
 The problem: a large
proportion of Victorian
primary school children
have little or no access to
music education.

Vision: all Victorian 
primary school children 
need, and have the right to 
a quality, sequential and 
ongoing music education.
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Cognitive developments are the processes and skills that are aligned with brain development in the area of thinking 
and learning skills. Human developments are the processes and skills that are aligned with emotional and behavioural 
skills. 
These processes and skills are of course interlinked and impact on each other. For example, increased academic 
confidence has been found to directly improve academic attainment. (Collins, 2016; Hallam 2015) 
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Non-cognitive effects
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Best practice cont.
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Barriers to the provision of quality 
Music Education
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1 Systemic inequity
Support of music education is varied and differs across and within educational
systems.

2 Teacher education and training
There are currently insufficient numbers of trained and/or upskilled teachers of
music in all systems.

3 School leader education and expectations
There is a lack of access to and understanding of cutting-edge research into music
education and brain development among school principals and other leaders. A
deep understanding of the nature of music education provision within their schools
and the opportunities this could provide is also lacking.

4 Australian Curriculum
Resources to inform the structure and interpretation across states/territories
and systems of the Australian Curriculum requirements and benefits of music
education are not available.



Barriers cont.
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5 NAPLAN and STEM
The ability for the general public to see and compare schools via NAPLAN results
(published on the MySchool website) has forced literacy and numeracy into a
privileged position over all other subject areas. The impact of a STEM curriculum
focus has done the same for STEM subjects and content.

6 Professional collaboration
There are a number of professional organisations, both not-for-profits and
representative bodies, which make active representations to policy makers and
politicians and deliver professional development. Although there appears to be a
willingness to collaborate in the sector, to date these organisations have worked
largely in their own spheres.

7 The value of music education
There is not a shared understanding of the value or place and purpose of music in
every Australian child’s education.



Key Insights 
and 
opportunities
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A quick comparison
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Finland – High personal
Level of musical knowledge 
and training
Canada – Music Specialists
Very high level of training
Home of neuroscience

Generalist receive as little as
6 hours across their degrees
Very few specialist primary 
education degrees 
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Perception and Value
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Finland – music education is a core subject.



Commonalities

Start early
Commit to quality in 
Teaching and music
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The commonalities across music education systems that result in both sound musical development and permanent cognitive
enhancement (as reflected in such measures as academic attainment, standardised testing, tertiary study, human development,
and elite levels of musical achievement) are as follows:



State v State 
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NSW elevates 
Music and Visual Arts above 
Dance and Drama and 
excludes media arts altogether

NSW has a very active Regional
Conservatorium network that 
Bolsters the regional schools.

This is model that could be 
pursued in Victoria.  

Victoria is the only State/Territory
without regional conservatoriums.

Victoria is the only state that does 
not supplement primary classroom 
music with a selective instrumental 
program for middle primary. 

Victoria’s ATAR scores are ‘scaled’ 
to reward science and language 
over the arts and humanities.  



Music In Victorian Primary Schools

School leadership is vital to music education in schools but there is a dearth of research on the impact of leadership on 
musical experiences in the primary school. Buchan (2016) Collins (2016) Alberts review, (Collins, 2019) and in qualitative 
research by de Vries (2014) and Barrett et al. (2018).

The value v the purpose of music education Collins et al. have suggested that advocacy for music education would be 
better served by a focus on purpose rather than value. (2020) Collins (2016) Barrett, Zhukov & Welch, 2018; de Vries, 
2016; King, 2012; Pascoe et al., 2005; Russell-Bowie, 2002 

Resourcing - deficits impact opportunities, whether that be lack of time in the school day, lack of physical resources such 
as musical instruments or a space where music making and playing can take place safely, (Alberts, 2020; Barrett, Zhukov & 
Welch, 2018; de Vries, 2016; King, 2012; Pascoe et al., 2005; Russell-Bowie, 2002) 

Lack of access to a relevant professional learning community and development opportunities (de Vries, 2011; 2017; Garvis 
& Pendergast, 2012, 2010; Hennessy, 2000, 2017; Holden & Button, 2006; Power & Klopper, 2011). 

Lack of skill, ability to teach with creativity, flexibility, agility, and confidence has been cited as correlating with the 
reduction of hours devoted to music education in initial teacher education courses in Australia (Alberts, 2020; Barton, 
Baguley, & MacDonald, 2013; Collins, 2020; Garvis & Pendergast, 2010, 2012; Hocking, 2009).
Barrett, Zhukov & Welch, (2018) and Collins (2019) both suggest this reflects educational policy and the influence of 
economic rationalism and accountability that have continued to shape Initial Teacher Education (I.T.E), the profession and 
the curriculum, particularly through the introduction of NAPLAN in 2008, AITSL from 2010 and the Australian Curriculum 
from 2009 (Alberts, 2020; Ewing, 2010).



What music is being experienced?

Both the repertoire and experiences are also often presentational rather than participatory (Turino, 2008, 2009) with the 
focus on a musical product rather than on what is being learned and experienced or expressed by the children (Allsup, 
2016; Buchan, 2016; Thibeault, 2015) This aspect of ‘what’ has not been the focus of many research projects and therefore 
supports the method and questions I have argued are appropriate.

A singular approach that devalues the uniqueness of each arts learning area. A common story offered throughout 
research (Barrett et al, 2018; Buchan, 2016; Collins, 2016; de Vries, 2016) is the rotation of arts learning across the school 
year- for example, a focus of learning and development in one arts learning area for one school term follow by another arts 
learning area for another term.

