Vantage P O I N T S
From the Outside In:

Perspectives from a
Community Musician

In order to understand what will make the most lasting impact on our
students, we must take into consideration what they will be doing musically after they leave our classrooms. Paul Lehman (2002) has spoken
directly to the matter: “As I see it, education is what we have left over
after we’ve forgotten the things we learned in school” (p. 48). The largest
portion of music makers in this country are not performing in professional
or community bands; instead they can be found “musicking” in community venues such as basements, pubs, garages, worship teams, computer
labs, dance clubs, and recording studios.
In my own personal search for greater understanding of
musical meaning, music education, and lifelong musicianship, I undertook a three-year longitudinal case study of
a local community musician. Building on the research of
Green (2001), this was an exploration of the musical history,
musicianship, and perceptions of formal music education as
seen through the lived experiences of Chris, a community
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rock musician. By investigating the stories, feelings, and
understandings of one adult musician, I hoped to understand
the influence of music in his life, both in and out of school.
What could be learned from students like Chris who chose
not to participate in school music, yet dedicated much of
their lives to making music?
At the time the study began, Chris was a musician in his
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late 20’s. At the age of eighteen he was drawn, as are most
youth in this area, to the university setting; however, after
a few years Chris quit school to pursue a full-time music
career. As a songwriter, singer, guitarist, and drummer,
his talents are greatly sought after by many bands in this
community. His career consists of local and regional gigs
several nights a week with multiple bands which, coupled
with financial support from friends and family, allows him
to continue his aspirations of writing and performing music
full-time. He spends most of his daytime hours rehearsing,
creating, and conceptualizing/composing his music, while
his evenings are spent performing and recording his work.
To date, he has released three albums with three separate
bands. He composed approximately two-thirds of the songs
presented on these albums.
Chris was selected to participate in this study for the
following reasons: (a) his accessibility and willingness to
participate; (b) he currently makes a living playing, arranging, composing, and performing music in community settings; (c) his rich musical background and experiences both
in-side and out-side formal music education; (d) the wealth
or performance opportunities and support for independent
music making within his community; and (d) his story is a
pertinent example of the musical history, musicianship, and
perceptions of formal music education with American community rock musicians.
I observed Chris in all areas of his music making,
including attending performances, witnessing his musical interactions with individuals and groups in rehearsals,
in the recording studio, and during the times in which he
was independently creating new music. I conducted semistructured interviews (Fontana & Frey, 1994) with Chris
and also with each of his band mates. I often joined Chris
on out-of-town gigs with various bands including his debut
with a professional traveling rock band, and also attended
CD release performances and parties, performances at new
venues, and many social gatherings sponsored by Chris or
his band mates. During these times, informal conversations
were conducted with band members along with Chris’ family members and fans.
As typical of qualitative inquiry (Janesick, 1994), the
research process began in a rather unfocused manner with
global interests in the realm of what it means to be a musician in this particular community setting. Midway into the
study, however, themes began to emerge that provided a
focus on the following aspects of Chris’s experience: 1) the
impact of music making within his family and outside of
formal music training, (2) his perceptions of what it means
to be musical, and (3) his perception of formal music education.

