Curricula for instrumental education at European music schools

Introduction 

Commissioned by the European Music School Union (EMU), Cultuurnetwerk Nederland, Netherlands Expertise Centre for Arts- and Cultural Education, has drawn up a comparative description of several national curricula for instrumental education at European music schools. The curricula of Germany, Flanders (the Dutch-speaking region of Belgium), the Netherlands and France were analysed. The analysis attempts to provide insight into the similarities and differences in structure and content between the music education programmes in the countries analysed.

The curricula for each country are described based on a number of topics. The descriptions cover the structure of the education programme, the aim and vision, evaluation, methods, choice of repertory, etc. The results are set out in the Analysis of national instrumental curricula.
To clarify the general organisation of the programmes, diagrams have been included that illustrate the structure of music education.

The retrieved source material was diverse in nature, content and degree of abstraction, and not always complete. This sometimes presented a problem, but at the same time it offered an initial finding for the analysis because it reveals something about the national recognition or the great degree of freedom that institutes have in shaping music education.

Structure of the programme, curricula and influence of the teacher

In Flanders, the structure of the education offered at music schools is nationally supervised. In Germany, no such nationally binding recommendations are available. German music schools do have the option of joining the national association of music schools, the Verband deutscher Musikschulen (VdM). Schools that join the national association (in 2005, the number of schools in the VdM totals about 1000, distributed across the entire country) are required to carry out the curricula developed by the VdM.

In the Netherlands, a General Framework Music Curriculum has been developed, but there is no central supervision of the education offered at music schools, with the exception of the HaFaBra wind ensemble and brass band programmes (HaFaBra: Harmonieorkesten, Fanfareorkesten en Brass bands), which are nationally supervised. The curricula used in these programmes were compiled and published by the NIB (Stichting Nederlands Instituut voor de Blaasmuziek & de Drum- en Showbands, or Netherlands Institute for Music for Wind Instruments, Percussion and Show Bands), which has since merged with two other organisations to form Unisono, an interest group representing amateur music.

France is currently undergoing a transition. The current system and curricula are outdated and not obligatory for music schools. Existing curricula have the status of a recommendation. This situation coincides with the new national laws that have been passed in the context of decentralisation, which has major consequences for financing. 

The way in which the curricula are drawn up and which instruments have curricula depends to a large extent on the nationally recognised status of the curricula. 

In all the countries, the individual teacher has a great deal of freedom to shape the lessons independently.

Aim and vision of music education

The objectives formulated by the different countries are largely similar. It is striking that the objectives for France highlight a unique aspect: social cohesion.

The aim of German music schools is to familiarise children, young people and adults with music and to motivate them to make music themselves. By means of qualified vocational education, the music schools want to create a foundation for people to be actively involved with music for all of their lives. 

France wants schools for the arts (music, dance and theatre) to become an integral part of the community, thus making music, dance and theatre accessible for the entire population, preferably by means of small schools with an artistic management. The underlying aim is to safeguard the good aspects of traditional arts education and to place them in a new structure in a community with new teaching methods and new styles of music.

The general objective of music education in the Netherlands can be described as training students to reach the highest possible level of playing and giving them the opportunity to actively make music. The point is to develop the competencies of the musician in such a way that he or she achieves an artistic level that matches his or her ambitions and potential. The musician should ultimately be capable of making music independently in the chosen genres and in the desired situations.

The aims of the music schools in Flanders are to facilitate the musical attitudes and skills that the student acquires in the course of the programme, as well as to develop musical capabilities in general and promote the enjoyment of making music.

Evaluation and certification

Evaluation takes place in all four countries, but it is not required in all the countries.

In France and Flanders, the system of evaluations and tests is linked to the various cycles and grades. The status of the tests is nationally recognised in Flanders. In France, the system of evaluation and certification is part of the new developments. The first results can be seen in new certificates. The authority to test up to a certain level is granted to the organisations running the educational programmes.

In Germany, regular evaluation is recommended, and the Verband deutscher Musikschulen accordingly makes various evaluation models available. In the Netherlands, any music school can develop and implement its own evaluation system. However, in the HaFaBra wind ensemble and brass band programmes, testing is a compulsory part of the curriculum.

Continuation into vocational music education is under discussion in all four countries. Students in all countries can at least be prepared for an entrance examination for vocational arts education and continued training to become a professional musician. Differentiation in the curricula for talented students is seen most explicitly in France and in Flanders.