Buchan (2016) reports on the impact of cultural hegemony and the influence of the US mass produced music industry on 
the selection of repertoire. Her research also highlights the potential of music and music education experiences that respect
the voice, interests, cultural diversity, and developmental position of the child. (Buchan, 2016; Nikkanen, & Westerlund, 
2017). It is the aim of this current inquiry that more of this aspect of ‘what’ will become understood.

There appeared to be something distinctive and ‘difficult’ about music as a learning area, which would lead to it being 
marginalised more often than other areas, and this is reflected in the literature (for example, (Barrett, Zhukov and Welch, 
2019; Buchan, 2016; Hennessy, 2000; Holden & Button, 2006).

There have certainly been debates over music’s place within the primary school and it is possible to position the subject as 
an enjoyable, extra-curricular activity, rather than as something that should be studied on an equal footing with more 
‘academic’ domains (Burnard, 2006a; Collins, 2019).



The questions

The questions that underpin my research,
The key research questions for this study are:
• Who is enabled/hindered to teach music in Victorian primary 

schools and how does this/has this happen/ed?
• How do teachers adapt and adopt curriculum to enable 

becoming musical in their everyday classrooms?
• How is becoming musical reflected in the personal practical 

knowledge and the image of teachers in generalist classrooms, 
schools and principals?

‘What stories do staff tell us about their ‘becoming musical experiences?’ and ‘How do these stories and 
experiences provide insights and understanding of the influence of policy, person, place and where musical 
experiences in the classroom were, are and could be? and “How might the experiences that took place over 
the course of the intervention continue to shape the pedagogy, place and possibilities for more music in 
more schools?’ These are complex questions for which I was not expecting straightforward or definitive 
answers. 



Method

Forum 
Invitation to participate in Professional Learning – Teach Talk & Tune
Three teaching staff and their principal opted in. 
Participants – three (3) female, one (1) male staff  
Levels 1 - 6 were represented across the teaching staff. 
Principal’s perspective
Music Memory Box Artifact elicitation

Teach Talk and Tune times 
I kept dot point brief jottings’ and I used these to remind myself of things that had caught my gaze, my ear or 
my imagination. I was able to video, and audio record many experiences of “teaching” and “education” for 
review and reflection alongside my colleagues and these were used for the ‘Tune’ times. After leaving the 
school, usually the same day, events were reconstructed in anthropological style field notes. Field narratives 

Preliminary narrative accounts (interim research texts) were prepared and shared with teachers. These 
accounts took the form of long narratives on the experiences I had been privy to as I inquired in the midst 
with each participant. 



Method

The staff responded to the narrative accounts in the 
second of the above-noted interviews (June 2016 
with Maggie and Peter and January 2017 with Sue 
and Kim). Their responses provided insight into 
their imagery as it was embodied in their practice. 
These responses, combined with the ongoing 
participant observation work, led to the 
preparation of a second narrative account and a 
brief discussion with each participating staff 
member in November 2017 and February 2018.

All data are collected into ‘Field texts. These field 
texts are then transformed into research texts using 
three devices: broadening, burrowing, and storying 
and re-storying, as elaborated in FIGURE 1



Narrative ponds

Each staff member’s narrative is re-storied and written into a research text which draws 
from and towards literature and brings to the surface those aspects that indicate an 
adaption to their Personal Practical Knowledge or that show us more clearly how 
becoming musical is happening

Teacher 1 found a well of songs to draw from and discovered the math in music
Teacher 2 found songs were a fabulous way of building vocabulary and cultural 
Intelligence. It also boosted attendance by those children from CALD backgrounds
Teacher 3 found stories and songwriting increased literacy and numeracy outcomes

Principal participated and supported – he was a contemporary risk-taker 



Becoming musical  
becoming visible

at the surface

Teacher 1 – increased singing as everyday occurrence
Teacher 2 introduced students to rhythmic and melodic 
texture through simple songs and patterns and cultural 
games. 
Teacher 3 introduced songwriting 

They had to push back against pressure to measure. 
They had to find ways of working in the spaces 
They all participated and 



Performance Permission

Participation
Ripples visible 
On the ponds
Of the staff 
Becoming Musical  

Three ripples across the ponds of all 
staff related to performance -

performative measures and 
discourses. This ripple does much to 

impede becoming musical 
experiences. Performance features 

bump up against participatory
experiences of music and music 

education – both past and present. 
Self permission that draws from the 

best loved selves of staff and 
perceived permission from the 

principal, further enable becoming 
musical

Ripples



Becoming musical
This inquiry through its methodology and 

investigation of a single case study advances 
what is known about permissions, 

performances of policy, pedagogy and 
practice, and participation and presentation 

of musical experiences and voices. This 
thesis uncovers what it is like to experience 
becoming musical in contemporary regional 

Victorian classrooms and how this is 
activated and sustained in the current 

political and education climates. 

We learn that adaptation and 
adoption of pedagogy and practices 
align with the shifts in personal 
practical knowledge and that 
participatory rather than presentational 
experiences are more powerful in 
transforming a difficult curriculum area 
to one of ease. This is significant for 
leadership and the provision of much 
needed support to those who seek to 
provide best practices in professional 
learning for this learning area. 



Four regional conservatoriums?

Pressure Governments 
with a consistent 

message on the purpose 
and value. 

Build the first (or 
second) regional 
conservatorium for the 
arts. 
Warrnambool are on 
their way  - joint 
funding? 

Continue to build 
Mooroopna as the 
lighthouse school

The Heinze Music Program provides 
quality music education each year to 
over 180 children and young people 
in 7 low SES primary schools within 
and around Shepparton, enhancing 
engagement in learning, language 
development and social skills.
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Heinze is Unique



Outcomes 
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Music 
Every child

Everyday

Everywhere
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