
The ‘Creating musical futures in Australian schools and communities’ research project
forms a logical and much needed extension of the Commonwealth Government’s National
Review of Music Education (NRME).11 The NRME, which received the largest public response
to a government inquiry ever in Australia, established an immediate priority for improving
and sustaining the quality and status of music education, based on stark evidence about the
shortcomings and ‘inequalities’ in school music.12 Addressing this crisis, this research program
aims to produce new knowledge concerning music education in Australian schools and
communities through innovative investigation and theoretical refinement that can be used
to develop and underpin strategies for readdressing the recognised inequalities of present
music education provision.
Gary McPherson and Jane Davidson have published extensively on their twelve-year
longitudinal study of Australian music instrument learners,13 in addition to a more recent
eight-country motivational study documenting beliefs and attitudes about music as a school
subject (and in comparison with other school subjects).14 Margaret Barrett has focused on the
developmental pathways and the meanings, values and beliefs that young Australians attribute
to their participation in arts activities in various contexts.15 Robert Faulkner has looked at
contrasts and similarities between in-school and out-of-school musical experiences and their
impact on values and identities among West Australian teenage girls.16 Results from these
researchers highlight the need for a reconceptualisation of current literature that can be used
to explain the core elements of musical development, particularly young people’s perceptions
about music as an area of learning and the positive attributes they acquire as a result of their
learning in music.
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By emphasising individual, social and cultural contexts for both short and long term
development, such an explanation would potentially offer a unified positive framework
that could be used to create a description of the changes required for a more widespread
public understanding of what children gain as a result of learning music. Work of this type is
especially important given findings that even though not all children will continue formal active
engagement with music into adulthood, they will all use music in various ways throughout
their lives,17 and that internal assets such as a commitment to learning, positive values, social
competencies, and positive musical identities appear to be directly related to external influences
such as support and encouragement, personal empowerment, socially referenced boundaries
and expectations, and students’ constructive use of their time.18
The core elements identified in the aforementioned research that contribute to an individual
developing an initial interest in, and then sustaining their engagement with, music include
the emotional environment in which people learn music, their personal beliefs regarding the
value of the activity and their level of competence to achieve desired outcomes in music, and
the significant role of their parents and teachers in nurturing their interests. These elements
are elaborated below.
Musical engagement is inextricably linked with an emotional component.19 Listening to
music, for example, can result in intense feelings of pleasure, which young people constantly
use to fulfil their emotional needs or to relieve tension and stress through the selection of music
downloads for their portable mp3 music players.20 When positive, these feelings can fuel a deep
commitment to musical participation. When negative, they can provide a powerful disincentive
that limits musical involvement.21 This is seen in research with young school-aged musicians
both in Australia and the United States, where ‘Flow’ experiences (that is, being so deeply
engrossed in a task such that a sense of time or worry of failure disappear)22 are important to
students’ emotional wellbeing and securing their commitment to future musical involvement.23
Understanding the emotional environment in which young people learn music, and the array
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19
Patrick N. Juslin and John A. Sloboda, ed., Music and Emotion: Theory and Research (Oxford: OUP,
2001).
20
John A. Sloboda and Susan A. O’Neill, ‘Emotions in Everyday Listening to Music,’ Music and Emotion:
Theory and Research, ed. Patrick N. Juslin and John A. Sloboda, Series in Affective Science (New York:
OUP, 2001) 415–29.
21
McPherson, Davidson and Faulkner, Music in our Lives; Welch and Adams, How is Music Learning
Celebrated and Developed?
22
Arne Dietrich and Oliver Stoll, ‘Effortless Attention, Hypofrontality, and Perfectionism,’ Effortless
Attention: A New Perspective in the Cognitive Science of Attention and Action, ed. Brian Bruya (Cambridge,
MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2010) 159–78.