Chris’ Story

Vignette 1: Musical History
The community in which Chris lives is a vibrant one in
which the arts, and particularly music, play a primary role.
There are multiple venues for both performance and recording, as well as a long history of communal music making
that affords musicians the opportunity to work collaboratively and support each other creatively. Located in central
Pennsylvania, this is a community in which rock still “rules”
and, while rap, hip hop, and pop may be radio standards,
most live music performances fall under the genres of rock,
alternative country, and bluegrass.
During our interviews, a picture of Chris’ musical history began to emerge. He is the younger of two sons from a
musical family in which his parents played a significant role
in encouraging his musicianship and interests. Chris recalls
his wanting to play an instrument…
I remember getting my first drum set in like tenth
grade for two Nintendo© games when I traded
somebody for it (laughs). My brother played the
guitar first. Ah…my dad played bass guitar… long,
long ago, before he was married… and with some
success. He toured around the East coast and stuff
like that, but he didn’t really talk about it too much.
But the bass guitar was always out … and like sitting there. It had like two strings on it, and it was
always interesting. He had a huge record collection. He never pushed any music on us or anything
like that, but it was always there if we wanted to
listen to it.
So, well, I got to be a teen-aged boy and I started
to get into music, as boys do, that’s how it is. And
I just started getting into his records and listening to them...and then wanted to play, and got my
first drum set. My brother had been playing guitar
already for a little while...he was interested in it a
little ahead of me. Then I got my first drums, and
played them everyday…for about eight hours a
day…non-stop...God bless my parents (laughter).
(Interview #4, 3/4/05)
Prior to receiving his drum set in tenth grade, Chris had
been in and out of formal school music programs. His first
experiences were in a compulsory elementary general music
classroom. He enjoyed music class and looked forward to it
among his school subjects. His strongest recollections were
of participating in a school-wide musical during his fourthgrade year. He remembers the feeling of being on stage and
how he enjoyed working after school hours with his teacher
and members of the cast in learning the music and sharing
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the experience together.
I remember…we would stand on stage around the
piano and sing. My teacher was so nice to us, she
always encouraged us to sing out and, although we
were learning our parts, it didn’t feel like it. It was
just a fun thing to do. Everyone was serious but we
loved what we were doing so much that it didn’t
feel like we were working.…The night the show
opened my parents were there, they were so proud
and I remember the feeling of being there on stage
and being celebrated…recognized for doing what I
loved. (Interview # 9, 8/16/05)
At the beginning of fifth grade, instrumental teachers
from neighboring schools visited the fifth-grade classes to
generate interest in joining the school band. Sitting crosslegged on the cafeteria floor, Chris watched the teachers
demonstrate each instrument knowing that he wanted to
play something; the saxophone was an arbitrary choice.
His mother signed the necessary forms and took him to the
music store to rent an instrument.
I was so excited when we went to get the sax. I
remember walking into the store that was filled
with so many instruments. When the clerk opened
the case and showed me how the instrument fit
together, I remember feeling really excited for the
first day of band class. Although I was losing recess
time to be in band I had several friends who were
signed up for band too…and knew we’d still get to
spend time together.
If I remember correctly, the first few sections…
times the band got together, we spent the whole
time putting our instruments together, then we
looked at some notes...tried to play them…then
took them [our instruments] apart. It just wasn’t my
thing. At that point I didn’t care about reading the
notes…I wanted to play music. I never practiced
and knew the whole “band thing” just wasn’t for
me. (Interview # 9, 8/16/05)
That was Chris’ last experience with school band. He
continued in the general music track through his fifth-grade
year but, when he entered junior high school, he elected not
to enroll in any music classes and opted to take art classes
instead. This is not to say that his interest in music or even
in school music education did not continue. He recounts an
episode from later that same fifth-grade year while riding
home on the bus with a friend.
In elementary school...a good friend of mine,
who’s still a good friend of mine…was real excited
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because he was going to take drum lessons. And, I
don’t know, I mean I was even kind of interested in
it then, but I didn’t [do it] for some reason…but I
was always asking him about his drum lessons, you
know, like “how’s it going?” And I remember we
were on the school bus...and he had one of the little
drum pads and his sticks, and I said “how’s the
drum lessons going?” He was like, “Oh, well…I
can tap Jingle Bells on my drums.” And I was like,
“What does that even mean…?” (He smirked and
demonstrated tapping a drum pad.) (Interview #11,
11/2/05)
For Chris, the ability to tap out a simple rhythm pattern
on a drum pad was not a musical experience. He found little-to-no comparison between what his friend was learning
in music lessons and what he experienced by listening to the
radio or his Dad’s record collection. Even as a child, Chris
was frustrated by what he considered to be the oversimplification of music, and at that early age he decided that formal
music education was not an education in real music. Instead
of finding his home in the music classroom, he turned
towards his own home to hone his musical skills and pursue
his musical interests. During his tenth-grade year, he began
to learn an instrument on his own and in his own way.

