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ABSTRACT
This paper reports on a different conceptualization of the problem of lack of musical
engagement in modern societies like Australia. It begins with defining the problem of engagement
and looking at the various social conditions, both within education and society more generally that
may contribute to the problem of mass disengagement. Such problems include the deference shown
to expert performers, the passive nature of musical consumption, the popular view of musical talent
and the way in which formal education can support the status quo. The second half of the paper
characterises musical disengagement as a type of mass social dysfunction analogous to the
psychosocial disorder known as selective mutism. It suggests that this type of characterisation of
musical disengagement may help educators and legislators see a simple, economical and productive
way forward. It offers a definition for Selective Mutism for Singing (SMS) and a discussion of how
conceptualizing mass disengagement in the social arena can help us head towards different ways of
‘treating’ the problem. The paper concludes with a brief description of a practical application that is
being used to treat and prevent SMS and from which the theoretical construct has developed.
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THE PROBLEM DEFINED
There is a paradox at the centre of modern music education as practised in Australia, reflected
in other similar cultures. On the one hand, there is little argument about the innate nature of the
musical compulsion in humans; on the other, there is the inescapable fact that most adult humans do
not admit to making music at all from one year to the next.
It is understood that we are genetically adapted to be musical just as we are genetically adapted
to walk and talk. John Blacking’s (1973) early work in this area has continued to be supported and
elaborated by others in the field (Cross and Morley, 2002; Mithen, 2005; Welch, 2001). Durrant &
Himonides (1998) go so far as to say that singing may be 'a visceral human need, like sex’ (p. 62).
The ubiquitous nature of human musical behaviour notwithstanding, Australia, like the USA and the
UK, has poor rates of actual engagement for adults and only mildly better ones for school-age
children (ABS 2004a, 2004b; Bradshaw & Nichols, 2004; Skelton, et al, 2002; West, 2007). We
listen much more than we do (Wood, 1985; Cross & Morley, 2002; Covell, 1977; Woodward, 1994;
Achilles, 1992; Mithen, 2005.
Singing seems to be a particular problem for both adults and children. Some studies (Richards,
1999; Durrant, 2001) show a decline in interest in singing as children move through school, even as
they take up instruments. Welch and Murao (1994, p.1) say in the introduction to their book Onchi
and Singing Development that ‘Western-style cultures are characterised by significant numbers of
people (child and adult) who regard themselves (and are perceived) as being singing disabled’.
There is another paradox within this paradox. We are musical beings, yet most of us don’t
make music. How is such a state of affairs regarded by society at large? For many, the lack of music
making, and their perceived lack of musical ability is stated ‘without concern’ (Jellison, 2000). Those
in the field, of course, raise the subject. Advocacy for music in education has become particularly
strong in the last twenty years, led by the Music Educators National Conference in the USA (Mark,
2002). So far, this advocacy has not resulted in any large scale changes in musical involvement, as
represented by the various data sets. While the public appears to value music 1 as part of education,
we do not see mass concern about the lack of on-going adult engagement. Why not?
There is a range of possible answers to this question but one major answer lies in the
developing social attitudes of the last 100 years and the rise of the expert who does the music making
(Small, 1980, Seddon, 2004). Deference to our experts, coupled with the ease with which we can
have them in our own living rooms, may also help to explain the consumerist nature of our masse
relationship with music (Kaemmer, 1993). Furthermore, despite the currency of the idea that all
humans are musical our social attitudes belie this idea in favour of what some writers characterise as
the ‘myth’ of talent (Howe et al, 1998; Zenker, 2004). We defer to experts because we believe some
are endowed to be more expert than others.
Some writers note the greater importance given to music socially in cultures different from our
own (Cope & Smith 1997; Small, 1980; Burger et al., 2000; O’Brien 1994; Sloboda & Howe, 1999).
