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Abstract: If policy is the most signifi-
cant gatekeeping element for access to 
and development of community goods 
and services, and if music educators have 
historically lived at the margins of policy, 
then who procures access for the field? 
How are visions for musical and educa-
tional development articulated and what 
are the resulting implications? This arti-
cle suggests sphericity as a metaphorical 
point of entry in discussing the need for 
the music education field to consider 
policy and policy studies differently. The 
article argues for connections between 
policy and teacher education, contending 
that the practice of contesting and creat-
ing representations of knowledge struc-
tures and learning based on deliberative 
skills is at the center of policy formation 
and development, as well as the center 
of teaching. 

Keywords: complexity, discourse, lan-
guage, sphericity, teacher education

We must think possibility within con-
straint; that is the condition of our time. 
—David McCarthy, 2000

nidirectionality, or the pre-
sentation of arguments as 
predetermined, fixed posi-
tions, has become a com-
mon practice in the United 

States today. We have only to look at 
our modes of communication to see its 
prevalence. News media commodify 
opinion by portraying a standpoint 
as the voice of a particular liberal 
or conservative group. This approach 
has become a staple of most, if not 
all, televised media; differences lie 
only in the degree to which they adopt 
this approach. In lawmaking, unidi-
rectionality appears as an emphasis 
on performativity.1 The inability to 
hear other arguments—a hallmark of 
unidirectionality—is an increasing 
phenomenon in relations among both 
institutions and individuals in soci-
ety today and is particularly evident 
in the production of legislation and, 
consequently, the creation of policy. 
Arguing that such a modus operandi is 
not only myopic, but also resistant to 
alternatives, I consider how unidirec-
tionality is critically diffused through-
out policy engagements. At a time in 
which capitalism and market systems 
pervade all aspects of life—from edu-
cation to work, entertainment, dat-
ing, the organization of spaces, and 
the usage of time—we must carefully 
attend to their effects on policy as a 
top-down process of codifying val-
ues, particularly as we learn from and 
challenge policy’s hidden or willfully 
ignored conceptualizations, missteps, 
implementations, and outcomes. 

One might suggest that the question 
of what policy is may be seen as both 
naive and deceptively obvious. Nev-
ertheless, this question is essential at 
a time when “governments worldwide 
move away from rigid, explicit policy, 
toward steering from a distance mod-
els” (Marceau 1993) that present “stan-
dards and accountability systems that 
eschew direct mandates and, instead, 
tie funding to ‘choosing’ to do what 
government wants” (Weaver-Hightower 
2008, 157). Therefore, this article will 
address (a) the problematization of poli-
cy language and its intents and aims, (b) 
the role of alternative policy discourses 
and visions in music education policy, 
and (c) a redistribution of policy argu-
ments between economic and sociocul-
tural understandings.2 A discussion of 
these issues assumes that policy may  
extend beyond foreshadowing measured 
responses and outcomes (its traditional 
role) or developing cohesive positions 
on other related policies and areas. Pol-
icy and policy studies can and must be 
a critical and situated process of analyz-
ing both the macro and micro levels, 
finding ways to locate music education 
outside the field, and aiding the internal 
rethinking of the profession. 

Finally, this article suggests that the 
people and groups who shape policy 
spaces and discourses must consistently 
attend to questions that help the arts  U

Reinventing from Within: Thinking 
Spherically as a Policy Imperative in 

Music Education

PATRICK SCHMIDT



40 Arts Education Policy Review40 Arts Education Policy Review

professions address and generate new 
conceptual models for policy in its vari-
ous forms: aggregation, analysis, cri-
tique, (re)conceptualization, dissemina-
tion, legislation, implementation, and 
practice evaluation. Because of its his-
torical absence, a commitment to pol-
icy and policy studies is of particular 
importance in the field of music educa-
tion. With these goals in mind, I look at 
policy—both as a term and a practice— 
through the metaphor of sphericity. 

The Many Sides of a Sphere: Policy 
and Complexity 

Spherical conceptualization—or sphe-
ricity—is a process that focuses on the 
complex ecology surrounding educative 
engagements and that serves as a coun-
terperspective to unidirectionality. Spher- 
icity is not a solution to all questions; 
however, this concept provides a meta-
phorical and practical lens through which 
to examine pressing issues in the field of 
music education today. In policy, spheric-
ity emphasizes that although analysis that 
breaks down and simplifies complexities 
is necessary, analysis that articulates the 
existence of multiple viewpoints, chal-
lenges, constituencies, influences, and 
desires is equally necessary.

Network organizations, such as busi-
nesses and schools, have used spherical 
thinking to find new metaphors to frame 
plans of action. Only recently, however, 
has sphericity linked the evaluation of 
internal demand and external opportu-
nity to understandings of coadunation—
that is, the constructive collaboration 
of multiple and, at times, contradictory 
discourses—and simultaneity (Luca and 
Perrone 2001; Miles and Snow 1995). 
This new way of thinking implies that 
internal relations are directly connect-
ed to external possibilities, but, more 
important, that these associations are 
more than simplistic structures of hier-
archy and cause and effect.3 The cen-
tral point is that both coadunation and 
simultaneity of action require and foster 
a complexity of interactions. 

