Concerts for children – is it just a Convention?
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What, how and why support concerts for children in schools? The experiences from twenty years of working with school concerts in Sweden is the basis of this paper. The didactic approach is motivated by the fact that most of these concert activities take place during school hours, in a pedagogical context and principally in a school location. Some principal archetypes for school concerts is put forward, corresponding principally to the ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions. The focal point however is to propose some answers on the most crucial and challenging didactic question: Why? The evident starting point is the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Art.31). Then other aspects on why it is important to have concerts and music as a compulsory element within schools are suggested. 

The five archetypes of concerts are: (1) The traditional concert format, (2) The immediate concert, (3) The ‘spectacle’, (4) The educational concert and (5) The activating concert. The traditional concert is the type of concert where the western classical music is played and the basic setting is a stage for the musicians are and a hall with a sitting audience. The audience has their given framework for a quite limited participation – principally applauds at specially accepted occasions. 

The immediate concert is a concert where the musicians work more extensively to communicate with the audience that is present. The musical content can be from very different genres, although genres where there traditionally is small demand for music stands is dominating, like world or folk music, popular music, improvised music, etc. The means of communication are then adapted primarily from the age of the audience.  

The word ‘spectacle’ is borrowed from French and these concerts include other types of stage arts like e.g. theatre, mime and dance. This type of concerts has been more frequent during the last ten to fifteen years. Here we in best cases can find very innovative and elaborated performances, very creative and with high artistic ambitions. 

The educational concert is a concert where the musicians aim to adapt their concert to what can be found in the school curriculum, e.g. old music connecting to a certain period taught in the history class, or music from countries studied in geography. Here musicians sometimes can appear in class rooms or during an entire school day. You could also call this a lesson decorated and illustrated by music. 

The last archetype is the activating concert where the children are participating in the performance together with the musicians. The genre can be of different kinds but clearly the concert will include some basic musical material that can make the participation for relatively ‘untrained’ children possible. 

When it comes to the third didactic question, the ‘Why?’, the basic answer comes from The Convention of the Rights of the Child, where it is stated that children has the right to fully participate in the cultural life. In this convention, signed by almost all countries in the world, culture is not put forward as an educational issue, only that the participation of children should be fully guaranteed. Apart from this solid and inspiring declaration six more answers on why it is important to have music and concerts as a compulsory ingredient in school is presented here.

The first answer is motivated by the fact that children by themselves are esthetical beings. They naturally like to express themselves through different types of art. They can invent songs, discover the physical room through sounds and movements (dance), investigate materials though their sound, create dramas in their plays, paint and write. They actually are  so multiple competent so they can do several of these activities at the same time. Not having regular aesthetical activities in school would then be to deny of a big part of the child’s natural and given cerebral capacity. 

The second answer to the ‘why’ is the proven social effects that music have. This effect is applicable either they play and sing together, or if they have common musical experiences as in a school concert. This effect is then also appropriate for the personal development and empowerment where music can have a great potential, which then becomes one more answer on this question.  

As stated in the archetypes of concerts, music can also have a great influence when raising a general interest for learning, and a great help to approach and understand other activities/subjects found in the school curriculum. E.g. to study the cultural heritage without audio and visual experiences becomes obsolete. Learning about other cultures and countries makes much more sense if you experience the art and aesthetics of these cultures, and as the world is getting more and more global the multicultural aesthetical expressions is a necessity in the school programme. Music and the aesthetics can then be an indispensable pedagogical key. To use music as a tool for pedagogical benefits is the next answer.

At the same time it is important to make a variety of expressions available for young people; to show alternatives to the aesthetics that is predominant in the culture that is depending on strict commercial conditions. The commercial thinking pushes music towards a packable object, and making profitable products in a music industry encourages idolisation and sexification of artists and styles. This might promote a type of artistic characters and thereby role models for young persons that we would not always find suitable, especially not for  the younger children. To supply young people with a bigger diversity of impressions, music of different scopes, and presenting alternative role models is then another answer.

Finally there is a more convoluted and profound approach to the need of music. ”Music can reveal the nature of feelings with a detail and truth that language cannot approach” (Langer, 1957, p.191)
. Music can help us to express joy, despair, sorrow plus an immense set of human feelings. Music is actually a help for us to deal with the most difficult feelings or emotions we might face. It’s not by accident we in almost all cultures find music during funerals, weddings or whenever there is occasions and events that involves big and strong emotions. To give access for young people to a versatile ‘language’ of music that has this important capacity to, beyond the written and spoken language, deal with our irrationalities, and that actually can open up new worlds for us, is the sixth answer to the why question. 

Tomorrow we will go to a concert. It can change your life.
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