The recent book, The Social Psychology of Music comments that ‘the social functions of music in the
lives of individuals have been seriously neglected in psychological research’ even though the social
can be said to ‘subsume the cognitive and emotional functions in certain respects’ (Hargreaves &
North 1999, p.71). Frohnmayer (1994) writes about music as ‘spiritual glue that binds the human
community’ and talks about the importance of the giving function of music. Sychiger (2001) talks of
music as creating affinity between people, writing that ‘I believe that the glue of human beings in
culture is musical, and I make a strong plea to care about this glue’ (p. 65). We could argue that our
society, musically speaking, is quite unglued, that we really don't care enough and, if Sychiger is
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right, then our unglued state may have more serious ramifications for current social conditions that
we imagine.
If there are cultural reasons for our disengagement, despite the supposed normalcy of
musicianship in humans, it is important to consider how music as part of the education system
contributes to this disengagement. Peters (2004) represents the thoughts of many when she writes:
We work so hard an ensuring that our students can produce the skills and knowledge outlined
in provincial curriculum documents and yet somehow we are still left questioning why music
education does not seem to have any lasting influence on our students. I suggest this is
because we continually (and perhaps inadvertently) give our students the wrong sorts of tools
(Campbell, 2002) (p. 9).

Such self-analysis by music educators does not imply that we are solely or collectively
responsible for the entire problem since we are surely part of our culture as well. Yet while there is
much discussion of the issue in the literature, there has so far been little change in the problem in the
last fifty years and little in the way of new solutions, as Peters herself indicates.
Bartel, in Questioning the Music Education Paradigm, writes that ‘the music education
paradigm may be best characterized by the rehearsal model’ which hasn’t changed in 100 years (p.
123), where the expert teacher drills and corrects and where ‘we do not seriously consider what a
life-long involvement with music might be’ (p. xiv). He in common with other writers like Cope and
Smith (1997) believes that ‘music education is essentially about developing performance ability’ (p.
xii). As Bartel also says, ‘music education today is perhaps more teacher directed than any other
aspect of schooling’ (p. xii) and, more worryingly, that ‘music teachers are often demanding teachers
and more than other teachers are ‘allowed’ (and we allow ourselves) to be passionately demanding in
ways that may at times approach abuse’ (xiii). Smithrim & Upitis (2004), when agreeing with
Cameron and Bartel (2000) about abusive practices say that ‘these are not abusive practices of the
past, these are abusive practices of the present perpetuated by both music specialists and classroom
teachers’ (p. 75)2.
Bartel’s book aside, the literature shows recognition of a range of problems in music education
including:
• its judgmental nature and its effect on engagement (Sloboda, 2001; Covell, 1977; Reynolds,
1995; Brophy and Good, 1973; Howe et al. 1998; Welch, 2001; West, 2007; Welch and
Murao, 1994);
• the focus on technique, often at the expense of musicality (Barenboim, 1977; Reid, 2001;
Leonhard 1999, Schafer, 1973, Davidson 2001)
• the negative impact the focus on technique may have (Schafer, 1973; Davidson, 2001;
Handford & Watson 2003, Small 1980);
• the importance of correctness and following the expert lead (Covell, 1977; Gifford, 1985;
Bartel, 2004).
• the need for standards to ensure a place for music alongside other subjects (Lehman, 2002;
Hinckley, 2000; Mark.2002)
• conversely, the problem with standards in curtailing engagement, with comments ranging
from the mild (Finney 2003; Jellison, 2000) to the more forceful (Sloboda, 1999; Small
1980); and
• concerns over the 'dumbing down' effect of greater inclusivity (Paynter, 1976; Wright, 1998;
Peggie, 2004).
Since advocacy seems to rely on being able to compare music to other subjects that are seen as
more important, like maths and literacy, musical achievement serves a purpose in giving music
academic credibility. Much research is focused on proving that music, taught in the same way as
academic subjects, has value for these other subjects and that serious musical learning holds the seeds
for its own success in promoting on-going engagement (Pitts, Davidson and McPherson, 2000;
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Corenblum and Marshall, 1998). So music educators become trapped between the proverbial rock
and a hard place.

