The Lost Art of Listening

Written by Betsy Warren-Davis ((A.B., A.M. in Music, from Harvard University), October 2001

In their very zeal to educate students about music, music educators often reduce the amount of classroom time they dedicate to listening, the single most important element in creating a new generation of music lovers. Unlike reading, or geometry, or chemistry, music is one of the few areas that can actually be learned simply by listening to good music.  In fact, a strong appreciation for music can be gained through regular, programmed listening.  Such listening does not require understanding a score, nor specific instruction in music history or composition theory, but simply attentive, quiet listening to a wide variety of carefully selected music. This is not to say that the role of the music educator should be readily dispensed with. Au contraire, as music educators, our first job is to get all of our students to really listen, and only then will we be able to teach and inspire them later as performers. 

A Brief History of Music Appreciation in the United States:

In the early 1900s, viewing the music instruction in the schools, two visionary music educators, Harvard’s Archibald T. Davison and Thomas Surette, set out to change it, founding the Concord Summer School of Music (1915-1938) to train music educators from around the country.  

“This institution established a new basis of music education in the schools of America, and its founders insisted that students should be exposed to the best classical music of every country, without dilution.”

Up to that point, music in the schools had consisted mainly in singing. Most of the repertoire taught in the schools consisted of patriotic songs or mildly biblical hymns.
  Students simply sang, sometimes in parts, and generally by ear, although there was some instruction in note reading. To improve this, Davison and Surette published a series of quality folk tunes suitable for various ranges of school grades, advancing from two lines, to three, to four. These were singing books, and everything in them was either a folk song, or some melody from the classical repertoire that was set for a small chorus to sing.
  However, it had to be the best music – nothing second rate was included in these singing books.

During the same time period, Dr. Davison strongly influenced the music program at Harvard. He worked to reorganize the music curriculum.  He believed strongly that concentrating too early on a specific period and/or genre was not giving people what they needed to really embrace the whole subject of music.  So he initiated a music foundation course, which involved listening to music right straight through from the 9th through the 20th centuries -- primarily by listening to records.
 The purpose of this general music course, which was for both music majors and non-majors, was to give students an acquaintance with the heritage of music prior to further musical studies. 

While this approach was at one time widely accepted, more recently college music departments have wandered far afield, insisting as did Antony Hopkins in the 1960s, that 

“[M]usic is a communication between minds, and nobody can expect fully to enjoy listening to any large-scale work, be it a symphony, a sonata or a concerto, unless he has at least a basic knowledge of form and its relevance to musical thought…. Perhaps the hardest thing for the untrained ear to grasp is what might be termed the architectural aspects of a major composition.”

Fortunately, not all music educators feel this way.  For instance, in their introduction to their textbook on “The Enjoyment of Music,” Joseph Machlis and Kristing Forney stress the importance of listening actively:  

“It takes practice to become good listeners. Most of us ‘listen’ to music as a background to another activity – perhaps reading or studying – or for relaxation. In either case, we are probably not concentrating on the music. The approach set out in this book is intended to develop your listening skills and expand your musical memory. In order to accomplish this, you should listen to the examples repeatedly, focusing solely on what you are hearing.”

The Current State of Music Appreciation

It used to be that every public school class included singing.  But with today’s school budget cuts, many school music programs have undergone drastic cuts, or been dispensed with entirely. Thus, while in Davison and Surette’s heyday music was a part of every student’s classroom time, today participation in the chorus and/or band is voluntary. In addition, with the emphasis on music performance and competition, students rarely are given classroom time to actually listen to the best recordings.  Instead, out of the classroom, they learn how to perform watered down music from jazz and musicals, and often do so rather badly. Rarely do they listen to, let alone perform, really first-rate music. Thus, entire segments of school children are likely to miss out on the pleasures of classical music.

