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By now, everyone has heard that the young Venezuelan conducting sensation, Gustavo Dudamel, will be taking the Los Angeles Philharmonic baton from Esa-Pekka Salonen in 2009. He will be 28 at that time. This surprising announcement last spring followed a meteoric rise to world fame for Dudamel after winning the 2004 Mahler conducting competition. However, what may be less common knowledge is that this recent October, the Los Angeles Philharmonic, as part of their introduction of the Venezuelan wunderkind, recently hosted a music education symposium, youth orchestra festival, and series of concerts. Besides launching Dudamel as Salonen’s successor, this was also an initial step toward introducing a program similar to Venezuela’s into the Los Angeles area. This is not the first time that leaders and educators have approached the subject of music education as an instrument for social change, but the circumstances may be right in this time and place, as there is great interest, energy, emotion, and money poised to act and invest, and we, as music educators and interested parties, should involve ourselves positively so that none of these resources are wasted. It is time to make things happen for young people in California. Congratulations to the LA Philharmonic for taking the initial step of bringing together at their symposium people who do not always work together, and bravo for bringing us Dudamel. 
Why Look at “El Sistema” for LA?


What is this Venezuelan orchestra system, and what has it to do with Los Angeles? Venezuela has always had areas of extreme poverty. The barrios there are shanty towns far worse than anything to be found in LA, and more than 50% of the population lives there. With an economy based originally on cocoa and coffee, and currently on oil, profits from these commodities consistently belong to a few powerful elite and deeply divide the classes. The frustration over inequality and polarization between classes has intensified during the recent Chavez years. However, Dr. José Antonio Abreu, a Venezuelan economist, addressed the problem of poverty and division in an unorthodox way. In 1975 he founded the Orquesta Sinfonica Simón Bolívar (a professional orchestra) and the Orquesta Nacional Juvenil (the national youth orchestra which feeds the professional orchestra). Since then he and orchestra staff have worked to establish an orchestra-based music program throughout Venezuela, in 1994, founding the Fundacion del Estado para “El Sistema” Nacional de las Orquestas Juveniles e Infantiles de Venezuela (Venezuelan State Foundation for the National System of Youth and Children’s Orchestras), shortened by insiders to “El Sistema” (the system), FESNOJIV, or “La Orquesta.” This system has grown through seven Venezuelan administrations, and is now flourishing. Dudamel, the rising star of the system, was described by Sir Simon Rattle as “the most astonishingly gifted conductor I have ever come across” (Lubow, 2007). This is LA’s next conductor, and this is what El Sistema has to do with Los Angeles.
Currently, the Simón Bolívar Youth Orchestra, the premier orchestra of El Sistema, is undertaking their first major tour of the United States  (Los Angeles Disney Hall, San Francisco Davis Hall, New York Carnegie Hall, and Boston), and they are doing so under the direction of Dudamel. These are the best and brightest of Venezuela’s youth orchestra system, aged about 15-25, and they play to rave reviews, sold out houses, and lively audiences at each stop. 

I recently attended just such a concert in LA’s Disney Hall. Going to a Dudamel led Simón Bolívar Youth Orchestra concert in the Disney Concert Hall is akin to watching an enormous marching band with strings on stage in one of the finest halls in the world. They bring this sort of energy, precision, and even movement to the stage, and the cheers of support are no less raucous than at a football stadium, though the audience is somewhat better dressed. 
On occasion there was some over-blowing and the like, perhaps most often when these young musicians play their trademark “Mambo” from Bernstein’s “West Side Story.” For this number, they stand, dance, twirl their instruments, and shout, setting off not so classical cheering from a very classical audience. However, if music is truly about the non-tangibles that make it a unique form of human communication, then they get it absolutely right. And they know how to get their message out. They know how to connect with an audience. They know the language called music.

After a thoroughly full and engaging performance, and intense and sustained applause, the hall went dark, and for a moment I thought this might be all. But there was stirring onstage, and when the lights came back on, the orchestra sported jackets in the colors of the Venezuelan flag. They then went on to play four increasingly emotional encores; the first, a surprise appearance by John Williams conducting Star Wars; the second brought back Dudamel, as did the third, this time with the lively “Mambo” they are known for. Finally, after the audience still refused to quiet down, Dudamel left the stage, returning with Dr. Abreu, his mentor and founder of El Sistema. The raucous ovation continued as Dr. Abreu (known affectionately as “El Maestro” among El Sistema) and his protégé humbly tried to push the baton, each into the hand of the other. Finally El Maestro took the baton and led the orchestra in a stirring rendition of the Venezuelan national anthem. Still the audience cheered, and orchestra members began taking off their jackets and throwing them into the audience, who acted as if the young musicians were rock stars. Well-dressed classical music patrons yelled and cheered, and caught their prizes. This continued until all 200+ jackets had been claimed. It was quite a sight to see normally reserved, fashionable (and yes, often older) patrons going to their cars dressed in the Venezuelan colors. If you have not yet had the pleasure of seeing this orchestra, check out YouTube, which has a posting of “Mambo” from a London performance.
An Orchestra in Every State


In Venezuela, every state is meant to have at least one primary orchestra site, which consists of a professional orchestra, a youth orchestra, and a children’s orchestra. Most sites also have choirs. Students sing, learn solfege and basic music theory, take private and group lessons, and participate in one of the orchestra. Activities occur five days a week after school, as public schools generally finish by one or two in the afternoon.