CONCEPTUALIZING A DIFFERENT VIEWPOINT
In order to make progress with developing different ways forward for music both in society and
in education, we need a different viewpoint from which to see the problem.
In this conceptualization four factors are significant:
a) While any sort of music making is better than no music making, singing is proposed as both
the most basic form of music making and an indicator of the musical health of the individual.
b) The problem with music is not just a problem with music education. The problem does not
therefore lie just within music education. The conceptualization proposed here steps outside
the realm of both music and education and proposes a psychosocial view of both the problem
and its solution.
c) This conceptualization is designed to protect and nurture the basic musical impulse in those
that have one still (basically, young children) and resurrect it in those where the impulse is
dead, dying, or in some way compromised.
d) It is a conceptualization that attempts to convey the seriousness of the problem and the
simplicity of the solution.
If music making is part of normal human functioning then normal humans should function as
music makers, which is demonstrably not the case at present in our society. I am proposing that we
name this basic, widespread, human lack of music making, particularly singing, as a social
dysfunction in order to consider how we might deal with it more effectively. Singing, both the will to
do it and the enthusiasm or lack of inhibition with which it’s done, can be used as a diagnostic tool in
estimating the musical health of the individual and the community. The inhibition for singing shows
features in common with a psychosocial condition known as selective mutism.
Selective mutism, (originally called elective mutism), is a speech condition generally affecting
children in which ‘the child’s speech and language abilities remain intact but are not used in
particular circumstances for psychosocial reasons.’ (Carr, 1999, p.249). It is a relatively rare
condition that usually appears around the pre-school age (Hooper and Linz, 1992), and is more
prevalent in children (Sharp, Sherman and Gross, 2007), although the possibility exists that there are
undiagnosed, hidden adult cases (Hooper and Linz, 1992). SM is considered to relate to anxiety
disorders (Sharp, Sherman and Gross, 2007, p. 573) and, rather than being a distinct psychiatric
disorder, can be viewed as a subtype of Social Phobia (Anstendig, 1999, Carr, 1999). While selective
mutism may relate to other anxiety disorders, ‘most affected children and adolescents function
normally in other ways and learn age appropriate skills’ (SMG, 2008).
It may already be obvious how this description of Selective Mutism (SM) relates to lack of
singing in our society. With reference to the definition given above, we might alter it to define the
problem thus: ‘the individual’s singing ability remains intact but is not used in particular
circumstances for psychosocial reasons.3’ This, then, is what I define as Selective Mutism for
Singing (SMS).
Contrary to the definition for SM, SMS is characterized by its development as the child ages,
becoming more prevalent in adolescence and firmly established and entrenched in adulthood. While
SM refers to the fact that the condition does not preclude speech altogether, we can hypothesize a set
of different types of SMS that include the possibility that an individual may be functionally mute for
singing entirely. This list could include, but not be limited to the following which are not necessarily
in order of ‘seriousness’ and do not preclude the possibility that an individual may have more than
one, depending on the circumstance and the degree of anxiety created in a particular situation.
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Types of Selective Mutism for Singing
•
•

Refuses to sing under any circumstances;
Refuses to sing in certain circumstances (ie. a teacher may sing with her children but not ‘in
front of’ other adults);
• Refuses to sing ‘solo’;
• Has functional problem with singing that is not physiological: ie. cannot remember words,
breaks down, level of anxiety is such that no sound of any sort comes out;
• Sings in some or all circumstances but inhibits tunefulness (ie believes and behaves as if they
are tone deaf when evidence suggests the reverse);
• Sings tunefully in some or all circumstances but believes there is no tune;
• Sings tunefully in some or all circumstances but dislikes sound of voice;
• Adjusts voice and/or body in certain circumstances to reduce or mask impact of singing (ie.
sings softly to avoid being overheard).