And yet today there is really little excuse for not introducing all school students to the classical music repertoire, even at an early age. Whereas in the early 1900s, it was prohibitively expensive to purchase a gramophone and accompanying records, in 2001 this is no longer the case. With the advent of reasonably priced, portable CD players and compact discs, access to a wide variety of first-rate music from around the world is no longer an issue.  Rather, the issue seems to be competition for listening time, both within the classroom and without. Students from the MTV generation are bombarded around the clock with the sounds of loud, popular music, television, and 15-second ads, and few hit their pause buttons long enough to incorporate classical music into their listening habits. For this reason it is even more important to include a music listening course in the public school curriculum, for without an introduction to other types of music, these students will never know the true pleasures of listening to classical music.  It is our job as music educators to convince future generations that classical music is not a dead art form, but alive and thriving. 

Learning Must be Preceded by Perception

It’s very hard to teach architecture to someone who has never seen a house. Let’s say an Eskimo has seen only two houses in his life and then decides to study architecture, although his primary experience has been in igloos. All of a sudden he has to regurgitate information about houses that he has never seen nor even imagined. Yet most people today are Eskimos when it comes to classical music.  Before you can begin teaching about the history and musical theory surrounding classical music, the student must first have gained a basic familiarity with – and hopefully an appreciation of – classical music.

Unfortunately, this is just the opposite of the approach taken by many music educators, who are often harried and hard-pressed to show results. In fact, one of the difficulties of offering a music listening course such as that advocated by Davison and Surette (i.e., actually listening to a wide variety of classical music rather than simply talking about it) is that the music supervisor has a more difficult time justifying the listening time as accomplishing certain goals than they can with a lesson plan.  Lesson plans are dandy when you know the subject. But you can’t have a lesson plan if the people you are teaching have heard almost no “good” music. 

What I am advocating is building up a musical memory to which one can refer later.  You don’t want to start out by talking about harmony and counterpoint, before the student has learned to sit down and pay attention to classical music, for picking a piece of music apart is something one does when one is very familiar with it -- after you’ve seen it as a whole or heard it as a whole.  It could be likened to the process of buying a dress.  When one tries a dress on in the store, one might say “Oh, that looks nice,” and then decide to buy it. Only after you get it home would one notice the details: “Oh, aren’t the sleeves set nicely, and the neckline is sewn with such an interesting technique.”  But these are details – they don’t really influence whether or not you enjoy the dress, and that’s not why you bought it. The same can be said for classical music.

Some Anecdotal Evidence

I recently visited a renowned university and ended up accidentally sitting in on a music class.  The professor had invited in a string quartet, which played about 15 seconds of a piece before he said, “stop.” The professor then proceeded to make comments and ask questions about the piece, its context, composition, etc. This very learned discussion went on and on.  Finally, he invited the string quartet to go ahead and play the piece again. And he stopped them in exactly the same spot and the learned discussion started all over again. About 15 minutes before the end of the class, the musicians looked at one another, rolled their eyes, packed up their instruments, and left, without their absence being noticed by the professor or his students.  Although I am sure the students had heard this quartet before, perhaps even in the same class the previous week, at this session they had not hear the movement played through, nor even half through. Unfortunately, the musical memory of most people, unlike Mozart, is not perfect.  The longer they go without hearing a piece, the more they forget, so this approach seemed particularly odd to me. 

I thought it was disgraceful, a perfect example of how not to teach music: it was as if you were talking about a painting and you looked at it for a moment, then took it away and talked about it at great length without looking at it again.  Yet to talk about music, you can’t leave it up there and talk about it – you have to stop the music in order to discuss it, for unlike a painting, music makes noise, and doesn’t stand still. 

On another occasion, I was helping a high school teacher incorporate music appreciation into his class. After I played him a Bach selection on a CD, he turned to me and asked “Now what do you think I should ask them about that?”  Frankly, I wouldn’t have asked them anything, as this simply obscures their listening pleasure. 

Another teacher asked, “After I play this, what would I say?”  I suggested he ask them, if they liked it, as I often do.  And if they do like the piece, I recommended that he consider playing it again.  This kind of music appreciation course doesn’t require the teacher to have three music degrees from Harvard – but it does require an effort on the teacher’s part to find a few minutes each week to incorporate quality music into the curriculum, to listen attentively with the pupils, and show his or her enjoyment.

