From:

Dear Sir/Madam,
Please find enclosed submission to the above inquiry.
Please do not hesitate to contact the undersigned for further information or input.
Yours sincerely,

Judith Thomas

1

Submission to the Inquiry into the Extent, Benefits and Potential of Music Education
in Victorian Schools
Submission by Judith Thomas
The following is an illustrated transcript of a recorded audio visual presentation responding
to the terms of reference of the inquiry.
I have not addressed all the items listed in the terms of reference. The benefits to students
of music education are already well documented in scientific papers extending over the last
twenty years, and a sample of these can be found on my website and numerous other
places.1 The scientific evidence is powerful and compelling, and given the mass of
evidence, there is little excuse for not implementing systematic music education at all
schooling levels.
In regard to the funding models, I don’t pretend to have expertise in this area. I can only
comment on the most effective methods of delivering programs, ie. the delivery of maximum
educational benefit for the dollar spent. Effectiveness centres on delivering the right
programs at the correct time in the development and schooling of the child, and my
contention is that this requires that the program start at kindergarten and even crèche level.
The reasoning is based on 30 years of experience in teaching music, reinforced by
contemporary scientific evidence. This is outlined in the presentation.
An approach that allows for creation of sound foundations in the early years of schooling will
benefit the success of more complex music instruction at later years. My personal
experience is that children who obtain a grounding in the principles of music in preschool
and early school years maintain their interest in music throughout their school life and beyond,
with all the flow on benefits to their effectiveness as learners in other disciplines that this
entails.

The full audiovisual presentation can be found at
http://youtu.be/erBgtiBjebM
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http://www.judiththomas.com.au/school/research

Transcript of Presentation
Music Education!

Where did we go wrong?

What has happened in the past?
Music Education is valuable - we have known that for years. Kodaly told us… Orff told us…
and scientists are giving us concrete evidence to support what music educators have known
anecdotally for decades.
But we still don’t have music programs which reach out effectively to a majority of our
children.
What have we tried in the past? (After all we don’t want to invest money in programs that
have already proven to be ineffective)
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We’ve tried:

Wonderfully produced books and AV packages supported by in-service training sessions.

The most musical member of staff is chosen or volunteers to attend, the aid is brought back
to the school with enthusiasm and is used by the in-service trained, musical staff member.
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There might be some flow on to other members of the staff which dwindles as time goes by.
Eventually the staff member who is familiar with the tapes/Videos/CDs/DVDs, leaves the
school, takes the aid or shelves it where it gathers dust and becomes obsolete.
We’ve tried:

Mass instrumental programs. ‘Key board’ teachers, guitar teachers and string teachers
move into schools once a week to conduct group or individual lessons.
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(A very risky strategy for encouraging a love of music!)
It might work for kids where parents listen to Western music or even have experience in
music-making themselves, but let’s be realistic!
Imagine a home where the parents have never learned music or even seen one of the
instruments at close quarters. There is not an instrument at home so the child takes one
from school to practice.

It is fragile. It goes out of tune on the way home and no one knows what to do with it.

The kid tries to practice on an out of tune instrument and sounds pretty awful. A family
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member makes a negative comment and the child quickly decides ‘I suck at music.’
Meanwhile...
The child from a 'musical family' has been assisted and praised. He or she has practiced
because of the positive reinforcement. The music teacher is impressed and the child looks
set for success.
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In the same class the child who 'sucks at music' is feeling pretty bad about the whole thing.
The teacher tries not to be discouraging, but the two different students are timetabled
together for a year and the ensemble ends up sounding like a mess
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The musical child decides to leave the school program and learn privately and the so called
‘un-musical child’ quits music for life.

We’ve tried:

‘Special Music Schools.’ Streaming talented children is a great idea. I’m sure that we, as a
nation, are proud of our sports men and women who have been supported by the Australian
Institute of Sport and we have no doubt gained a great deal from having musicians
encouraged by programs at select music schools.
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(The question is: how did the students become good at music in the first place?)
Can we build on the number of talented, musically engaged students?
I believe we can, but we have to understand that it is imperative that music education starts
early.

Not at Junior Secondary level…
…not even in the Primary School.
9

Music education HAS to begin in crèches and kindergartens.

Music is a language and it is most easily taught at a very young age when the brain is
undergoing synapse development. At 8 (school age), synapse development starts to be
pruned.

Under the age of three, the brain is highly receptive to the rhythm, the pitch and the tone of
the human voice. Children are learning to talk!
10

Many parents notice that their 2 year old is musical – THEY NEED TO BE! They need to
have a great ear if they are going to learn to form words, emphasise phrases, make
themselves heard.
This is when music comes naturally!