Given the notion that singing is part of how humans create social connectivity and is normal,
possibly even compulsive behaviour, we can argue, further, that the self-enforced muteness of SMS
may itself be a considerable stress.
If Selective Mutism for Singing is indicative of a dysfunction, what might we propose as the
opposite? How might we diagnose good musical health? I propose that good musical health might be
defined as the ability to sing as easily as we speak. More particularly, I suggest that we could agree
that SMS is not present in any situations where an individual sings willingly, unselfconsciously,
enthusiastically and strongly, both alone and with others. There would still be a wide variation
amongst individuals, allowing for the fact that problems with singing might not just be limited to the
general social conditions that prevail around singing and our past personal history with singing.
The point about defining a condition such as SMS in the social, rather than medical, realm is to
help us give it prominence but also to help us define how to treat it. Music education, being based
around the development of the young, might see no particular need for such a condition, since the
young on the whole don’t have it. But the young are taught by adults who, according to our
definition, do have it. If we do not ‘treat’ the adults, we risk passing the condition onto the young, as
it assuredly has been passed on to most of us. SMS represents a malfunction of our enculturation
processes that is not to our advantage. By defining SMS we simplify the problem of lack of music
making down to its most basic component – the lack of willingness to sing – and by dealing with that
single problem, we have the possibility of turning around the entire problem of musical
disengagement which permeates our society. We do not have to solve it all. We simply have to solve
this one condition and other things will follow. Maintaining musical engagement is analogous to
saving musical lives, and then helping those lives prosper. But saving the life is what matters first.
If we define a psychosocial condition like Selective Mutism for Singing the important point is
what follows from such a definition. SMS is not defining a problem for music education. It is
defining a general social dysfunction that may have ramifications in society, as well as in music
education. Treating or preventing SMS is not an end point for music making in society or for music
education; it defines a point at which we can begin. Regarding SMS as a social problem that is bigger
than music education frees us from the normal constraints that surround that discipline as generally
practised, including concerns about skill development.
If the basic musical health of an individual is such that she will not even open her mouth
willingly and enthusiastically to sing a song, it doesn’t matter what else we may get her to do. When
it comes to singing in our society, we need to think in terms of starvation. When faced with the
starving, we don’t design an elaborate many course banquet on paper and then start advocating for its
provision. We start by providing a bowl of rice. Solutions for SMS involve bowls of rice, not paper
provision of luxury, or even what some might regard as staple, musical food.
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The bowl of rice for SMS is the song. One treats SMS by encouraging and allowing individuals
to sing. What we sing and how we sing are far less important questions than why we sing. If our aim
is to heal those with SMS and prevent its development in others the simplest answer to the question
of why is because we want to encourage others to sing as well. If our singing encourages, promotes,
gives permission for, or simply allows others to sing willingly, unselfconsciously, enthusiastically
and strongly, both alone and with others, then our singing is effective.
The importance of the song, as opposed to the singing cannot be overemphasised and highlights
one of the issues for music educators in treating SMS. We do not use the song in order to improve the
singing. Treating SMS has nothing to do with improving pitch control, or any other musical ability.
In treating SMS we are treating (or, in the case of children, preventing) a psychosocial condition, not
a musical one.
As a first step in treating SMS, we don’t need to educate children, we need to retrain adults. All
we have to do with children is sing with them. Adults may require retraining because they will
already, in the main, suffer from various trained reactions that help to cause SMS. For those with less
music training, a common problem is the entrenched belief that the ‘problem’ with music, for that
individual, is not solvable. Such a reaction is, itself, a hallmark of SMS, as defined above. Individuals
with higher levels of musical training may require re-training to help encourage a different mindset
that is not solely skill focussed.
One important group of adults that need to be retrained are general primary classroom teachers.
Via this group the music making transmits in a simple, safe, unthreatening way to children who take
it home to their families. The many arguments for and against music specialists are not relevant here.