The use of the terms simultaneity 
and coadunation is not haphazard, for 
the practices and conceptualizations 
based on these concepts imply that mere 
exchange and coexposure are not suffi-

cient to address educational challenges. 
For policy to have an impact on a wide 
spectrum of any field, it must shift from 
a model of unidirectional mandates to 
a system of multidirectional contribu-
tions. The internal demands of fields 
and the external possibilities in com-
munities today are linked and made 
more complex by speed, new technolo-
gies, and the expansion of economies 
(Jones 2008; Florida 2003), as well as 
the changes in societal mores, expecta-
tions, and needs.4 Thus, coadunation 
and simultaneity can be used as guide-
lines to develop policy that is centered 
on (a) directives—derived from con-
densation and focus—and (b) concep-
tualizations that structure, suggest, and 
invite complex thinking and language.5 
That is, policy should act as an invita-
tion for discourse among a knowledge-
able community, instead of as a dictum 
to an uninformed field.6 

Departing from the notion that “com-
munity is evoked to signal the ways in 
which the collective obligation of soci-
ety is organized in specific locales and 
through specific groups of people who 
can decide what is reasonable for the 
processes of change” (Popkewitz 2001, 
124), this article examines the location 
of policy in the constant interactions 
between micro, meso (where the global 
and the local intersect), and macro lev-
els of analysis. I propose that part of 
seeing policy as a spherical enterprise 
means understanding reform as pro-
cesses of slight but constant movement, 
rather than abrupt or seismic ruptures. 
This perspective is similar to Geertz’s 
(1976, 1482) claim that the results that 
new visions, ideals, and theories “gener-
ally contrive to achieve, grow out of the 
delicacy of their distinctions, not the 
sweep of their abstractions.”7 The larger 
challenge for the field of music educa-
tion is not to create new thinking, but to 
generate thought that can adapt to con-
stant change. This mandate must lie at 
the center of a pragmatic and complex 
definition of policy in music education. 

Intentional exchange between vari-
ous levels of analysis (micro, meso, and 
macro) creates more ample parameters 
for analysis while facilitating adapta-
tion within traditional notions of policy 

interactions. These exchanges form the 
complexity of policy concerns. Spheric-
ity thus characterizes policy areas in 
which more traditional models interact 
with models that are temporary and 
contextually bound.8 This is a shift from 
traditional understandings, but is per-
haps a necessity.

The temporary and contextual aspects 
of sphericity can be illustrated by two 
central notions: ecology and epidemiol-
ogy. Ecology is predicated on a mul-
tiplicity of interrelations and interde-
pendencies that are embedded in all 
situations; epidemiology emphasizes 
the constancy of adaptation and muta-
tion, as well as the decay of concepts, 
notions, articulations, deliberations, and 
practices. These two notions not only 
help to explain the complexity I pro-
pose, but also support the need for a 
critique of policies and policy models.9 

Thus, sphericity asks us, first, to be 
cautious in attributing significance to 
simple causal relationships and, second, 
to understand that complexity, while 
sometimes burdensome, is not ineffec-
tive. It suggests that, in this globalized 
economy and society, linear thinking is 
not equivalent to efficiency, but rather to 
nearsighted simplification. 

Policy Discourse: The Geography of 
an Analysis 

In the April 2008 issue of Educational 
Researcher, Weaver-Hightower presents 
an ecological conceptualization of poli-
cy, framing it as “an extremely complex, 
often contradictory process that defies 
the commonly held image of singular 
purpose and open, effective planning” 
(153). He critiques policy models that 
assume “value-neutral decision making” 
and those that ignore “issues of power.” 
Such models are not only ineffective, but 
are also misleading, because they “grossly 
misjudge the complexity and grittiness, 
the false starts, the unabashed greed, and 
the crashing failures of some policy for-
mation and implementation” (153). I sug-
gest that the constitutive elements of such 
models, which largely determine their 
reach, relevance, understanding, and lon-
gevity, are their discourses. Therefore, it is 
worthwhile and necessary to look at their 
language and formation of discourse.
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Discourse construction as a determin-
ing element of policy implementation 
is an influential and often unexamined 
element of the policy field, particularly 
in music education. The usage, appro-
priation, and interpretation of discourse 
are, therefore, central elements for 
reconceptualizing policy as a field and 
attempting to reframe its conceptual 
parameters. Christiansen (2008) demon-
strates the importance of discourse when 
she discusses how the superintendent 
of schools for Portland, Oregon, insti-
tuted policies that coded notions and 
practices of “equity and social justice” 
as the streamlining of teachers’ actions 
through obligatory “anchoring tasks” 
(i.e., tasks used to streamline instruc-
tion). Clearly, the establishment of an 
“equitable distribution of educational 
opportunities” was transformed in this 
case into the standardization of instruc-
tion. Policy implementation was made 
legitimate by discursively equating the 
proposed process (the anchoring tasks) 
to a commonsensical ideal (equity). This 
appropriation of social justice speech is 
the latest usurpation of ethics by educa-
tional economics; these tactics, however, 
have been widely used. The process can 
be summed up as follows: The projected 
ideal is equity; the strategy follows a 
Fordist efficiency model; and the result 
is the decentralization of teachers as 
the locus of pedagogical and curricular  
decisions—in other words, the erasure of 
teachers as policymakers. 