Some of the 23 states and the Capital District (Caracas) have more than one orchestra site, but all have at least the one. Sites are organized as a school or conservatory, with the professional orchestra members and older students teaching the children and younger students. Musicians teach almost as soon as they play better than someone else. As one participant laughingly stated, “The System is like a military or religious organization. It doesn’t matter ‘how old is the pope.’ They just get who is the best qualified. Every year there is a new generation, and the older students teach, conduct, and take care of the new students.” 


The professional orchestra consists of members who have graduated from El Sistema. Appointments are made by ability, not age, and many of the professional orchestra members are in their late teens and early twenties. Payment varies much as it does within the United States. The main orchestras in Caracas and other large cities pay more than second and third tier orchestras in less populated areas. Each site usually has a president and a director, and may have a manager for the professional orchestra. The director typically serves as both the conductor of the professional orchestra and the director of the school. The presidents belong to the national organization―though not every professional orchestra in Venezuela is under FESNOJIV control―working together to share expertise in organization and fundraising. Funding comes in part from the national government and in part from the state government. Sources and amounts of funding can vary from site to site.

Dr. Abreu states that from the beginning he had in mind artistic results, educational results, and social results. He believes that the success students feel artistically causes their self-esteem to improve—that the one is not separate from the other. When I asked him what he is most proud of, he replied emphatically and without pause, “the social results.” 


Dr. Abreu’s emphasis on both musical and social goals is consistent. When asked which is more important, the social aspects or the musical aspects of El Sistema, he tells a 60 Minutes interviewer, “Both. When you train musicians you train better citizens” (Radcliffe, 2002). Dr. Abreu told me that, “The System also changes the life of the community, because the parents come into the rehearsals and they join the children in studying so the lives of the families are also transformed.” In another interview, Abreu expands on this thought:

When a poor child begins to play an instrument in his home, it begins to transform the household and the neighbors, and his dedication becomes a model for other children. Poverty generates anonymity, loneliness. Music creates happiness and hope in a community, and the triumph of a child as a musician helps him aspire to even higher things. (Lakshmanan, 2005, p. 2) 


Dr. Abreu judiciously positioned El Sistema in the Ministry of Family, which is part of the Ministry of Health and Social Development, rather than the Ministry of Culture. This gives FESNOJIV both credibility and funding as a social program rather than just a music or cultural program. It may be this positioning that has allowed the orchestra system to flourish through different presidential administrations. Social programs remain consistently more popular than cultural and artistic programs. Situating the orchestra within “social development” also helps to define it as a social program, which has clearly shaped the development and growth of the orchestra over the last thirty years. 

When I inquired of Dr. Abreu what we, within the United States, could learn from the Venezuelan system, he restates his original theme, “The social aspects.” While Dr. Abreu has been the face of El Sistema for over 30 years, Gustavo Dudamel, the newest face, may belong as much to California as it does Venezuela.

Now What?
After all this excitement, perhaps most pertinent here is to take a breath and ask ourselves what Venezuela has, what we have, and what we can learn from each other. I learned some things about El Sistema and its founder Dr. Abreu during my initial research (starting in 2003):

1. 
When the system began an orchestra in a new city, they would first survey an area and pull together musicians and music teachers already existing, try to bring them on board. I think this is something the LA Philharmonic, as they act as a catalyst, should remember. There are hundreds of music teachers working hard and effectively in the area. These educators need to be brought into the process. They are one of the most valuable resources we have, and to marginalize them would be analogous to telling them their work does not matter. This could cause division rather than build infrastructure. On the other hand, we as music educators should realize that if stakeholders come together effectively, there is always more to go around, not less, so we should worry about results and about children, not turf.
2.
 El Sistema pilots programs, evaluates them, revises them, and then expands them. They are smart about using their resources, and they work out the kinks first. 
3. 
El Sistema puts enough resources into their projects that participants can succeed. 
4. 
The present foundation that represents El Sistema was not established until 1994, nearly 20 years after the first youth orchestra concert in 1975. In other words, reform and infrastructure take time. 
5. 
El Sistema has a clear and unified purpose. Participants and teachers see it as both a music program and a social program. The phrase, “to play and to fight,” spurs children on to both work hard and have fun doing it. There is a hierarchy of structure within the program that makes sense and provides roll models and continuous opportunities to learn and grow.

One of the major differences between California and Caracas is that in the United States we have public school music education. Clearly, some schools and teachers are better than others, but this is true anywhere, including Venezuela. El Sistema developed outside the school system because music education is not offered within the schools, and the public school systems serve, according to some of my informants, only about 50% of the population (the same percentage housed in barrios). Others utilize private schools. El Sistema works on a conservatory-style, after-school, community music model within the town centers, though instruction and instruments are free. El Sistema is also making efforts to bring the program into the schools, so it is safe to say that we are ahead in this.
Why Use Music Education?