We are talking about the prevention and treatment of a simple problem that relates to singing, not to
music education as a whole. Putting the treatment of SMS into the hands of music specialists is
problematic for several reasons, one of the most obvious being that we can’t encourage individuals to
believe everyone is able to sing if we only allow certain teachers to deal with singing in our schools.
If our message is that everyone can sing, then everyone needs to sing, not by force but by inclination.
The best ‘cure’ for SMS is to make music with those individuals in society who have the least
problem with the condition: that is, our children. By helping teachers we not only help them and their
students with music, we help teachers, students and their families with the music of their lives.
A simple way to begin this process is through establishing what I label a ‘base-line’ for music
in schools. A ‘base-line’ consists of a list of songs, 10-12 for each year level of school, which are
taught in the general classroom by all teachers in 10 minutes a day across the school year. If our
students leave school singing roughly seventy songs according to the definition of musical health
given above: that is singing as freely as speaking, willingly, unselfconsciously, enthusiastically and
strongly, both alone and with others, then we are already significantly ahead of where we are
presently. Such a simple goal can operate regardless of any other music education practised in any
particular school.

Philosophy in practice: The Outreach Principle
This particular philosophical position on the problem of music disengagement is not a
theoretical one, but is based on experimental practice development over the last ten years. The
practical application relies on a simple, modern adaptation of one of the hallmarks of music in human
life: its use as ‘social glue’ that binds people together. This idea is what I call The Music Outreach
Principle.
The Music Outreach Principle can be simply summarised as follows:
I make music in order that others will make music with me, for the mutual benefit of all.
The point of all music making under the Music Outreach Principle is social, outwardly directed
and altruistic. The quality of any individual's music making is not the most important factor. What
matters is the effectiveness of the individual's music making in activating music making others. The
6

approach is based on a range of concepts that are not limited to music education and include the
fields of psychiatry and alternative medicine (Diamond, 2000, 2002, 2006; Garber, 2004; West
2007).
An example of a ‘classic’ music outreach situation is a classroom teacher taking her students to
a local nursing home. The children do not ‘perform’ for the residents as a choir at some remove.
They sing as a group, but individually or in smaller groups, to each resident, in a close and personal
way. They make physical and emotional contact with the intent of activating each resident to join in
with the singing in any way that each is able. They sing songs that the residents will know and
encourage the residents to sing with them and on their own as well. Movement is also involved, again
in any way that the residents are able, including ‘hand dancing’ and dancing in wheelchairs.
It is not unusual, of course, for groups of children to visit various community facilities to
perform for an audience. It is unusual, however, for students to make music in the way described
above, where the entire point of the music making is not the exhibition of the skill level of the
performers but the activation of the music making potential of others. This social use of music in
these situations matches with the social philosophy expounded above. The point of the music making
has nothing to do with the quality of the music making, although the quality can often be excellent.
The effectiveness of the outreach, and of each individual’s contribution, lies in the extent to which
music making is shared by all participants and the life-enhancing attributes that follow from this
activation.
Focussing on the social purpose is helpful for teachers who feel unskilled or too frightened to
attempt music making with their students. Teachers are able to think outwards, towards their
students, rather than dwell on their concerns about their own singing. Trained specialists do not need
to concern themselves with the finer points of music making but, rather, seek to imbue their own
music making with the sense of permission and acceptance that will encourage others to sing with
them. Effective singing within the Music Outreach Principle is singing that engages others.
The Outreach Principle requires a close match between our walk and our talk because asking
individuals, whether adults or children, to offer their singing to others, particularly those with
physical or psychological problems, requires the exercise of free choice by all those concerned. In
terms of our definition of SMS, I am suggesting that the social problem of lack of singing in our
society can be best overcome by a social solution that combines music making with a real world,
practical application of that singing to encourage music making in others that is life enhancing for all.
If others sing with us, continue to sing with us and are empowered to encourage still others to sing,
we have an approach that may continue to ripple outwards in our society and unlock the silent songs
waiting, and wishing to be heard, within us all.
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