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of emotions they experience whilst engaged in these learning experiences, will help pave the
way for more powerful explanations of the intrinsic appeal of music as an area of learning, of
why some children choose to be involved with music more intensively in formal or informal
learning situations, and why certain types of emotional climates in homes and schools are more
conducive to effective musical learning than others.24 This is a critical element in developing
music education and in finding better ways for teachers to link the here and now of everyday
life—complete with its uncertainties and daily stresses—with the lived experiences of music
as a vital part of students’ lives.
In the psychological literature on motivation, studies concerned with self-beliefs are so
prevalent that they dominate the field. Yet the powerful explanations that arise from close
examination of this literature have rarely been explored as they relate to learning music.
McPherson and Davidson’s longitudinal study demonstrated that music learners experienced
greater psychological needs satisfaction when they were most engaged, and less psychological
needs satisfaction at the time they ceased.25 At the time of ceasing, they felt less capable and
less autonomous, and related less well to their teachers.26 Because music is often a subject
of choice, students are influenced by their beliefs about their ability and by their interest in
different subjects more than in academic areas of learning.27 Their decisions are also shaped
by parents’ aspirations and teachers’ predictions about their future performance.28
All those who work within an educational context, and especially in elective subjects such
as music, have witnessed the way that students’ decisions are affected by their perceptions
of, and beliefs about, the subjects themselves. These perceptions concern their intrinsic merits
and their inherent difficulty and utility value, as a potential source of high marks or of future
employment. Some of the greatest mysteries in music education concern how students’ beliefs
in their own abilities are shaped and change over time, and why so few are able to move from
the initial sampling stage of experiencing music for fun, through to greater technical and
expressive competence as they begin to specialise in music or even make choices that might
lead to a life-long engagement as recreational, amateur or professional musicians. At present,
virtually no evidence exists to document how students’ musical identities, or their identities
more broadly, are shaped by the positive developmental assets they have acquired through
their participation in music. While thousands of studies have been conducted on compulsory
academic areas of learning, the literature in elective subjects such as music is embarrassingly
scant. We believe that our studies will impact significantly on conceptions of teaching and
learning across all areas of education, and thereby positively augment educational debates.
Jane W. Davidson and Karen Burland, ‘Musician Identity Formation,’ Child as Musician, ed. McPherson,
475–90; Jane W Davidson and Nicole Jordan, ‘Private Teaching, Private Learning: An Exploration of Music
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Parents are crucial to a child’s ongoing success in all areas of their education,29 so given
the primacy of the home environment in student success in learning, it is alarming that so few
studies have attended to the crucial parent-child relationship in the domain of music. Results
show that within the first few months of commencing, mothers make an assessment of their
child’s ability to cope with music studies, as well as their own capacity to devote energy to
regulating their child’s practice through continual reminders and encouragement to practise
an instrument.30 Some mothers withdraw support early, possibly based on an assessment that
their child may not be able to cope emotionally, or because they are unwilling themselves to
invest the time and effort needed to support the regulation of their child’s daily schedule.31 It is
not surprising, therefore, that wide differences in performance ability and intrinsic motivation

appear soon after children start learning their instruments.32
The strong causal connection between parental support (defined as their involvement
in schooling, their perceptions of their child’s competence, and the relatedness between
parents and child) and academic achievement highlights a major concern of the educational
community.33 Parents often consider music to have high intrinsic value, but low attainment and
utility value.34 Consequently, they might believe that their child would enjoy and find music
interesting during their time at school, but they do not generally believe that studying music
is as important for their child as the ‘academic’ school subjects, nor do they always believe
that music will necessarily be useful for their child long-term, in terms of preparation for life
after school. Support for music therefore may not be a priority for parents. Examining very
precisely how music is perceived by parents (in comparison with other school subjects) will be
a crucial element in the study.35 This novel work detailing and defining the emotional climate
in homes will help to determine what can either facilitate or hinder the musical progress of
young learners.