Reenvisioning policy, therefore, must 
address the expansion of who is con-
sidered worthy of engaging in decision 
making, while also paying attention 
to how the use of discourse can both 
aid and prevent actions. Forari (2007) 
notes that policy must be polymorphic, 
polyglot, and polycentric, situated not 
merely in the conceptual articulation 
of legislation, but also in the milieu 
of the classroom. Policy thus reconsid-
ered would have to address Braverman’s 

contention that “a belief in the original 
stupidity of the worker [teacher] is a 
necessity for management; otherwise it 
would have to admit that it is engaged 
in the wholesale enterprise of prizing 
and fostering stupidity” (1974, 56). Pol-
icy thinking today begs for a renewed 

has called a conservative modernization 
model. According to this concept, policy 
does not merely relate and legislate com-
mon sense; it defines common sense, 
altering the categories we use to evaluate, 
judge, and perceive educational enter-
prises.11 This role is clear in the Portland 
example. However, it is important to note 
that although influence12 is a necessary 
condition of deliberative societies, the 
appropriation of common sense is at the 
center of democratic dissolution.13 

When information is placed at the 
center of policy and education, its 
incompleteness,14 created by limited 
or impoverished deliberation, relegates 
teachers to the role of a managed mul-
titude and policymakers to the role of 
counterproductive, if influential, man-
agers. Broadening the field of policy 
studies in music education, therefore, is 
necessary but insufficient. Many impor-
tant evaluations and critiques of policy 
issues in music education have been 
made (see Colwell 2005, 2006; Hope 
1992, 2002, 2004; Jones 2008; Rich-
mond 2002; Teachout 2007) and many 
more are still necessary.15 Although 
specialized knowledge in music educa-
tion has grown in scope, quality, and 
perspective, policy studies’ contextual 

other intellectual work in music educa-
tion to be critical.16 I suggest that policy 
language, action, and conceptualization 
have suffered from philosophical starva-
tion and, as a result, we have seen the 
diminishment of inquiry and vision that 
not only explode artificial congruities, 
but also build discursive engagements 
that challenge, revoke, suggest, and dis-
sent.17 In many ways, policy studies has 
been perceived as demanding an unen-
cumbered, comprehensive consensus,18 
in which case policy becomes the result 
of resolving nebulous conflicts or put-
ting an end to perceived contradictions. 

Consequently, policy faces its own 
crisis of narrative, similar to that 
described by Lyotard (1984), who posits 
that grand narratives have faced a point 
of crisis in the face of the fragmented 
and local nature of present, postmod-
ern interactions and realities. The call 
for performativity can no longer be the 
only engine driving the metadiscourses 
of public policy (Yeatman 1994); this 
call has been exhausted and is often 
pernicious.19 Although efficiency is fre-
quently accepted as the most appropri-
ate parameter for decision making, it 
is often portrayed to constituencies as 
a mere means to the greater end of 

olicy thinking today begs for a renewed 
concern from and a redistributed 

role among the various stakeholders in the 
educational political process.

P

concern from and a redistributed role 
among the various stakeholders in the 
educational political process.

In the absence of interconnected-
ness10 between actors in policy inter-
pretation, creation, and implementation, 
models have emerged that promote unity 
and shared vision as essential and that 
often translate the concept of unity into 
rigid structures and hierarchical modes 
of accountability. These models func-
tion according to what Apple (2006) 

understandings, collective possibilities, 
and presence in macro visions of the 
field, education, and society have not 
been widely discussed. 

The Renarration of Policy: Music 
Education Today 

If we were to ask, as Walter Benjamin 
did in 1935, “What is the position of a 
work to the relations of production in its 
time?” (2008), we would undoubtedly 
consider the placement of policy amid 
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popular emancipation and well-being 
(Newfield 2008). It is clear that dis-
courses affect our daily lives and our 
professional condition. Discourses do 
not merely connect to practices. They 
are practices. 

If policies are “both systems of val-
ues and symbolic systems; ways of rep-
resenting, accounting for and legitimat-
ing decisions” (Ball 1994, 124), then 
imaginative policy could connect ideas 
with the full development of their vari-
ous possibilities. The result would be 
processes that create markedly different 
realities for our communities, particu-
larly in the arts.20 

If policy is the most significant gate-
keeper for access to and development 
of community goods and services, and 
if music educators have lived at the 
margins of policy, then who procures 
access for the field? How are visions for 
musical and educational development 
articulated, and what are the implica-
tions?21 If consensus can be manufac-
tured by notions that are external to the 
field or that are based on unavailable, 
limited, or atomistic research,22 then 
fostering a professional commitment to 
organic policy thinking is crucial for the 
advancement of music education.23 

If we view policy as an intrinsic part 
of and contributor to a deliberative 
democracy (Gutmann and Thompson 
1996, 2004), then we could say that 
policy thought and the development of 
the music education field are codepen-
dent. In fact, the shift from a functional 
vision of democracy to a deliberative 
vision occurs at the macro level, while 
the application of policy to the lives of 
teachers occurs at the micro level. The 
questions become: What understand-
ings or which structures can serve as 
catalysts? What roles can individuals 
and institutions play in policymaking?