Vignette 2: Musicianship
After receiving his first drum set in tenth grade, Chris
began the process of teaching himself how to play. When
asked about this process, he stated that it was a matter of
“head songs.” This term implies listening to songs repeatedly until you have them mastered in your head well enough
to experiment with recreating them on an instrument. This
process was mastered alone and with others typically within
his home and the homes of friends.
My brother and I would choose a record…yes my
Dad’s collection was nearly all records, even in the
80s and 90s…. Then my brother who was already
quite a bit better on guitar than I was (on drums)
would start playing a line. We really liked songs
that would repeat a lot…. It gave us extra time
to practice without having to stop the record. He
would usually start playing a line and I would just
give it a basic beat. The more times we listened, the
better it sounded. I would try a few new things and
he would say “that sucks!” then I’d try something
else.
Really, I was quite horrible, but it didn’t seem to
matter. When I was sitting behind those drums with
the stereo blaring in the background, I felt like I
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was making all the music…and we were having
fun. It wasn’t just goofin’ around, we worked hard,
and we took it very seriously, and we were competitive with one another to see who could get it
right first.
We would continue doing this until late at night, especially on the weekends. Sometimes we wouldn’t
come out of my room until dawn the next day. I
have to admit that there were many times, you
know, that like after he would go to bed I would
stay up and try to nail down a flashy line so that the
next time we played he would think I was good.
I still haven’t told him I did that. (Interview #9,
9/8/2005)
While Chris frequently practiced on his own, he did
play collaboratively with his brother and other friends. From
our interviews, it became apparent that, although working out the details on his own was important to him, it was
the time spent practicing with others that made the biggest
impact. Neither he nor his musical companions were the
“teacher;” instead they learned from each other, testing
out ideas as to what would sound best or improve upon the
sounds in the recording they were imitating. The impetus
for constructing rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic lines was
based on feeling not on rules or theory. As they found new
ways to communicate about the sounds they heard, the process of recreating songs eventually turned into the creation
of new songs.
Chris began experimenting with his own sounds and
lyrics. He bought a guitar because he felt he could express
himself better than on the drum set. He learned the guitar
through slightly different means than he had learned the
drums, i.e., watching his brother and others play and asking
them to show him different licks and chord progressions.
His guitar-playing skills increased rapidly and the guitar
became the primary instrument for writing his own music.
It was not uncommon for Chris to begin with the lyrics
and then pick up his guitar to “see where it would lead.”
After finding the chords that seemed to fit the feeling of the
words, the progression of chords would often inspire the
next line of lyrics. Once the song was sonically and lyrically drafted, Chris would bring it to one of his three bands
for further experimentation. As a witness to these debuts, I
was able to see firsthand what may have been happening in
those early sessions with his older brother. Chris would play
the song for his band mates who, while he strummed, would
begin to enter on their own accord. They would experiment with various sounds as he continued to call out chord
changes as needed. After an initial run through, Chris often

explained what he was feeling when he wrote the song,
and the band members would nod and try again until there
was a basic understanding of the song’s musical and lyrical
intentions. This process recurred on a weekly basis and
eventually someone in the band would suggest it be added
to the next playlist. A song would continue to metamorphose
through performances for weeks or even several years until
it eventually found a kind of stability.
For Chris and his band mates, the construction of new
songs was a collaborative effort. While it was often Chris
who brought a new song to rehearsal, it is difficult to say
how much of the finished product was a result of Chris’
creative musicianship and how much was a result of this
collaboration. Other than lyrics, nearly everything else
was subject to negotiation, and Chris believed this process
helped him to better understand and clarify his original
ideas.

Reﬂection
For Chris, his musical identity was formed as much,
if not more, within the home and among family and social
groupings than within the music classroom. His musical
preferences were based on the musics that surrounded him
and the way music functions in everyday life. Chris was
attracted to the organic nature of music; the way that it was
taught in the music classroom wasn’t music as he knew it
and experienced on a daily basis.
Another strong message that comes from Chris’
experience is that “music happens.” Chris’ story shows us
that when a person is motivated he finds a way to learn.
Although Chris was not able to find his place among the
musical offerings within formal music education, he continued to create a means for musical expression. Among the
musical skills Chris learned on his own were the abilities to
play multiple instruments, listen critically, and make sound
judgments about both the inherent and delineated meanings of music (Green, 2006). He learned to arrange, create,
and experiment—lyrically, rhythmically, melodically, and
harmonically—and found ways in which to communicate
with other musicians to make musical decisions collaboratively (Green, 2001).
Through Chris’ story, we gain a view of the ways
formal music education was a time of “firsts and lasts.” For
some middle-school students, it is their first opportunity to
play in a full ensemble or sing in a choir with multiple parts
or with boys and girls, or it is a first opportunity to explore
different instruments, genres, and activities beyond those
taught in most elementary settings. It is a time to explore
music listening, creating, movement, and understand music
at a deeper level than they were cognitively and physically
capable of experiencing previously. For many, it is the first
2009 Mountain Lake Reader 101

Vantage P O I N T S
opportunity to take advantage of the complex musical cultures and traditions found within formal music education.
For other students, like Chris, it was a time of lasts.
Although he found his passion for playing, arranging,
listening to, and creating music in upper elementary general
music, when he joined band he realized that the prescribed
school music curriculum wasn’t a good fit for him and did
not allow him to explore his own musicality and interests.
Many students make important decisions about remaining in
choral or instrumental music, come to terms with their likes
and dislikes regarding school music, and make decisions
about their personal musical abilities. It is because of these
firsts and lasts that engaging music offerings at the secondary level are so important.