Schools are institutions designed to equip young people with skills and knowledge for life.36
Increasingly, these are not limited to future vocational and employment opportunities —though
these are a very high priority—but also include life-skills that contribute to healthy living and
wellbeing, to good self-management, and to the ability to relate and interact with other people.
Given that music is such a pervasive and widespread feature of cultural and leisure activities
across all societies,37 it seems reasonable to propose that music ought to have a significant role
in the curriculum. Sporting and physical activities might be considered comparable to music
as culturally popular behaviours, and advocates have been successful in positioning these
activities as essential to the education of all young people in schools, based on the proposition
McPherson and Davidson, ‘Musical Practice.’
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that they foster a healthy lifestyle and levels of physical fitness.38 There is no suggestion that
simply observing sport has the same potential benefits as active participation.
In schools, however, the number of students studying and participating in music, especially
in the upper years of high school, is extremely low.39 Are the challenges of learning music
too tough or are approaches to learning music in schools inconsistent with young people’s
expectations and needs? After all, many young people find great success in participating in
music in informal settings,40 and a remarkable revolution in music technologies and cultural
industries has seen a huge growth in their consumption of music as listeners.41 Is it that society
has come to believe that music in schools is only useful for the exceptionally devoted who
may pursue it as a career, even though a lack of exceptional commitment is never accepted as

a reason to exclude the general school population from physical and sporting activities? Is the
development of musical skills any different to the development of skills in other domains? Are
the wellbeing and health benefits from participation in music merely not sufficiently promoted
as they are in sports? Are the roles music can play in creating community and sustaining
social cohesion acknowledged and prioritised? Considering the aforementioned benefits of
active music engagement for individual cognitive development and wellbeing, as well as the
social benefits afforded to the wider community, this research agenda provides an important
contribution to the government’s National Research Priority “Promoting and maintaining
good health”,42 as it will investigate how an effective music education can support Australia’s
individuals and families to lead healthy, productive and fulfilling lives.
We know little about the beliefs, attitudes and values that have led to the failure of music
education in Australian schools. The fundamental concern of this research is to address the key
recommendation of the 2005 NRME, which is to raise the status of music in schools and improve
the equity of access, participation and engagement in school music for all Australian students.
The new Australian Curriculum recognises that education in each of five arts subjects (Music,
Visual Arts, Drama, Dance and Media Arts) will be an entitlement for all Australian school
children.43 Nevertheless, the notional allocation of teaching hours that has guided the writing
of the Australian Arts Curriculum (for example, 100 hours for all five arts subjects across Years
3–4) does not appear to indicate a dramatic change in policy or practice. Furthermore, seven
general capabilities are embedded across the Australian Curriculum and whilst several of them
may be seen as alluding to arts education, artistic capabilities are not explicitly acknowledged
as knowledge, skills and behaviours that can be deployed and applied across the curriculum
in the ways that the extensive Australian review of arts in Australian education suggests.44
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Under the new Australian Curriculum, specific allocation of time for Arts learning, including
music, will remain a school-based decision. It is the case, despite the bleak picture exposed
by the NRME, that some Australian schools consider music a subject of high importance and
value, where a large proportion of the student population is musically active in ensembles,
extra-curricular activities and elective classes. This leads us to ask why such discrepancies occur
across education systems, what do these schools do to cater for the needs of their students,
and what can we learn from those few music-rich schools that would help improve music
education practice across Australia?
To address these questions, we intend to investigate successful school music programs,
in order to understand more precisely how they cater for their students’ needs through the
provision of resources, logistics (adequate time during and after school hours), and how they
create environments that encourage and cater for the needs of musically motivated students.
We plan to use this information to help lay the foundation for the educational mobilisation
required to update and redefine thinking about the role and purpose of music in young people’s
lives and in education.
