
Christina Schempf 
MIE 501 
Larry Scripp 
 

What is the essential role of music in education in the 21st century? Is the role of music 
the same in the 21st century as it was in the 20th? Is it the same as it was in the 18th or during 
the Renaissance or in ancient Greece? Is it the same in the U.S. as it is in Peru or Japan? In the 
current American cultural and educational climate, the question is not so much what is the 
essential role of music in education as, should music have a role in education?  

 
In antiquity, music firmly held a place in the quadrivium alongside the other math-related 

subjects of arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. Currently, music is fighting to find a place at 
the table amongst the other academic disciplines, particularly STEM, our modern quadrivium, 
which has received a great deal of attention in recent years. Music is being treated in many 
schools as extra-curricular, to be pursued as an additional interest or hobby, similar to the chess 
club. In some schools, including the charter school where I tutor in Dorchester, MA, the only arts 
component offered is theater and is linked to their speech and language arts program. When I tell 
my students there that I play the horn, none of them know what it is. Some know what a trumpet 
is, few have a vague ideas about trombones. To me, this seems like a significant knowledge gap 
due to lack of exposure. It’s along similar lines as not knowing how to do long division or not 
knowing that mixing yellow and blue pigments makes green. And yet, the emphasis and funding 
that music and arts programs have received would suggest otherwise.  

 
As a result to this very real threat to music in education, artists, teachers, and researchers 

have begun to explore various avenues of justification for the arts in education. For example, 
research has shown that knowledge transfer between music and other academic disciplines is 
possible, given the correct learning conditions, and the conversation surrounding funding for the 
arts in education has latched onto this rationale as a primary way to affirm the value of the arts 
and defend its role in education.  Other inquiries include: Is the purpose of music in education to 1

function as an outlet for self-expression? Is the purpose social or emotional, in order to build 
self-esteem, rapport, and community? If so, many other activities have these side effects 
including track and field and the debate team.  Is the role of the arts in history a justification to 2

continue studying music as an essential part of education? Plato believed that “music and all the 
arts are the keys to learning.” Are any of these reasons enough? If they are, why have the arts 
still suffered in the way of financial support in our schools?  
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These are the questions that the future of music in education in the 21st century faces and 
it’s no wonder that artists and musicians are on the defensive. All these questions have 
significant implications. It is true that students learn skills through music that are transferable to 
other academic disciplines.  It is true that music has a profound impact on the self-concept, 3

confidence, emotional awareness, and social skills of students, particularly teenagers.  It is true 4

that music has a remarkable capacity to bring together individuals and groups of people and 
strengthen a sense of community and commonality.  But are any one of these reasons enough to 5

justify the high cost of funding the arts in education? I believe that these answers are not enough 
because they answer only half of the question. Through philosophical and scientific inquiry, we 
have given a rationale for the value of the arts in education, providing evidence of its positive 
effect on other areas of life, but we have not answered whether or not music itself is essential. 
How can we argue that music plays an essential role in education, or any role at all for that 
matter, if music is fundamentally nonessential?  

 
Coming from an anthropological standpoint, an argument can be made that music is 

essential because it exists in every known culture.  Many would argue from a cultural or personal 6

standpoint that music is essential in terms of quality of life. But why do we find many people 
who are unconvinced, who feel little connection to music beyond listening to their favorite band 
on spotify, and feel that music education is superfluous to their ability to enjoy music as a 
consumer? Perhaps musicians should have the courage to entertain the ways in which music 
is, at the most fundamental level, nonessential. We don’t need it for survival. We need to be 
willing to admit this because that is exactly the heart of its value. Music is a gift. Not a 
commodity. It needs no justification because it is an inherent Good like Truth or 
Compassion or Beauty.  

