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Anthropologists have never found a society without music. – MENC

Introduction
MENC maintains that we know of no society without music, and Green reiterates this position, stating that a “society without music has never been discovered” (2003, p. 263). Anthropologists have found musical instruments from as far back as c. 18,000 BCE, and some theorists believe that music is so closely related to our humanness, that, like language, it developed in every culture on earth through man’s desire to communicate (Stolba, 1998, p. 4). With music so closely aligned to our cultural identity, it would follow that societies throughout history have had some basic form of music education to pass on musical culture. It beholds us, then, to understand, at least to a general extent, our roots; where we came from; what our struggles and concerns have been; why we believe what we do. Only then can we fully know our place in what we do as music educators and make thinking decisions about what we accomplish on a daily basis, as well as the changes we might need to make to better meet the future. As Keene states, “The music education profession should not be ignorant of its past efforts and accomplishments,” as “without an historical framework educators are sentenced to lifetimes of errant travel” (1982, p. 365).
Throughout history, philosophers, educators, politicians, and activists have recognized the power of schooling and ideas to enlighten and transform society. Plato and Aristotle debated the merits and contents of education, and recognized the power of musical study to shape social values. Other ideas associating music education with social benefits can be traced to the early European conservatories. 
In order to understand our history, it is also important to grasp the ideas and situations that drove music education at various times in our past. In this section you will explore the historical context for current trends in American music education. While historical overviews specific to band, orchestra, and choir will be discussed in those chapters dedicated to teaching within those genres, here we will survey the global ideas that speak to our history as music educators.
Ancient Traditions:  Setting the Stage

Plummeridge (2007) refers to sketchy records of music and musical training for religious purposes at least as far back as 3000 BCE, while Mark and Gary (1999) trace the beginning of music education within Western civilization to the early Hebrews (about 2000 BCE), citing their musical practices as unique because “music was part of the lives of all the people and not just the domain of professional musicians” (p. 3), and that the “Hebrew culture provided a model for universal participation in music and music education,” that did not resurface again until the democratic educational system of the United States that we enjoy today. While these references are imprecise at best, we do know that music education is often connected with either religious or civic activities. However the most complete record we have of music education, or at least a philosophy regarding music education, can be traced to the early Greeks.
The Early Greeks: Plato and Aristotle

The Golden Age of Athens began around 500 BCE. Plato and Aristotle’s model for education was meant for the ideal citizen, or “freeman” (literally, free man), not for all. Ancient Greeks already advocated for music serving extra-musical purposes, an argument that still emerges today. The Greeks belief in the doctrine or theory of ethos attributed almost supernatural powers to music. They held that music could foster various ethical states, could affect feelings, and even valued certain modes over others as being more appropriate to character development. Music also reflected the mathematical laws that governed the universe, a theory that came to be known as “music of the spheres.” 
Because music had the power to shape moral character, the Greeks thought “music should be included in education and regulated carefully by the state” (Stolben, 1998, p. 12). Plato (c. 427-347 BCE) wrote that teaching music caused children to “become more civilized, more balanced, and better adjusted in themselves and so more capable in whatever they say or do, for rhythm and harmonious adjustment are essential to the whole of human life” (Mark, 2002, p. 6). Plato’s student, Aristotle (384-322 BCE) wrote, “Enough has been said to show that music has a power of forming the character, and should therefore be introduced into the education of the young,” acknowledging, “There seems to be in us a sort of affinity to musical modes and rhythms, which makes some philosophers say that the soul is a tuning, others, that it possesses tuning” (Mark, 2002, p. 15).  

However, Aristotle and other early Greeks distinguished between the study of music to improve character and “the professional mode of education in music” in which “the performer practices the art, not for the sake of his own improvement, but in order to give pleasure,” stating, “the execution of such music is not the part of a freeman, but of a paid performer” (Mark, 2002, p. 17). They felt that contests which focused on technical prowess were vulgar. Instead, they supported the study of music in moderation, because too much musical study could distort the character rather than create balance. It is also important to note that Aristotle wrote about the ideal education, not necessarily what was happening in practice. In practice instruction was largely theoretical.
Romans, Boethius, and Early Europe

When the Romans conquered Greece and much of the rest of what is now Europe, they absorbed the existing cultures. However, Romans more strictly restricted music education, considering it inappropriate for boys and barely acceptable for girls. While the mathematical science of music was sometimes part of advanced education, musicians were artisans and slaves, never part of the aristocracy. Thus, music education, except for the lower class of professional musicians, was largely theoretical, and not considered terribly important.