Vignette 3: Thoughts on Formal Music
Education
Because Chris chose not to participate in school music
beyond the compulsory elementary general music classes,
we can learn from his “outsider” perspective. He explained
to me on multiple occasions that many of his issues with
formal music education stemmed from the ways in which
music was taught and his desire for a more reflective, communal style of learning similar to the experiences he had
when learning from his brother and others.
Guitar lessons…you see an eleven-year old kid
who buys a guitar, and [his] teacher is teaching
scales, and the kid can like play the melody to
‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’ on the guitar…I mean
WHO CARES! You gotta learn the chords. The
first thing you should learn on the guitar is how to
make an A chord with one finger so that you can
use your other fingers to do other things. That’s
the first thing you should learn. It’s going to be the
most satisfying thing. You can hit that one chord...
then you learn another and another until you play
a whole song…and you’re so proud…you can nail
that song. That’s the way it should be. (Interview
#14, 3/6/06)
For Chris, formal music education did not seem like
a place where he had a voice to express what he wanted
to learn and to express his musical ideas. He felt that the
curriculum was predetermined and did not align with his
interests and allow for his input.
You gotta teach somebody what they wanna learn
with music. I guess that’s hard if you’ve got a room
full of people. You can’t say to each and every person, “Well what do you want to learn? We’ll work
on just you.” I wanted to learn how to play Rolling
Stone songs…or whatever, maybe not in elemen1 0 2 Mountain Lake Reader 2009

tary school, but you gotta teach people what they
wanna learn. (Interview #11, 11/2/05)
Genre was very important to Chris and he took great
pride in the musics to which he chose to listen and play.
This pride was also apparent when talking about being
self-taught. He found a real interest in being part of the
musical decision-making process and felt that, because he
had learned to play on his own, he was being true to his
individual style. For Chris, there was a disconnect between
the genres taught in school music and the music he enjoyed
outside of school and this gap was deepened by the ways in
which music was being taught.
It just didn’t appeal to me, the music class…
“thing.” When you’re self- taught it forces you to
be yourself the entire time. It seems like the music
class is just, it’s confining. It’s…and, um, it’s…boring…sorry! (laughs)
It’s because music theory is very important but it’s
not something that...you need to understand music
theory in the things you like first… and then it will
become interesting to you. You know if I have to
talk about music theory in some high school band
kind of song...I don’t care…but if when I was in
junior high and someone said we’re going to have
a music theory class but it’s going to be all about
Led Zepplin, I’d say, well sign me up. I would
love to do that now. I wish I had…I mean it would
help me so much more. At the stage I’m at now I
could probably write songs quicker and just explain
myself to other people just so much faster…as opposed to “I just kinda feel this way” or “it should
just be this way because something tells me it
should be.” (Interview # 17, 8/28/06)

Reﬂection
Despite Chris’ rejection of formal music education, I
found it interesting that, in retrospect, he expressed a sincere
desire for more formal training. In terms of genre and teaching style, Chris can identify areas in which he wants more
knowledge but was unable to find it in a class or ensemble.
The principal sentiment behind all of his feelings about music education is the lack of connection between his personal
interests and what music educators were choosing to teach.
Chris believes that he would have participated in school
music had there been different options, and as a result would
be a strong player and songwriter today.
We learn that musical meaning is present and active in
many forms of music making and that students not participating in school music programs can have the ambition of
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becoming solid musicians and assuming varied roles. While
some students are ‘turned on’ by playing instruments or
singing, others spend hours as discographers, arranging and
re-arranging their CD collections or electronic playlists.
Whatever music is playing, bodies sway, fingers tap, feet
stomp, and lips mouth lyrics. Visit any local high school
Battle of the Bands competition and you will see many students who may fall outside the realm of formal school music
instruction yet have skills and passion that are enviable.
Students are often more musically sophisticated than
we give them credit for. They have likes and dislikes and
have made choices based on their personal interpretations
of musical meanings. Because musical meaning is derived
from both sonic experience and through socio-cultural
meanings (Blacking, 1973; Miller & Shahriari, 2006; Wade,
2004), genre is as important as process. Chris believes that
students will learn best the music they want to learn.
At the very heart of Chris’s story is the reality that
learning is an individual process guided by preference,
experience, and the desired end result. Because music is a
process of doing (Small, 1998), it stands to reason that the
process by which music is taught and learned plays a crucial
role in students’ understanding of the musical world within
and around them.