 Considering that institutional opin-
ions and preferences weigh heavily in 
policy development, and that policies 
define who contributors and noncon-
tributors are in society, then the “recon-
struction of institutional syntaxes” 
(Lyotard 1984) must assume a place at 
the center of rethinking policy. Thus, 
the study of policy as an essential 
part of teacher education could be the 

simplest way to bring young students’ 
attention to the fact that education is 
political and, as such, is never simple. 
Similar acts of bringing together teach-
ing and policy could signify an essen-
tial turn toward a commitment to the 
notion of acting as professionals.24

The possibility of contesting current 
and traditional, institutionalized repre-
sentations is not a mere articulation 
of progressive or activist rhetoric, but 
rather a deliberative skill at the center 
of policy formation and development, 
as well as teaching. Deliberation as the 
necessary foundation of professional 
and ethical action in music education 
must be understood early in the edu-
cational life of individuals, particularly 
teachers. This goal can best be accom-
plished by introducing educators to the 
analytical complexities—even contra-
dictions or impossibilities, as Ellsworth 
(1998) proposes—that are part of edu-
cation, the formation of power, and the 
structuring of society. This is an ambi-
tious but necessary challenge in music 
teacher education today. 

Sphericity as a Conceptual Tool: 
Seeing Multiple Wholes 

Sphericity also demands reinter-
pretation of the seemingly superficial. 
Although the literature addresses (see, 
e.g., Ball 1998) neo- or post-Fordist 
models of economic and social develop-
ment, it rarely considers policy thought 
that is concerned with ideals defined 
by and linked to postmodernism. Thus, 
scholarship must see postmodernism as 
more than a representation of shattered 
realities or a deconstructive model that 
implies demolition or nihilism. Perhaps, 
in the arts, as in education in general, too 
little attention has been given to ideas in 
which the whole can also exist in the 
splice,25 in which the moment of peda-
gogical reinterpretation, educational 
transformation, or structural reposition-
ing can happen through the seemingly 
disconnected, limited, or incomplete. 
Policy thought must consider the danger 
of mistaking contemporary assemblage 
of information and forms of knowledge 
as futile or superficial. Complex policy 
analyses must be able to encompass 
alternative forms, codes, and structures 

through which much information is 
gathered and propagated today. 

Evaluative notions such as “relevance 
quality” (Johansen forthcoming) could 
aid in the articulation of sphericity by 
proposing complex educational ideals 
that can circumvent or alter traditional 
parameters of “in depth” learning or 
sequentialism.26 Hatfield (1999), cri-
tiquing what he sees as the misguided 
movement of arts education toward 
exposure rather than education, writes 
that “it is questionable whether stu-
dents grasp many of the references 
of less explicit messages of popular 
culture,” and he concludes that “just 
as exposure is not education, informa-
tion is not knowledge and access is 
not comprehension.” Although his logic 
is certainly convincing, he misses the 
reality that “substantive” arts learning 
in this framework rests on the assump-
tion of particular knowledge formations 
and encounters that are based on time 
commitments—that is, long-term, drill-
based engagements—that have been 
dissolved by contemporary modes of 
thinking or have been ushered in by new 
technologies and societal restructuring. 

For instance, I suggest that YouTube 
and hip-hop are two significant exam-
ples of how the seemingly partial can 
present, through different notions of 
time frames, a complexity similar to 
what is traditionally attributed only to 
the delayed gratification of hard-won 
logical dismemberment. Hip-hop culture 
and YouTube represent a new param-
eter of information technology, where-
by the construction of knowledge—in 
this case, through the construction of 
a product—is built from the underly-
ing assumption that said products are 
created in a milieu where interaction 
and interactivity are taken for granted. 
Therefore, knowledge is developed with 
the acknowledgment that it will mutate 
the moment it is finished and shared. 
New formats, then, may imply immedi-
ate gratification and superficiality, but 
this is perhaps because we do not yet 
know how to read them. The pedagogi-
cal question is how representation can 
be anticipated. In other words, can inter-
pretation be established at the begin-
ning of an interaction? Here, the splice, 
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which is characteristic of both YouTube 
and hip-hop, skips traditional steps 
by operating not through recognition, 
analysis, and synthesis—part and parcel 
of traditional logic—but rather through 
metasynthesis; that is, the splice imme-
diately suggests co-construction, and 
not merely assimilation. 

Of course, there are dangers of misin-
terpretation or misdirection in an analysis 
founded on consumption. However, as 
Featherstone suggests, consumer culture 
“does not only encourage a grey conform-
ism in the choice of goods . . . rather it 
[can] seek to educate individuals to read 
the differences in signs, to decode the 
minutiae of distinctions in dress, house 
furnishing, leisure lifestyles and equip-
ment” (1990, 21). Learning from the 
minutiae of life is the rigorous task of 
policy thinking. Pedagogically, we are 
faced with a revolution in thinking that 
requires analysis that searches for diverse 
and divergent modes of understanding, 
which implies that policy thinking must 
be more flexible and variable than policy 
products. At the same time, policy prod-
ucts must gradually become more closely 
connected with the forms and modes of 
information production in today’s society. 