The major innovation of the research agenda of the three universities is that it will
develop a new theory through a program of interconnected, interdisciplinary studies unique
in music education research. The work seeks an original multi-perspective view of musical
development as a kaleidoscope of temporal, contextualised, and multi-variable relationships
between personal, social and cultural experiences and emerging musical competencies. We shall
attempt to link this comprehensive theory of musical experience with school and community
practice, often seen as irrelevant to young people’s real musical lives and vice versa. The work
grows logically from the research team’s collective interest in music development and musical
engagement in and beyond school environments.
A series of interconnecting studies will adopt multidisciplinary methods to:
1. Compare young people’s personal beliefs and everyday life experiences with music,
and their motivational profiles toward learning music, with other non-musical life
experiences and aspects of their learning;

2. Investigate the developmental assets, both personal and social, that are acquired
from learning music and that have positive consequences for music learners’
emotional wellbeing and social development;

3. Examine the music learner’s family, peer group, teacher/tutor and other personal
and social dynamics in order to understand more precisely the factors that facilitate
or hinder music learning; and
4. Profile schools and other educational contexts (both formal and informal) in order
to establish the main enabling conditions and factors that are sufficient for personal
commitment to, engagement with, and flourishing in, music related learning
opportunities.

In order to understand precisely how and why there is significant variation between
beliefs, attitudes and motivational profiles toward music learning (in and outside of school) as
compared to other areas of school learning, a large-scale student survey study has commenced
sampling school students in Grades 5–12. In this survey students indicate their beliefs about
seven subjects—English, maths, science, history, PE/health, art, and music—according to the
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role and function of each school subject and how it might equip them after they leave school;
their beliefs and judgments about their capabilities to succeed in each school subject; the
reasons why they choose to engage in and devote effort to each school subject; and the value
of each school subject.
This study expands on techniques used in the eight-country study,45 using Expectancy-Value
Motivation Theory,46 to profile perceptions of interest, importance, usefulness, competence for,
and mastery of, each subject.47 The methodology has been expanded to include questions to
establish the main reason why students are or are not learning a musical instrument or singing,
according to Self-Determination Theory.48 The surveys have been administered on iPads and
online using ‘Polldaddy,’49 which has been met with interest and a sense engagement by the
students involved.
Other aspects of the research agenda are being formulated using mixed-methods approaches
to obtain qualitative and quantitative information from highly involved music students in case
studies of various music education contexts across Australia. Questionnaire, interview and
diary protocols will be completed by students, parents and teachers to reflect on the experiences
that assist and define each music learner’s transitions across the music learning spectrum: for
some, their initial sampling in the instrument; for others, the factors which support them to
make the significant investment to prioritise their learning through high quality experiences
and training to achieve musical expertise at an elite level.50 The work incorporates into its
design a range of probing and triangulated methodologies, which are innovative in their
capacity to test the beliefs, skills and interests of school-aged students and their parents and
teachers, across a number of dimensions of their learning. The investigation will inspire new
theoretical developments and have practical implications in the domain of music, but also
have ramifications for general arts, psychology and education research and practice on an
international scale.
The agenda defined in the research program discussed here aims to acknowledge the
urgency for redesigning music education in ways that will celebrate the heritage of preexisting models of music education, but refocus the discipline so that its goals and teaching
methodologies relate more explicitly to the recommendations of the NRME. This project aims
to construct the most complete picture of children’s motivation to study music (as compared to
McPherson and O’Neill, ‘Students’ Motivation to Study Music.’
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other areas of learning) ever attempted, and to establish international leadership for Australian
music education research. The result will be a set of studies that acknowledge the complex
social, personal and emotional changes that occur during childhood, which impact on young
people’s lives throughout school and beyond, as well as the life-long sense of wellbeing and
enjoyment that artistic appreciation and participation in music can offer, independently of
whether or not fluency and competency is achieved during childhood. This research programme
will benefit schools, communities and educational leaders by providing a range of evidence to
support the value of music in education. It is hoped that this will spark new ideas to ensure
that future youth have access and opportunities to meaningfully and actively engage in music
activities both within formal school systems, and the wider community.