Curricula for instruments

In Flanders and Germany, curricula are available for individual instruments. The curricula in Germany provide general teaching guidelines for the individual instruments and for voice. The framework curriculum describes the contents, not the form. The curricula in Flanders each describe specific objectives, teaching content, requirements for evaluation/examination, and sample works, and provide explanations and recommendations on such as methods, practice music and performance music. The Framework Curriculum in the Netherlands does not offer guidelines for individual instruments, because the auditory development is primary and the way in which it is achieved is considered less important.

In France, among other developments, a movement is underway to incorporate more material for amateurs and an increased focus on different styles of music into the curricula. This will be expressed in the new curricula.

Curricula for ensembles

Music played in ensembles in various forms has an important place in all countries. In Flanders, it is also possible to major in ‘ensemble, accompaniment in practice’ in the part-time music education programme. These possible directions to take have also been worked out and incorporated in Flanders into various curricula for the different grades.

In France, Germany and the Netherlands, ensemble music plays a major part or will do so in the near future. The wind ensemble and brass band programmes in the Netherlands are a perfect examples of programmes focused on the amateur musician in an orchestra or band context.

Size of the group, composition and duration of the lessons

The composition or the number of participants in groups, the duration of the lessons, etc. are discussed in the form of general guidelines and are not part of a nationally defined policy in any of the countries.

All curricula include comments in one way or another about these practical aspects. Readers are referred to the structural overviews.

One general point is that the practical aspects are more specifically described where there is national supervision.

- In the Netherlands, a rich, ensemble-oriented culture with homogeneous and heterogeneous groups is the aim in practice. There are regulations within the HaFaBra wind ensemble and brass band education programmes.

- In Germany, students take classical lessons at the basic level of the programme, while students at the lower and intermediate levels have individual and group-oriented lessons and students at the higher level are given individual lessons. The size of the groups depends on the age and musical talent of the students. Lessons are taught in classes, groups and/or individually for the different subjects and phases and for various educational reasons.

- The following applies in Flanders: “In all the options, one hour of lesson attendance is required. The individual instruction is given in a group-oriented manner, by involving all the students present. This both gives the student the opportunity to expand his knowledge and insight and facilitates more teaching for the student due to the continuous involvement.”

- In France, it is not yet clear where the new developments will lead.

Methods and didactics

In all the countries, teachers are free to use their own methods. For example, the German framework curriculum for music indicates a direction, but does not prescribe what methods should be used. The choice of the teaching material based on the capabilities and interests of the student is important. The instruction must guide the students to practice independently and learn something new. That is why it is also important to create good cooperation between playing individually and playing in ensemble on the one hand, and the practical side of making music and understanding what is being played (ear training) on the other hand.

The curriculum in Flanders “respects the pedagogic freedom of the teacher in the methodical and didactic approach to the teaching material.” The teacher also determines the sequence of the material within the grade. The curricula prescribe the minimal educational content of the various grades.

In France, music education attempts to focus throughout the entire process on a combination of acquiring practical skills and extending knowledge of music theory. The methods and didactics will be based on the new views on learning. The same combination can also be found in Flanders.

In the Netherlands, the auditory development of the student is key. Tonal comprehension is at the basis of all music-making activities. Using theoretical knowledge based on tonal comprehesion, and by learning to listen critically and creatively, the student can improve his or her instrumental or vocal performance. Tonal comprehension is primarily developed by auditory learning activities such as: playing dictation, singing a tune (including repeating it), improvisation, analysis and notation, composition and production of music.

Choice of repertory: classical, modern/pop/jazz

The Dutch General Framework Curriculum for Music is based on a multiple-genre approach. Qualifications based on different types of music, for example, are not included. It is the student who determines the value that a specific genre has for him or her. In Germany and Flanders, besides traditional content, new areas like Jazz and Pop Music have found their way into music education in the music schools. Flanders has started developing curricula for the Jazz and Easy Listening programme. The introduction of new and modern styles of music is one of the changes proposed for music education in France.

General comment

During the process, it became clear that the financing of part-time music education is arranged differently in the different countries. Where far-reaching forms of decentralisation are underway or have already been implemented (e.g. in the Netherlands and France), financing is not guaranteed. 

It was also noted that non-Western instruments are extremely under-represented in the current selection of instrumental education on offer.