This idea of music study within moderation and the musician as a “paid performer” lasted for many centuries, and still influences thinking today. Many parents even now want their children to study music for pleasure but not to pursue it too seriously, and advocacy efforts often point to extra-musical benefits as a reason for music education.
Boethius (475-525 AD), a Roman scholar and statesman, collected, translated, and renewed interest in Greek musical ideals. His work, De Institutione Musica became the accepted text on music for centuries. His collection and translation of Greek thought helped preserve and even renew some of the Greek ideas associated with music. The reintroduction of Greek ideals during the Middle Ages paved the way for music to become a part of a thorough education, as music became part of the higher division of the seven liberal arts, which included arithmetic, astronomy, geometry, and music; study that was again, largely theoretical.
Cathedral Schools and Early Conservatories
As Christianity grew and spread, church leaders became concerned with standardizing and revising liturgy and music. Schools were organized to educate Christians, and musical study was offered. According to Abels, et. al., the Roman scholae conatorum (singing schools) expanded under Pope Gregory, and the curriculum included “instruction in singing, playing instruments, and basic elements of harmony and composition” (1994, p. 5), employing groups of singers and teachers who were “entrusted with the training of boys and men as church musicians” (Grout, 1988, p. 33). Like the Greeks, early church leaders believed music could influence character, and so the right kind of music must be used to serve religious purposes and elicit proper religious feeling within the service. 
Music at this time was closely aligned with the church, and in fact, it is important to note that all early composers were singers and teachers as well, clear through the sixteenth century. Palestrina, Josquin and the like, while composing and overseeing church music, also oversaw the church schools that trained the church singers. Around the time of Charlemagne—during the ninth century—a system for writing music down began to develop. Before this time, musical instruction was largely oral, but in an effort to standardize church music, a written language evolved. Due to this development, more formal musical instruction became a necessity, and this, along with Charlegmagne’s support for both Christianity and educational revival, caused expansion in musical education. Numerous monastery, cathedral, and parish schools provided musical education, and this is where many great composers of this era received their early musical training.
Early conservatories also trained musicians for the purposes of supporting music within the church. Weber and Arnold (2005) describe the first conservatories in Europe as schools aimed largely at orphans. Rooted in a humanist view of music’s social value, music education became a crucial charity endeavor in Venice and Naples during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. While these conservatories originally acted as hospitals and orphanages for abandoned children, eventually teaching became an established part of the programs. The music education in these organizations may have been partly kindness, but as often was the case with early music education, these schools were also related to a desire for better music within the churches. As Abeles, et. al., state, “The precedent for using schools of music to improve singing in the church actually began in the 1500s, with the church organizing these schools for the express purpose of having plainsong performed properly in the service,” (1995, p. 6)

By the 1600s, music in these institutions reached a standard of excellence that became both profitable and celebrated. By the late eighteenth century, the concept had expanded into England. Both the Italian and English conservatories ultimately admitted paying students, leading to eventual problems and decline, but their beginnings were based solidly on social ideals (Weber & Arnold, 2005). In fact, the conflicts that developed between social music and professional music within these schools appeared later in settlement (or community) music schools within the United States and still plague music education programs today (Egan, 1989). 

Music Education in the United States

Before 1950

Early American settlers followed European traditions, which by this time included participatory singing for congregation. They brought with them from England a version of psalms that was published as The Bay Psalm Book (c. 1640). Many early settlers were well-education, which included some musical knowledge. However, because this sort of education was not afforded children of settlers, music within the churches quickly declined. The state of church music soon became so poor that hymns were often unrecognizable, and thus the only way to keep the congregation together was the practice of “lining out the tune,” or call and response, with a leader reading the psalm one line at a time, followed by the congregation, while also allowing for those who could not read the words. As church leaders began to call for improved music within the churches, these calls for improved church music led to the eventual emergence of the singing school.
Singing Schools

Singing Schools began in the early 1700s and rapidly gained momentum. Itinerate music teachers or singing masters would travel from community to community teaching people to learn to sing and read music. With similar aims as the “scholae cantorum,” (improved church music) these schools served musical, social, and religious aims. It also provided singing masters a means for making a living, many of whom were composers like their earlier European counterparts. These schools were largely concerned with correct singing and did not spend much energy on fundamentals.  As the singing schools spread, singing societies began to appear which further fueled and supported the singing school movement.
Lowell Mason and the Boston Public Schools

The popularity of vocal music and the abundance of singing schools set the stage for music to become an official part of the public schools, an effort that started in Boston. Lowell Mason, considered the father of public school music education within the United States, became the first supervisor of elementary vocal music in the Boston public schools, and spearheaded the idea that music be taught to Boston public school children. In 1836 he petitioned the school board to include vocal music, and in the first few months of 1838 he worked for free to sell the idea. By August they employed him as the nation’s first public school music teacher, and this marks the start of public school music education within the United States.
Community Music Schools
Though community music schools were not public schools, they did provide a great deal of musical training in the late 1800s and early 1900s, often free of charge, and like the early conservatories, had humanist motives. Many of these schools offered very high-quality musical training.