It is crucial, then, that we investigate 
how to best adapt to such parallel syn-
theses. We must better understand how 
the speed distribution of propositions and 
ideas through rapid technologies such 
as telephones, cable, and the Internet 
interacts with new accounts of the world 
and our interpretation of these accounts 
through words, images, and sounds.27 
Jordon, Redley, and James (1994) pro-
pose that education is being “trans-
formed back into an oligarchic good,” 
and although institutionalized education 
certainly fits into this description, edu-
cational practices in the public space 
(such as YouTube and hip-hop) have the 
potential as both models and concepts to 
streamline alternative systems.28 

In global terms, these ideas relate to 
the “policyscapes” proposed by Appadu-
rai (1990, 1996), the call for nondualistic 
perspectives hailed by Ball (1994, 1998), 
and the controlled decontrol suggested 
by DuGay (1996). Each of these posi-
tions asks for policy to be the potent con-
densate that it has traditionally been, but 

they also call for more. Beyond direc-
tives, policy can articulate possibilities. 
It can direct us to the immediate while 
envisioning the long-term. It can pro-
liferate understandings of local needs 
and practices while rearticulating macro-
level concepts. In music education, seri-
ous policy thinking can effectively pre-
vent political economy imperatives from 
colonizing the field. A commitment to 
policy studies can systematically inte-
grate divergent music communities and 
their practices, research, entrepreneurial 
experiments, and new modes of produc-
tion. This emphasis could revolutionize 
music education in its many forms, while 
loosening the grip of music advocacy as 
its only pertinent politics. 

Four Standpoints for Inquiry: 
Conceptual Possibilities in Policy 

Because the limitations of this article 
do not allow for a greater expansion 
of the issues presented thus far, I will 
proceed by suggesting four conceptual 
points that might guide music educators 
when they are considering pathways to 
investigative practices that have policy 
thought at their center. 

1. Bafflement, exemplified in and by 
divergent thinking, is as important as 
the generation of solutions. In order to 
perceive, present, and engage in policy 
thought as a complex enterprise, we must 
attend to both elements. This requires the 
use of macro-level understandings when 
addressing micro-level problems and 
micro-level experiences in the produc-
tion of macro-level conceptualizations.29 

2. Language is the most important 
capital in the policy realm. Consequent-
ly, policy that addresses and challenges 
how language legislates and constructs 
our practices is necessary. Such a focus 
is essential to understanding policy 
studies as ecology, in which the con-
cept of interrelation is formative and 
fundamental. In other words, we must 
understand that the relationships among 
the subjects, discourses, spaces, hierar-
chies, politics, and structures of policy 
are operationalized, promoted, and con-
cealed by language. 

3. The field of policy must be trans-
formed into a democratizing space. In 

music education, policy thought exem-
plifies the political nature of educa-
tion. Policy is not, and ought not to be, 
a hierarchical process reserved for the 
few, but an amplifying program that 
permeates all levels of the field.30 

4. Sphericity as a policy imperative 
speaks to the combination of multi-
faceted and paradigmatically divergent 
positionings of language, thought, and 
action that construct a postmodern per-
spective on policy.

In the following pages, I will further 
build on these ideas by showing how 
they have taken shape in education and 
how they may serve music education. 

As a first step, we must articulate 
that the current demands for evidence-
based processes of education reflect the 
forcefulness of market notions, which 
continue unassuaged and unchallenged 
in our society. At the same time, we must 
amplify the scope, nature, and rigor of 
research in the music education field. 
The kinds of knowledge generated by 
shifts away from performativity have 
been slow in constructing political capital 
that can incorporate such discourses into 
research and practices that could conse-
quently influence the field as a whole. 

One problem is that in our field, baf-
flement and the generation of pragmatic 
solutions in contextualized realities 
have been assumed to be paradoxical 
or antithetical to one another. Critical 
policy thinking has a vast gap to fill 
here, because complexities are founda-
tional to educational processes of the 
twenty-first century. For music educa-
tion policy, what is required is not only 
the continuing conceptual expansion of 
research, but also the reevaluation of 
how this research can confront com-
munal needs generated by technological 
speed and accessibility, as well as the 
transformation of mediums, formats, 
and modes of thinking that consequent-
ly influence the constitution, dissemina-
tion, and interpretation of both music 
and education.   

A second step, then, is to accelerate 
curricular reinvention in music education 
in K–12 schools, and particularly in music 
teacher education programs, in which sta-
sis is still overwhelming.31 Policy stud-



ies are essential in this matter. Policy 
engagements are also central, particularly 
as analyses of programs throughout the 
United States continue to show remark-
able homogeneity, even at a time when 
economic constraints assault institutions 
of higher education and creative curricular 
variation would seem logical, and when 
cultural shifts assail societal norms and, 
consequently, artistic production (see Col-
well 2005, 2006). Curricular and program 
reinvention should be not only an issue for 
organizational and institutional leadership 
in music education, but also a concern and 
goal for all involved. 