And it’s not just a time for developing aural and oral skills – what about motor skills –
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dexterity?
Dexterity in kids is declining.
What’s the difference between an ipad and a pair of lace up shoes? Answer: The shoes are
harder to use.
Kids toys used to involve manipulation of small parts (dolls were dressed with buttons and
clips, not Velcro). Construction kits often had small parts. Now, high reward is provided by
electronic toys that require less complex intervention.
When children dress themselves, clothes don’t have buttons, press studs and zips – they
simply pull on. And simple games like ‘Stacks on the Mill’ and ‘This little pig went to market’
(which build spatial awareness and touch) are becoming less common.
So …

We start to teach music too late in order to take advantage of the child’s peak in
receptiveness and we drop students in the middle of instrumental programs where high
dexterity is essential.
At Grade Two, kids still have Velcro sports shoes so we can get them dressed quickly, but
we give them a recorder or a violin and expect that they can cover the holes and move their
fingers in intricate ways.
How ridiculous!
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We absolutely have to build the skills for music at an early age, just like walking and talking
and reading. You wouldn’t give a beginning reader ‘War and Peace’…

so why give a beginning musician a recorder or a violin?
It’s even easier to set up a music program for younger children and the teachers in crèches
and kindergartens can do this.
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They may be afraid of teaching music (remember, music education has been failing for years
and the teachers have most likely suffered the fate of the child who ‘sucks at music’)

…but that is because they believe music education requires a high level of skill on an
instrument. Instrumental programs will come later with expertly trained teachers, but there is
a lot of ground work to be done first.

Our crèche, kindergarten and classroom teachers can start the ball rolling.
They love kids, they know their students, their strengths, their values, their cultural
background AND the parents. And young children are SO willing to love and respect their
class teachers.
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The relationship already exists so why bring in strangers.
We know that music is a language and it needs to be practiced, so weave it through the day.
Punctuate other areas of learning with music – make sure ALL children know that music is
fun.
Don’t have a ‘visitor’ come in and teach music (this sends a message of exclusivity straight
away). Set it up like PMP if you like – Parents need to be involved too. BUT MAKE SURE IT
IS TAUGHT EARLY AND OFTEN.
I can already hear teachers saying “but I can’t sing, I can’t read music, I’m tone deaf”
“I just put on a CD or plug in an Ipod – they love that at lunch time”
Well that maybe they do – but that’s not music education – put alphabet posters up around
the room by all means – but that is not going to teach children to read.
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I can provide examples of music education which do not require any musical training or a
great singing voice. After all, I helped with PMP when my children were young and I didn’t
need to have training. I just followed the instructions on the card.
We can do this for music!
I’ve developed a program to be used in the early childhood years which gives children a love
of music and a foundation for future success.
I involve parents – many parents are scared of music too - they don’t know what is involved
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but they want to help. Let’s show them how.
Show them that moving in time to music, clapping rhythms, maintaining a pulse, differentiating
between high and low is fundamental. Moving fingers independently, feeling textures, pointing
to things accurately – fundamental. It doesn’t matter how well you sing – sing with your class,
sing with your children and have fun for goodness sake. Everyone loves music! We should be
able to tap into that.
When I teach my 2 year old classes, parents often say that they are learning too. As they
come along with their children they begin to understand pitch, notation, orchestration –
things that have never been explained to them and they have the opportunity to become
engaged with music for the first time.

Any music program needs to engage parents. Parents are a conduit to success. Education
doesn’t just happen at school IN FACT the wonderful thing about music is that it sets a
pattern of learning which flows between the classroom and the home.
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We don’t want kids switching off when they leave school and music gets stuck in your
head. You sing the songs you learnt at kinder when you’re in the bath – It’s great!
Let’s build on that link and teach the kids and their parents that practicing music at home
is necessary and incredibly valuable. If music is easy in the early stages and we start
young, we can build this awareness.
Sometimes things take time to perfect, sometimes things are hard. Children need a lot of
encouragement to work at things that come more slowly – music is the lace up kind of
activity, not the Velcro solution and we need parents to be informed, patient and
supportive if kids are to succeed.
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Well…
Music education HAS to involve parents, it HAS to start young and then it can grow.

Initially, activities need to be targeting similar skills across the K3,K4, Prep, One, Two age
group as the program builds momentum and basic skills and parental support develops.
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Then what?

Think percussion…
Percussion builds dexterity, but it doesn’t absolutely require it. It is perfect for learning
basic notation skills. It works in ensembles, it builds teamwork and fosters improvisation.
All cultures use percussion.
Think body percussion, percussion on found objects and the more sophisticated
instruments
– Wow!
The mind boggles!
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Start a program from the ground up and watch it take off!

21