 
Writer and editor Andy Crouch says, “art can be provisionally defined as those 

aspects of culture that cannot be reduced to utility.”  Jim Watkins explains this idea further 7

in an online book review: 
 
“[the arts] have an ‘extra’ or ‘gratuitous’ dimension that always eludes and exists beyond 
the particular ways that we use them.  Perhaps this is seen most clearly in the making of art. 
Although artists use their materials, they often have a respect for the ‘otherness’ of their 
materials, and find value in the way the materials resist the artist’s use of them.  Artistic 
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creativity is an encounter with excess beyond utility: a reminder that this object does not 
exist solely for my use, and that it has, in some sense, a life of its own.”   8

 
If these statements hold true about music, then, ironically and paradoxically, a certain 
degree of uselessness is actually essential to the arts. Perhaps in many ways it is more 
essential than any utilitarian aspect of music, and we are working against ourselves if we 
try to justify the arts solely along utilitarian lines. Perhaps even more than working against 
ourselves, we are stripping music of the very thing that makes it an invaluable gift.  
 

Perhaps a useful analogy can be drawn; the arts are like a ripe summer peach. Not 
only is a peach extraordinarily rich in nutrients (music bolsters academic performance), it 
is also delicious and enjoyable to eat (music is an emotional outlet for self-expression). We 
also know food to be a remarkable way to foster community (music does much the same). A 
peach that is shared between two friends sitting on a dock by a gorgeous midwestern lake is 
probably more memorable than the one you scarfed down at the bus stop the other day on 
your way to a meeting, although even that may have been a rapturous experience that 
pulled you out of an otherwise monotonous day. But even these things aside, a peach is not 
only nutritious and delicious, it is also beautiful. Imagine the color of the inside of a peach, 
that glorious gradient from bright yellow orange to deep carmine red. The color gradient 
of an avocado is similarly marvelous. While this may seem like an inconsequential detail, it 
has important implications for art.  

 
My thoughts on this were stimulated in part by one of my favorite poems, “From 

Blossoms” by Li-young Lee. Lee paints a scene of a roadside stand with peaches for sale 
and the experience of eating these unexpected delights. Her response? Abundant gratitude. 
The excess of her gratitude is indicative of the excessive goodness she has received. It would 
be a very different poem if she spent three of the four stanzas describing the caloric value 
of the peach, listing the vitamins and nutrients it contained, discussing the exact amount of 
days necessary for it to develop on the tree, and justify eating it because her body needs the 
energy to finish the activities required that day. While each of these makes interesting 
inquiries in their own right, they don’t describe the essential goodness of the peach… or, 
perhaps, that which is nonessential. Perhaps this is what we do to music when we try and 
justify it in relation to other academic disciplines or in its economic value as a cultural 
good, or in its capacity to develop active and responsible citizens. But enough talking about 
the poem. Here is the poem itself. Taste each word. Feel the weight of the late afternoon sun 
on your shoulders. Revel in the abundance of a gift shared so vividly through words.  
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From blossoms comes  
this brown paper bag of peaches  
we bought from the boy  
at the bend in the road where we turned toward  
signs painted Peaches.  
 
From laden boughs, from hands,  
from sweet fellowship in the bins,  
comes nectar at the roadside, succulent  
peaches we devour, dusty skin and all,  
comes the familiar dust of summer, dust we eat.  
 
O, to take what we love inside,  
to carry within us an orchard, to eat  
not only the skin, but the shade,  
not only the sugar, but the days, to hold  
the fruit in our hands, adore it, then bite into  
the round jubilance of peach.  
 
There are days we live  
as if death were nowhere  
in the background; from joy  
to joy to joy, from wing to wing,  
from blossom to blossom to  
impossible blossom, to sweet impossible blossom.  9

 
Music is one of those sweet impossible blossoms that is becoming ever sweeter. This 

is the gift each one of us carries inside us. And this is the posture from which I choose to 
affirm that music, and all the arts, hold an essential place in education. Certainly, music is 
in relationship with other academic disciplines. What a wonderful benefit! Certainly, 
aesthetic experiences are one one the great contributions to quality of life. Certainly, when 
we participate in music, we join an ancient, cross-cultural history and learn something 
about what it means to be essentially human. But most importantly, every student deserves 
a musical education because, like music, every student’s value is not defined by their 
productivity or their talent or their future capacity to contribute to society, but by inherent 
worth. Music should not be held in reserve for the talented, the privileged, or the affluent. 
Music is a gift for everyone. As music educators, we are planting orchards inside each 
student we love and nurture. These orchards will blossom and, in time, bear fruit that is 
nutritious, delicious, and wonderfully, excessively, uselessly beautiful. 
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