At a recent sociology conference, 
Torres (2007) proposed that for schools 
of education to become meaning-
ful again, they must be conceptually 
and physically reconstructed. Young 
teachers and thinkers in education, he  
suggested, must have a systematic under-
standing of teacher practice as derived 
from connections to economic param-
eters, geographic analysis, sociological 
notions, and anthropological investiga-
tion, as well as the ability to connect 
political science and critical education 
sensibilities. These skills are necessary 
for creating an organic thinker, rather 
than a traditional specialized techni-
cian.32 This quest must be undertaken 
today beyond rethinking the structures, 
possibilities, and scope of programs and 
curricula. The notion of interdisciplinary 
studies does not fully capture the issue, 
because although exposure to other ways 
of thinking is beneficial, it is not suffi-
cient. Instead, we must develop novel 
models of interaction in which the gen-
eration of complexity—or sphericity— 
aids us in the development of new forms 
of deliberation. Addressing models of 
information technology in society today, 
Sunstein (2008) uses the metaphors of 
information cocoons and wikis. The for-
mer presents information as a matter 
of dispensation—efficiently acquiring, 
retaining, and distributing information. 
The latter understands that information 
goes unconsummated if it remains stat-
ic, and, consequently, it addresses inter-
action and deliberation. These elements 
are necessary aspects of curricular and 
interdisciplinary modes of twenty-first-
century educational life. 

The third step is to cultivate a greater 
concern with language and discourse. In 
no other area of music education is this 
more urgent than in urban music edu-
cation, which offers great opportunities 
for divergent propositions, pedagogies, 
and thinking—that is, for discourse.33 
Despite this, music education’s politi-
cal silence regarding urban schools is 
deafening. In the broader field of edu-
cation, however, many deficit models 
have been turned into possibilities. One 
example proposes the development 
and articulation of systems of mutu-
al accountability in which not only 
schools, teachers, parents, and students 
are liable, but in which the state is also 
brought under scrutiny (see Noguera 
2008). In the United States, we have 
developed accountability models for 
most areas and levels of education, but 
the state, as the regulatory, fiscal pro-
vider and language-producing counter-
part of the educational interaction, is 
often absolved of responsibility.  

I hope to make apparent that the 
production of language leads to action, 
which, in the absence of deliberation 
and equitable participation, leads to 
either failure or greater alienation from 
policy engagement.34 The problem 
is not merely that the state sets up 
accountability parameters for others 
while excluding itself, but that this 
imbalance exemplifies the modus ope-
randi of much educational reform. The 
absence of deliberation leads to resis-
tance, which often leads to the disin-
tegration of policy.35 For the different 
facets of a policy to be supported, its 
language must be strongly connect-
ed to macro-level conceptions while 
considering micro-level variance. Poli-
cies work best when “the trustwor-
thiness of social structures allows for 
the proliferation of obligations and 
expectations” (Coleman 1988, 107). 
Language, therefore, is not merely a 
matter of rhetorical construction but 
also reveals the pragmatic ethics that 
delineate obligations and expectations 
and, thus, future action. 

This brings us to a fourth step of policy 
transformation. Yeatman proposes that 
“kitchen table conversation can become 
a public space, not because those using 

it are planning their next political 
action, but because their discussion and 
debate are politicizing their interactions 
and relationships” (1994, 75). This 
metaphor cannot be ignored in music 
teacher education. A powerful way to 
break away from the over-focus on 
didactic effectiveness, standardization, 
or uncritical teaching and learning in 
music education would be to cultivate 
in young people in the field the capacity 
to contend seriously with the idea that 
areas such as teacher practice, lesson 
planning, and curriculum articulation 
are all policy matters. Teacher education 
must situate and address curricular 
and pedagogical issues in light of 
deliberative policy. 

Finally, an understanding of policy 
as a mode of thinking, a practice, and a 
form of legislative and systemic speech 
can help articulate music education and 
overcome its functional existentialism. 
Such rethinking necessitates greater 
attention to social and communal com-
mitments, variant artistic cultures, and 
new technologies and the practices they 
generate, as well as the various econo-
mies that accompany (and sometimes 
direct) all of the above. The final factor 
deserves special attention in the music 
education field, because although the 
prioritization of economic policy over 
educational policy can be destructive, 
disregard or misunderstanding of eco-
nomic issues can be equally disastrous. 
In urban education, for example, we 
must ask: What are the cultural, educa-
tional, and economic outcomes that can 
be produced in and by musics? How 
can these outcomes be developed in, 
for example, different high school pro-
grams? How can cultural knowledge and 
the creation of relevant, local musics be 
not merely educationally sound—and 
morally and aesthetically edifying—
but also, and equally important, lead 
to local economic development or to 
understandings of exploitative elements 
present in certain consumer economies? 
Contextualizing the profession through 
the tension between economic norms 
and cultural relevance is, in sum, how 
policy can help us analyze cultural 
change while taking on the challenges 
of economic viability. 
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Conclusion 

All of the previous propositions derive 
from a concern for fostering stronger, more 
avid, and more prolonged engagements 
with policy ideas, ideals, language, opera-
tionalizations, disruptions, historic inter-
pretations, and political influences. The 
capacity to think about these issues must be 
developed in music education programs at 
all levels, as well as in the lives of educators 
in the field. To provide a conceptualization 
that shows how to examine policy, policy 
models, and new foci for inquiry, sphericity 
can help guide the discussion. 