These schools grew out of the settlement house movement, based on the idea that educated citizens would live and work among the poor to improve the lives of those within the community. The settlement house brought social classes together and allowed those with more to share with those who had less. Living in neighborhoods made it easier to understand social injustices and work for reform. The houses in which they lived became known as “settlement houses” because they “settled” in the neighborhood. The houses served as a home for the reformers and a community center for neighborhood residents. By living in the houses, workers had closer contact with the poor whom they hoped to help, and they worked together cooperatively to bring about social reform (Burbato, 1999; Pimlott, 1935).
Hundreds of these settlement houses sprung up within the United States. With rapid industrialization and the ensuing influx of millions of immigrants into urban industrialized areas motivated those concerned with the resulting conditions to imitate the English example. The settlement movement also made its way into rural areas, echoing the concerns of the urban settlements. U.S. settlements targeted immigrants who did most of the industrial labor, and organized a wide range of activities and services, including medical clinics, classes in English, drama, dancing, and, of course, music. 

From the beginning, the arts and arts education played a part in the U.S. settlement movement, as it brought people from different backgrounds together to learn from one another. One such settlement was Chicago’s Hull House, begun by Jane Addams in 1889. Hull House began in one small mansion, and by 1905 had expanded to thirteen buildings and spanned an entire city block (Greene, 1998). Shortly after the founding of Hull House, hundreds of such settlements surfaced across the country (Pimlott, 1935).

Adams began the community arts school in 1892, three years after opening Hull House, stating “music is perhaps the most potent agent for making the universal appeal and inducing men to forget their differences” (1910, p. 380). This was a consistent sentiment among settlement workers. According to Gilchrist (2001), “The arts were perceived as a way of educating people, lifting expectations, promoting conversation, stimulating debate, teaching new skills, building community and improving social conditions” (p. 171). The community music school, specifically, strove to fill a vast variety of needs. Egan writes:

A community school of the arts should create an atmosphere of love, help, encouragement, and correction, never forsaking the required conditions in an acceptable community school—quality and standards in performance in whatever area it might be, and in the skill of teaching, which is in itself an art. Also the conditions of the student’s first community should be reflected within the institution. (1989, p. 3)

In the United States, the struggle among the settlement music programs between conservatory-style teaching and social music created the same sort of conflicts that arose in early European conservatories. Because settlement music leaders believed from the outset that their job was social as well as musical, they began to see music as a panacea for social and economic needs. Yet, these twin aims (artistic and social) created a dualism and constant friction grew between expensive, conservatory-style, career-oriented training which emphasized musical goals, and social music, which emphasized non-musical goals. The first centered on private lessons, music history, theory and composition, languages, and diction. The second centered on communal learning. Group learning was considerably less expensive than private teaching, and the social music programs often used cheaper, less experienced teachers. Schools faced the task of defining the mission of their programs, and the tension between social music and conservatory music often became a conflict about the scope and goals of music schools between settlement boards and music school leaders (Green, 1998). 

While the two sides often found themselves at odds, some leaders within the settlement music schools understood the need for both social and professional music, and a few believed that they must co-exist for the equal benefit of each. Egan stated:

There are two aspects which are of vital importance and which, unfortunately, are frequently overlooked. The first is that from this group [social music] are often found those who do possess the ability to study more seriously, possibly with performance in mind: secondly from this group will also emerge those who become receptive audience members in later years. (1989, p. 156)

This sort of duality within music education is a frequent theme, and something most music educators will face at one point in their careers. In face, this dualism between training professional musicians (or performance) and the social aspects of music education is an old argument, going back to Plato and Aristotle and the European conservatories. It is a balance we still debate today.
WW I and WW II

The end of World War I helped bring school bands to fruition. The late 1800s and early 1900s saw the rise of the professional touring bands, including the John Philip Sousa band. When WW I ended, there was a great deal of public interest in bands, and returning bandsmen were hired by school boards to begin school band programs. Because bands were so popular (as were singing schools and singing societies earlier) at the time, instrumental music in the public schools flourished.

When the United States entered WW II, the country faced a manpower shortage, including teachers. Because there were not enough trained music teachers, districts began to employ a specialist that would help classroom teachers conduct their own music programs, a model that persists today in some areas. The instrumental music continued to flourish, though orchestras declined in the schools due to the status of the bands. Bands use in the military and in sporting events spurred this popularity.