Research supports claims that participation in arts education has a positive effect on students, especially those who are from the lowest socio-economic population or students who have trouble engaging in traditional education. Additional research links music education with the spatial-temporal intelligence necessary in mathematics (Shaw, 2000), and MENC just announced the results of a recent Harris poll linking music education to advanced studies and higher incomes.
Perhaps one of the most compelling collections of studies examining the effect of the arts on student learning is the Arts Education Partnership publication, Champions of Change (Fiske, 1999). In this compilation, seven teams of researchers studied a variety of arts education programs. While these teams worked independently, they came to a consensus on a number of issues. Most of those are connected to the student’s sense of self in some way, either directly or indirectly.

First, the arts reach students who are not otherwise being reached. It is the students who are disengaged from schools who are at the greatest risk of failure, and arts provide a reason for being engaged. Second, the arts reach students in ways that they are not otherwise being reached. Problem students often become high achievers in arts education settings. Third, the arts connect students to themselves and each other. Students must draw on personal feelings and experience to create art, and the attitudes of young people alter during arts learning experiences. Fourth, the arts transform the learning environment. With arts as central in a learning environment, it becomes a place of discovery, walls are broken down, teachers are renewed, and even the physical appearance of the school changes. Fifth, the arts provide learning opportunities for the adults in the lives of young people. When those responsible for the development of students are able to continue learning, this allows young people to understand that learning is a life-long process, and the dynamics change between adults and students. Sixth, arts provide new challenges for students who are already considered successful, reducing boredom and complacency. Seventh, arts connect learning experiences to the world of real work. The present and future workplace is changing, and the arts classroom is one where ideas and communication matter, something consistent with future workplace behaviors. 
One of the more notable findings in this study is the Catterall analysis of the Department of Education database of 25,000 students. He found that students with high levels of arts participation outperform those who are “arts-poor” on nearly every measure. The researchers also found a statistical significance in comparisons of high and low arts participation in students from the lowest socioeconomic strata. In fact, high arts participation in students from this group shows a higher significance than in students from a high-income household. The authors of this study stress the importance of this finding:

Students from poor and less educated families are much more likely to record low levels of participation in the arts during the middle and high school years: affluent youngsters are much more likely to show high, rather than low engagement in the arts. If our analysis is reasonable, the arts do matter—not only as worthwhile experiences in their own right for reasons not addressed here, but also as instruments of cognitive growth and development and as agents of motivation for school success. In this light, unfair access to the arts for our children brings consequences of major importance to our society. (Cattarall, Chapleau, & Iwanaga, 1999, p. 17)

What Will We Have in Thirty Years?
This is the question. We should remember some things and be aware of potential dualities. First, whenever this sort of endeavor is attempted, there is usually a pull between social and artistic aspects, and unless these two sides come together, the projects either fail or split. El Sistema is one of the few instances in which this duality has actually created synergy rather than strife. Within U.S. settlement music schools this very argument caused a number of splits, and one observer warned:

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. (Egan, 1989, p. 156)

Within California today, we have another duality. In our case, we have public school music teachers who train and work hard to do their jobs. This is closer to the Finnish model than the Venezuelan. The biggest influence in the LA Phil project currently seems to be the private sector, and public official, not music educators. These two (maybe we should say three) sectors must talk and work together rather than compete with one another if we are to harness the real possibilities here. We must bridge the dualities of public and private, conservatory and social music. 
Besides potential conflicts, we should be aware of our surroundings in making comparisons as we attempt to model ourselves after the Venezuelan system. Others throughout the world have watched Venezuela with interest and attempted similar projects. Those who succeed will keep in mind their own participants and cultures as they proceed. The population of Caracas, including surrounding suburbs, might be equated with the population of LA County in general size, but our music education infrastructure is dissimilar and already quite extensive. We already have public school music, and in many cases, free instruments. Are we to stop all this in favor of a conservatory-style model outside the schools? We also have bands and choirs in a stronger state than orchestras. Are we to desert those for orchestras alone? In LA, our poor are marginalized, but that marginalization is different and perhaps more subtle than in Venezuela where the poor live in shanty towns outside the cities. We will need to find different ways of inclusion. Our model will look different, but hopefully the “social aspects” and the “artistic aspects” will be just as strong.
After a year of initial meetings with “stakeholder,” the LA Philharmonic sponsored the October education symposium, “Music for All: A Vision for Los Angeles,” which brings a new vision of education to the orchestra and provides a platform to discuss some of these issues. Already, the LA Philharmonic offers broader outreach than they have previously for schools and existing community programs, including a fair amount of resources offered to LA school music programs, such as teaching artists and teacher clinics. They also announced the launch of the EXPO Center, the first step in emulating Venezuela’s youth orchestra system. For an overview of the current year’s programs, go to laphil.com/education.
Finally, I say, bravo to this beginning, but make one more comparison. The population of Venezuela is a little over 26 million (CIA, 2007), and that of California just over 36 million (U.S. Census, 2006). Perhaps we should be thinking bigger than LA! Let’s forge stronger ties, create a better infrastructure, and truly bring music to all children in California.
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