Another noted music teacher, when presented the idea of introducing a classical music listening course with little or no commentary or written text to accompany it, complained that this would be “sort of like taking kids to a museum and letting them wander around, as opposed to guiding them and helping them to make connections.”  However, in my experience, if one’s mission is to develop a love for either art or music, it is infinitely more effective to let young people wander around a place with many examples of excellent work until they find something that speaks to them, rather than force-feeding them explanations about what they should be looking for around the next bend, or in the next measure, even though they are totally disinterested in everything they see or hear.  They must first be engaged by the work before they will care to learn more.

Lessons from Our Youth’s Listening Habits

What we can learn from the popular music that young people hear all the time, is that they get no instruction in it, and yet they like it, they recognize it.  They’ve only learned it by listening! And that is something most people just don’t believe. They don’t believe that people can just play a piece and enjoy it without knowing what’s going on.  Sometimes knowing what’s going on is just a nuisance.  People then listen to hear when a particular theme’s coming again, rather than just enjoying the music.

I think primarily it’s non-performers who insist on talking about things.  For performers will invariably play it for you so you can hear “how great it is,” while non-performers will invariably insist on having you listen for certain musical happenings.

The Solution: Reintroducing Listening into the Classroom Curriculum

The solution is to have a course, with the recordings available, that includes a selection of everything good in the history of music.  Teachers should play small selections from these recordings, and play them often enough so the students become familiar, so that by the end of the year the students have gone through hearing a good selection of music, and recognize the pieces.

This type of study is that advocated by Davison and Surette, and there are a few lone voices crying in the wilderness for this type of musical instruction.   For instance in a December 30, 2000 article on the “Arts & Ideas” page of The New York Times, Edward Rothstein wrote: 

“Consider this experiment. Place any person from nearly any culture in a locked room. Play a piece of music written in any style. It might, at first, seem as alien and incomprehensible as an untranslated copy of Tolstoy’s “War and Peace” for a non-Russian speaker. But while the novel could be understood only if a dictionary was provided, for the music no dictionary is necessary. As the composition is heard again and again, it gradually begins to make sense. The listener starts to hear similarities and differences; complex textures become familiar; rhythmic variations take shape. The music essentially teaches itself. It does so by revealing patterns of repetition and change….

Then, as other compositions are heard, the listener begins to assess the patterns being heard: this piece ‘works,’ that one is crude, this one resembles something already known, that one is extraordinarily difficult to understand. Yes, if the listener knows about the composer who wrote the work, the community that performed it, the era in which it was written, the nature of its audiences and its relationship to its musical tradition, yes, of course, the listening will be more comprehensive, the particular nature of the patterns will be better understood. But stripped of all this apparatus, a meaning can still be transmitted.”

The type of music appreciation course I am advocating can be ably done by a trained music teacher, if available, or if not, by a general teacher who loves music.  We need music courses that will expose children to the best, in a systematic way.  Fifteen minutes a week, used wisely, can do wonders. Then from this, they can study anything they like about music, as at least they have in their ears some good music.  If they are going to study singing, write music, play an instrument, etc. they will have a solid foundation for doing so.

Although music educators may be hesitant to try this approach, perhaps concerned with devoting classroom time to an unmeasurable result, teaching students to listen actively may be viewed as a precursor to making performers or teachers or composers out of them. And even students who do not choose the profession of music will have developed a lifelong love for music.

� Preface to “Understanding Music: The Wiscasset Music Listening Course”, Volume 1, Twenty Musical Examples and Glossary. Cambridge, MA: Wiscasset Music Publishing Co., 1998.


�  Stephen Foster’s (1826-1864) music is a singular exception to this statement.


� Note that Davison and Surette were not particularly interested in publishing band or orchestral music, since at the time, few students played instruments until they were in high school.  Thus they concentrated on vocal music, since they wanted their program to be accessible to as many schools as possible, and in the earlier grades.


� To augment the recordings, occasionally the class would include playing of duets, written for the keyboard, or an invited string quartet.
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