During WW II, most units in the armed forces employed a dance or jazz band along with their military bands. Driven by the prominence of jazz bands throughout the country, musical training for military bands included jazz and swing band training. After the war ended, many of these musicians went to universities under the G.I, Bill, earning degrees in music education. As they began directing school bands, they included jazz bands as part of the program. By the 1960s, jazz ensembles were common in most high schools and many junior high schools as well.
After 1950: Sputnik, Seminars, and Symposiums

In 1957 the Soviet Union launched the first satellite, and concern emerged that the Soviets had succeeded at this ahead of the United States. Our educational system came under scrutiny by scientific and educational leaders. Though much of the support focused on music shifted to the sciences, there was also a pervasive pursuit for excellence in every subject, including music. This led to leaders coming together to strategize and philosophize about what we value and how to better teach.

The first of these conferences was the Yale Seminar, held in 1963. This was a federally funded development conference aimed at arts education. Attended largely bt musicologists, the main criticism resulting from this meeting was that young people ought to be exposed to what the seminar participants deemed “good” music. They focused on literature used in school programs but ignored competencies expected of students who were involved in music education.


Another major conference was the 1967 Tanglewood Symposium. This was organized by MENC and brought together music educators, professional musicians, sociologists, scientists, labor leaders, corporate leaders, and others. This meeting was partly a response to criticism being leveled at music education, and was an effort to focus on problems and the potential of music education.

Other projects continued through the 1960s-1980s, including the 1983 A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, which reported that American education had steadily declined during the previous quarter century. This report largely ignored the arts, but did place a focus on improved standards. This omission, along with the decline of music programs in the 1980s helped focus the advocacy efforts of the MENC that continue today.
Recent Events: Standards and Vision 2020

Events after Sputnik and through the 1970s culminated in a focus during the 1980s on identifying standards. The result was Goals 2000: Educate America Act, which was signed into law in 1994. This act provided resources and established a framework to identify academic standards, to measure student progress, and to enable students to meet the standards.
The thrust for national standards commenced in 1992 when the National Council on Education Standards and Testing called for voluntary national standards and assessments in the subjects of math, English, science, history, and geography, as core areas, but ignored the arts. However, between 1992 and 1994, MENC worked to develop national standards for music (as well as working across the arts), and with the passage of Goals 2000, the arts were “recognized for the first time as a fundamental academic subject” (MENC, 2007).
As the 21st century approached, music educators once again examined their profession. In 1999 Vision 2020: The Housewright Symposium on the Future of Music Education brought together leaders in music education to focus on current and future issues that they might “present a vision that will guide the future of music education through the next twenty years” (MENC, 2007)

MENC: the national association for music education

MENC (taken from, “Music Educator’s National Conference”) was not always the organization it is today. In the past 100 years, the association has seen vast growth and changes, and continues to evolve today. Bringing our resources together has made us stronger, helped us to define what we value, and given us a national voice as music educators.


The first meeting of what later became MENC occurred in April of 1907 in Keokuk, Iowa. 104 people attended a conference arranged by music supervisors through NEA (the National Education Association). The proceedings were held at a local church, with three sessions each day for three days. According to Birge, “There were few set speeches or prepared papers; but there was a very liberal amount of discussion and a marked spirit of comradeship” (1928, p. 246). They originally adopted the title “Music Supervisors National Conference,” as participants then were music supervisors. In 1934, the MSNC’s name was officially changed to “Music Educators National Conference” (MENC), as this more accurately reflected the group’s actual membership by this time, and in 1998, the name evolved once again to better represent MENC’s mission, this time to “MENC: The National Association for Music Education” With over 130,000 members, MENC is now the largest arts education association in the world.

Questions for Study and Discussion

1. Discuss the conflict between social music and professional music ideals. How can these be related back to early educational thoughts and practices? Does this struggle remain today in American music education?

2. Describe the role of religion in music education. Why do you think that music education and religion is so often inter-connected?

3. What are some important benchmarks in the last 50-75 years in American music education? How have national and international events changed music education? What event(s) currently affect music education?

4. Why is it important to know and understand the history of music education? How might this awareness affect the decisions you make as a music educator?

Resources and Further Reading
There are three major histories of American Music Education:

1.
History of Public School Music in the United States, by Edward Bailey Birge, originally published in 1928.

2. 
A History of Music Education in the United States, by James E. Keene, published in 1982.

3. 
A History of American Music Education, by Michael L. Mark and Charles L. 

Gary, published in 1992.
Michael L. Mark also has edited a collection of writings from early Greek philosophy through current American music education philosophy. Originally published in 1982, a new edition was issued in 2002, entitled, Music Education: Source Readings from Ancient Greece to Today.
MENC has a collection of articles from the Housewright Symposium, entitled Vision 2020 that bring together “The Housewright Declaration,” reports from earlier symposiums, and articles from leaders in the field. At:  https://www.menc.org/publication/vision2020/
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