This article then highlights the fol-
lowing considerations for policy devel-
opment in music education:

• Coadunation and simultaneity as 
patterns of interaction and deliberation 
lie at the center of sphericity as a policy 
imperative. They are essential for under-
standing models of cultural knowledge 
based upon complexity. Policy models 
in music education must consider the 
significance of language and discourse 
on both the macro and the micro levels.  

• Policy in music education must 
look at the diverse needs for the forma-
tion of knowledge in the twenty-first 
century and address the requirements of 
greater accessibility, new mediums, new 
formats, and new conceptualizations in 
the dissemination of information, ideas, 
and practices. 

• Policy in music education must con-
sider changing its own models, actions, 
precepts, and goals to better address how 
limited information and impoverished 
deliberation continue to relegate teachers 
to the role of a managed multitude. Pol-
icy practice and production risks being 
seen, at best, as inefficient and, at worst, 
as misguided and untrustworthy. 

• Policy in music education must 
address how research, pedagogy, and 
curricula can be more aware of the vary-
ing ways in which policy knowledge 
can be accessed and how others can 
interact with and add to its contents. 
This is the wiki metaphor in action. 

• The ecological and epidemiologi-
cal perspectives should be considered as 
ways to address issues and challenges in 
music education, thereby fortifying poli-
cy practices as deliberative enterprises. 

• Beyond the movement for the for-
mation of policy centers inside univer-
sities and other independent groups—
which would encourage and nurture 
creative structure and scholarship (see 
Jones 2008)—the music education field 
must address policy as the connector 
between pedagogical and strategic prac-
tice; technical and political thinking; 
and expressive, economic, and socially 
just processes and outcomes.

Last, policy in music education has 
traditionally worked to achieve Dewey’s 
aesthetic goal of reeducating the percep-
tion of an audience. In contrast, I sug-
gest that policy must focus instead on 
reeducating the perceptions of agents, 
as a social, communal, and personal 
constant. The question then remains: 
how will we proceed? 

Notes 

 1. Performativity is here understood in 
terms of efficiency and productivity. The 
distinction is important because in cultural 
studies and gender studies, performativity 
has taken different meanings. For the latter, 
see Butler 1988 and Grosz 1999. 

 2. According to Newfield (2008, 43), 
policy plays a role in “the re-subordination 
of economic product to cultural knowledge.”

 3. One interesting example is the coun-
terintuitive nature of research that proposes 
that success in early childhood education for 
the working poor is due as much to a lack of 
previous exposure to language interactions 
(e.g., reading to a young child) as to effec-
tive pedagogies or socioeconomic structures. 
The complexity of learning, which requires 
multiple entry points and a simultaneity 
of experiences, must be represented at the 
macro level by policy actions, guidelines, 
and dispositions that parallel and mirror 
such complexities.

 4. It is important to note that the internal 
demands of fields are often driven by eco-
nomic needs or imperatives. Communities 
encounter economic agendas not only in 
monetary terms, but also through cultural 
shifts precipitated by changes in modes of 
interaction with community members, the 
development or decline of artistic domains 
and opportunities, and so forth. This rela-
tionship between economic forces and cul-
tural knowledge lies at the center of practical 
communal realities, which in turn influence 
schooling, broader education, and artistic 
learning.

 5. My intent is not to suggest think-
ing and language that obscure issues by 
their complexity, but to suggest that there 

is, and ought to be, variance within policy 
investigation and analysis to invite diverse 
languages (philosophical, sociological, eco-
nomic, political, etc.) with the hope of fos-
tering differing arguments.

 6. See Thompson (2006) for an interest-
ing analysis of power and processes of politi-
cal action that are significant in this context.

 7. Again, a movement away from 
“sweeping abstractions” should not be equat-
ed with an abandonment of complexities.

 8. The suggestion here is that univer-
sal notions serve well for the purpose of 
stabilization, but that they are inefficient 
and unhelpful for generating adaptability, 
growth, and change. For example, a discus-
sion of the National Education Standards 
and their implications for the music educa-
tion profession at large has yet to be con-
ducted through such parameters and should 
be addressed with a certain urgency.

 9. The rethinking of models and forms 
of critique could be seen as an expansion of 
the concept of scientific revolutions and par-
adigmatic shifts proposed by Kuhn (1970). 
Stemming from the idea that paradigms are 
developed from shared conceptual notions 
of a community, policy models and propo-
sitions are based upon assumptions that, 
acknowledged or not, shape processes and 
outcomes.

 10. Interconnectedness here refers to an 
informed and critical relationship between 
two or more parties.

 11. The concept of “comparable worth” 
has interesting connections to this issue and 
can serve as a point of analysis. See Con-
way, Ahern, and Steuernagel’s 2005 Women 
and Public Policy, which also addresses the 
concept of policy silences.

 12. I use influence in the sense of power, 
as the capability to see one’s point of view 
prevail. There is, of course, a continuum 
of influence, ranging from the communica-
tive standpoint articulated by Habermas to 
the dictatorial standpoint demonstrated by 
Machiavelli.

