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Mia's Music

Abstract

Mia’s Music is a story narrating what I view as an ideal curriculum being put into practice. Music educators
have an advantageous and unique position to explore a medium with students that truly has the power to
bring people together and help them to understand one another. A curriculum based in the cultural themes
that students identify with will challenge them to learn through sharing their experiences and understanding
others'.
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How can we conceptualize curriculum
and school knowledge to better address important
questions of social change, contingency of knowledge,

life in mediated worlds, and inequalities?
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Afterword

Through this story, I attempted to answer a big course question in Social Foundations of Music Education:
How can we conceptualize curriculum and school knowledge to better address important questions of social
change, contingency of knowledge, life in mediated worlds, and inequalities? In my opinion, this question goes in
two different directions at once. First, how can we use the curriculum to reinforce equality in the classroom and
keep students from feeling excluded? Second, how can we use the curriculum to teach students things that will
actually be pertinent to their lives? I find that the best way to solve both of these concerns is to base the curriculum
around things that already matter to the students. As music educators, we have an advantageous and unique
position to explore a medium with students that truly has the power to bring people together and help them to
understand one another. By allowing students to bring in their own music, they feel like an essential part of the
class. At the end of the day, my job as a music educator will be to teach students musical concepts. However, there
is no rule that says how to accomplish this. While classical western music is important in a student’s musical
development, it is equally (and sometimes even more) important to incorporate the music that they listen to
everyday. A curriculum based in the cultural themes that students identify with will challenge them to learn
through sharing their experiences and understanding others’.

My personal response toward this main course question, and the conception of Mia’s Music, were greatly
influenced by the four course texts: ‘

e To Teach: The Journey in Comics by William Ayers and Ryan Alexander-Tanner
This book discussed in detail how to “liberate the curriculum.” Ayers asserts that the curriculum should be

about much more than simply the subject matter. It is about “determining what knowledge and experiences
are most worthwhile.” He believes the best way to teach students is to provide them with opportunities to

20
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make discoveries about the world around them and take meaning from it. This constitutes a classroom that
uses materials important to the student, the teacher, and even the community at large. We must draw on what
the students know in order to “develop [our] agenda in light of theirs.” That quote in particular corresponds
with my own thinking that to teach students what we want them to know, we must do it in a forum they
understand and care about. In Mia’s Music, this is shown when the teacher allows Mia to bring her music,
mariachi, into the classroom. She really cared about it and was able to share it with the students. However,
when she wanted everyone to play the instruments, she needed the teacher’s assistance. They worked
together to teach the proper technique to students. This would be an opportunity for teachers to work in their
own teaching agendas as far as musical concepts are concerned.

Ayers, W., & Tanner, R. (2010). To Teach: The Journey, In Comics. New York, NY: Teachers College
Press.

Musician and Teacher: An Orientation to Music Education by Patricia Shehan Campbell

This book approached music education with a multicultural view. According to Campbell, music is a cultural
and learned behavior. She says that when music is learned “it is done so in ways that express the cultural
priorities of teachers, learners, and the culture in which they live.” She also talked about the fact that only
about ten percent of students in schools are involved in musical classes or activities. But when you think
about it, one hundred percent of students probably have music as a part of their life in some way. We need to
do more as teachers to involve those other ninety percent of students. Campbell believes that the curriculum
should be aimed at developing the skills of students so they can more fully participate in the music of their
community. Therefore, we should “juggle [our] programs and [our] lesson plans, making room for the music
that [our] students value in their cultural communities.” All children have strengths that are waiting to be
found and it is our job to discover their ableness. Campbell’s ideas have greatly influenced my own



perspective on music education and this was reflected in Mia’s Music. For example, the teacher, Mr. Smith,
at first does not understand Mia’s inattentiveness and is shocked when he finally discovers that she does
have musical prowess on the trumpet. He uses this information and integrates it into the classroom to
capitalize on her unique talents. Before, Mia was bored in class and might have lost interest in music
altogether. However, Mr. Smith allowed her to bring her own cultural experiences into the classroom. By
doing this, she was able to connect with her classmates. Even Edwin, who was at first against Mia’s music,
eventually found that he could respect and appreciate it. This reinforces the power music has at creating a
caring and welcoming community that puts aside differences. The curriculum in this classroom was
reflective of the teacher’s goals, the student’s desires, and the larger community as a whole.