Conclusion
Because a meaningful music education at the secondary level is so important, we must continue to seek models
in music teacher education that cross the boundaries of
in-and out-of-school music. A challenge that we encounter
in music teacher education involves expanding preservice
teachers’ views of what a music education is and can mean
for all students. So many of our preservice teachers’ images
of successful teaching were formed in traditional ensembles,
and they may not see the need to embrace new sounds, new
grooves, and new strategies.
In order to connect with the musical ‘doings’ of today’s
youth, we must take into consideration the meanings of music, the nature of students’ musical ambitions, and what they
choose to do musically. This may require all of us—both
faculty members and preservice teachers alike—to expand
our thinking and embrace new experiences that include
students’ interests, knowledge, and “lived experiences.” It
may require that we leave our comfort zones and familiar
curricula.
This can be as simple as creating an assignment for
which students are required to explore the Internet for
information on youth culture. MySpace and Facebook communities can be good starting places to examine the ‘real’
musical lives of youth. On a larger scope, our students could
go into the community to begin conversations with youth

about their musical interests, or we could invite youth into
our classrooms to talk about their preferences, thoughts,
and ideas about music. As we send students into the schools
to observe, we can include observations outside the music
classroom—in hallways, the lunchroom, or the parking
lot—where they can experience the various ways youth use
music in their daily lives.
It may also require that we rethink the traditional role of
teacher and assume new roles such as facilitator, mentor, or
assistant to student-led learning (Rodriguez, 2004). There is
great value in experimentation and change.
Every time we succeed in creating an additional,
genuine culture of musical involvement in the
schools, we expand our relevance, our value, and
our claim to be a basic subject capable of serving
all students rather than only a small minority.
A new vista of what it means to be comprehensive,
balanced, and sequentially effective opens up when
we contemplate the possibilities for music education far beyond our historically limited ambitions.
Opening ourselves to these possibilities allows our
profession to become all it is capable of becoming,
to serve all the students it is capable of serving,
to demonstrate by its actions that it is worthy of
the full support of its culture rather than trying to
coerce that support by endless pleadings for a program attractive to few. (Reimer, 2004, ¶ 18)
These changes take time and can only occur if we make
the preparation of secondary general music teachers a priority. We must find ways for our preservice students (those for
whom formal music education ‘worked’) to build meaningful and lasting musical curricula that will not only inspire
youth but also provide them with the skills they need to
make sense of the musical worlds around them.
Too often we make the mistake of viewing the task
of being music educators as broadening the market
for “art.” Instead we need to end the segregation
between “art” and life and to blur the distinction
between work and leisure… The issue is not how
to make artistic activities useful, but to make useful
activities artistic. (Lehman, 2002, p. 51)
Music around the world is created, listened to, adapted,
danced and moved to for the same common reasons: it
defines, represents, symbolizes, expresses, constructs,
mobilizes, incites, controls, transforms, unites, and much
more (Wade, 2006). If the meaning of music truly resides in
sounds and the thoughts and cultural meanings each of us
assigns to it, then it stands to reason that the act of musi2009 Mountain Lake Reader 103
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cal doing (Small, 1998) and the very definition of music
may vary among groups, even within people of one locale,
among people of different generations, and among those
with different experiences or engagements in musical practices (Miller & Shahriari, 2006).
Perhaps it’s time to change the station on our radios,
head to a different section of the music store, and switch
the channel on our televisions. For those students who are
interested in participating in band, choir, and orchestra, we
may be hitting the mark; the majority of the students, however, will not be heading in that direction. In order to draw
students like Chris in to our music programs, we must all
pay closer attention to the musical ideas and preferences of
today’s youth and consider ways to create meaningful experiences for and with students. This will be a key to bringing
music from the outside in. If young students think that what
they are doing is musical, even if they cannot verbalize
those feelings, we need to find creative ways to move these
‘doings’ closer to the center of our thinking in music teacher
education.
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