 13. An important, if radical, example is 
the text Propaganda (Bernays 1928), which 
explores the fabrication of common sense 
during the rise of the Third Reich in Ger-
many in the 1930s. In the words of the war 
criminal General Goebbels, “The essence 
of propaganda consists in winning people 
over to an idea so sincerely, so vitally, that 
in the end they succumb to it utterly and can 
never escape from it.” (Goebbels 1933, 68) 
For a more contemporary and less sinister 
account, see Zinn and Macedo 2005.

 14. By incompleteness, I mean informa-
tion that is inefficient, does not represent 
larger or significant constituencies, is sim-
plistic, or does not help resolve or attend to 
different but related issues.

 15. Pertinent to these discussions are the 
concepts of accountability and localized nar-
ratives developed by Horsley and Johansen 
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in their contributions to this issue of Arts 
Education Policy Review.

 16. A search of the major journals in the 
music education field will quickly show the 
secondary role, if not the general absence, of 
policy thought in the field.

 17. See Richmond (2002) for an introduc-
tion to these issues and a discussion of the 
connections between policy and philosophy.

 18. Few things represent this perspective 
more strongly than the disappearance of the-
oretical frameworks in a significant portion 
of scholarship in the music education field.

 19. At the end of 2008, many voices 
hypothesized that educational evaluation 
through standardization, quantification, and 
testing has seen its heyday, and that a coun-
termovement will now begin.

 20. The word different here implies vari-
ance, which encompasses the idea that com-
munities may not simply be or look differ-
ent, but may engage in goals and processes 
that diverge according to localized needs.

 21. This is particularly worrisome if we 
accept, as Yeatman (1994) proposes, that 
managerialist-functionalist rhetoric has re-
dressed democratic notions and practices in 
terms of functional relations.

 22. Perhaps one of the greatest absences 
in the field of music education research is 
the lack of longitudinal studies, both quan-
titative and qualitative in nature. Although 
the absence is often due to funding, it nev-
ertheless seriously hampers the potential 
for policy development and studies. The 
lack of joint or collaborative studies across 
universities and between different institu-
tions also plays a significant role in the 
preservation of atomistic goals and visions 
in the profession.

 23. For discussions relating to the idea 
of organic thinking, see Smylie, Bay, and 
Tozer 1999; Trifonas 2003; Schön 1983; and 
Giroux 1988.

 24. I use professional here not merely 
to denote having credentials or participat-
ing in legitimate organizations. Rather, this 
conception of professional rests on action-
based  ethical and technical commitments 
and parameters, which always assume the 
ability to act independently and critically, 
with full knowledge of the responsibilities 
and consequences of recklessness and igno-
rance. Discussions in fields such as medi-
cine and law on this issue are plentiful and 
relevant for consultation.

 25. The splice here means a cut or a part 
(or series of parts) that is not simply an incom-
plete element of a whole, but is a whole in a 
new form. That is, it is a part that could form 
a larger whole but could also exist alone.

 26. See Johansen’s articulation of the idea 
of relevance quality and Horsley’s article on 
the pitfalls of sequentialism in this issue of 
Arts Education Policy Review.

 27. If we accept the premise of speed 
distribution, we can see how it logically 

implies and creates a system of production 
that functions in similar terms.

 28. While I wrote this article, Allan 
Kozinn of the New York Times reported on 
the formation of the “new” musician: one 
who is at core an entrepreneur and for whom 
the merging and crossing of musical tradi-
tions has transformed borders into border-
lands. See Kozinn 2008. Further, I would 
argue that such changes could also articulate 
that YouTube and hip-hop can be seen as 
educative practices of the public space. In 
other words, they are practices that require 
our consideration of the boundaries of edu-
cation or educative space.

 29. The concept of bafflement and the pro-
duction of solutions are drawn from research 
concepts developed in Lather 2007.

30. Yeatman (1994) explains the expansion 
of the policy space using the metaphor of the 
kitchen table.

 31. Much blame for the conservative 
nature of music programs has been laid 
on organizations and the state, but the fact 
remains that university programs in Canada 
and the United States are remarkably simi-
lar, despite the difference (or absence) of 
accreditation organizations. The atomistic 
manner in which universities operate in rela-
tion to the state also reveals how attempts at 
change remain ineffective.

 32. I do not call here for a reformation 
followed by a return to a gloried past. The 
issue is not the renaissance of the individual, 
but rather the development of dispositions 
that, instead of seeing preparation as a set 
of fixed tools and behaviors, recognize the 
complexities of the field of education and 
therefore understand that there is no one 
best practice or one best system (Tyack 
1974). What does exist is the temporality 
and mutation of learning processes, models, 
and opportunities. Although we must not 
discard what works in our field, we must 
be aware that what works in one situation 
works only for some people, in some situa-
tions, at some times (see Beyer 1988).

 33. See, for example, Reville and Cog-
gins 2007; and Warren 2005.

 34. For an interesting article on language 
and the maneuvering of language in policy, 
see Gewirtz, Dickson, and Power (2004).

 35. This pattern has become so common 
that it can easily be illustrated by the incred-
ible turnover of school superintendents. 
These cases offer examples of situations in 
which policies are implemented unilaterally 
and with full knowledge of and disregard for 
existing problems, because of the awareness 
that the aftermath of failed policies will be 
dealt with by the successors of the adminis-
tration that initiated them.
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