Campbell, P., Demorest, S., & Morrison, S. (2008). Musician and Teacher: An Orientation to Music
Education. New York, NY: W. W. Norton and Company.

Teaching as a Subversive Activity by Neil Postman and Charles Weingartner

This book focuses a lot on relevancy in the classroom. According to Postman and Weingartner, it is insane to
teach something unless the students require it for an identifiable and important purpose that is related to the
life of the learner. They view the current type of curriculums that exist today to just be a “strategy for
distraction” that keeps students from knowing themselves and their environment. Students must see their
curriculum as worth learning and teachers must develop an environment that gives the “highest possible
priority to inquiry behavior. Postman and Weingartner believe that too many teachers do not take
responsibility for their classrooms. Too often it is heard “I taught them that, but they didn’t learn it.” Instead,
Postman and Weingartner say that teachers should not fear the youth, but should aim to truly understand the
world they live in and use that to inspire their learning. I agree full heartedly with Postman and
Weingartner’s ideas of relevancy. That is why I do not think a music class is worth having without using

772
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music that the students care about and understand. This is seen in Mia’s Music when at first Mr. Smith is so
confused that Mia is bored in his class. She would have learned about the circle of fifths if she had just paid
attention to his teaching! However, why would Mia have any reason to care about the circle of fifths when it
is presented in a way that has no meaning to her? Finally, Mr. Smith allows the students to bring their own
music to class. He could use their music as a way to subliminally introduce the circle of fifths in a forum the
students care about.

Postman, N., & Weingartner, C. (1969). Teaching as a Subversive Activity. New York, NY: Delacorte Press.

o Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Paulo Freire

In a typical classroom setting, teachers are inevitably put in a position of authority and oppression upon the
students. Freire presents ways in which he hopes to break down these walls to liberate people, their voices,
and their opinions. One thing that crops up a lot is the idea that liberation of the oppressed cannot be done
for them. It must be done with them. The teacher must work with the students on a co-intentional education
with committed involvement. Freire sees the current education system as a “banking method” in which
knowledge is bestowed by those who have knowledge upon those who do not. This reinforces an idea that
the teacher is all-knowing and the student must submissively absorb knowledge. To combat this, Freire says
that students may rely on teachers to learn, but they can also teach what they know. Of course, none of this
would be possible without proper communication and dialogue. Both parties must work together to create a
program that exemplify both parties goals. Students are co-investigators with the teachers. A lot of Freire’s
ideas created a framework for Mia’s Music and my idea of how to implement curriculum in a classroom.
First of all, when Mia is struggling to pay attention, Mr. Smith has a dialogue with her to find out her own
interests and goals. He could have just failed her or yelled at her. Instead, he searched for a deeper solution.
Then, he allowed Mia to bring in her own music and teach it to the class. This supports the idea that the



students have just as much knowledge as the teacher. At the same time, she was not left to her own free will.
Mr. Smith and Mia worked together to teach students how to play instruments. The teacher was a guiding
force and worked collaboratively with the student and her interests.

Freire,P.,& RamosM. (2000).Pedagodwf the OppressedThirtieth Anniversaryed.).New York, NY: .
BloomsburyAcademic.

Based upon all the above ideas from the course books, I believe the curriculum should let students bring in their
own music and experiences. This will not only allow the teacher to better understand their strengths and
weaknesses as musicians, but it will allow the students to connect and understand each other on a more personal
level. Mia’s Music is essentially a story narrating what I view as an ideal curriculum being put into practice.

-Miranda Bubenheim
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