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Reflective practice has a long history of scholarly investigation. It has
been reviewed in sociological terms (Lortie, 1975), made the focus of
higher education (Carnegie Forum, 1986), problematized in terms of
student teaching and its structures (Berliner, 1985; Evertson, Hawley, &
Zlotnik, 1985), and analyzed as better practices (Valli, 1992). Further,
conceptual and comprehensive outlooks on teacher education
(Cochran-Smith, 2005; Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005; Schön,
1983) continue to press us to find new ways to bring reflexivity into our
classrooms. Less considered are the ways in which reflective practices are
connected to and perhaps conditioned by educational environments.
Active stewardship of diverse environs is particularly called for today
given three factors: (1) the increasing impact of public policy on educa-
tion; (2) the deep cultural changes brought about by new media and
social networking; and (3) the migration of the classroom from a purely
physical space to one where virtual components connect us with the
entire world.

Lawrence Lessig argued in his 2008 book, Remix, that the central
importance of today’s diversified places of learning is not simply a more
rapid or effective, perhaps even democratic, distribution of information.
Rather, it is the matter in which they generate a place for enacting one’s
own intellectual development through creative acts—where we actively
construct text, image, and sound, as well as dialogue, interaction, consen-
sus, and disruption. Music, a practice increasingly mediated by technol-
ogy, offers, in accordance with Lessig’s framework, an almost incessant
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“mixing” of constructive possibilities. However, music practices can also
facilitate technocratic education (Kushner, 1999), the fetishization of the
tool (Morley, 2003; Pfaffenberger, 1998), and anomie (Arnold & Levitin,
2010). Therefore, as a volatile educative space, musical education must
be interwoven with other concerns and other more encompassing con-
structs if it is to build robust, meaningful, and complex learning out-
comes. This chapter attempts to do this by placing music education and
a complex understanding of policy side by side, and outlining what we
can learn from pedagogical places outside the realm of schooling—such
as communities and those fostered by nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs).

The rationale for an education in and through music that this chapter
provides is centered on place, arguing that it can offer a rupture in persis-
tently reproductive patterns within education. It does so by considering
place as an influential construct in the development of our capacities for
reflective praxis. Place-centered education, as I will offer it here, presents
complexity not as an anathema to learning, but as the essential quality for
reflexive action and thought—a quality best established when local
knowledges are claimed in conjunction with global insights. This ideal
can be seen in music practices today as a technology-driven revolution is
changing consumption into creation—what Shirky (2010) called the
amateurization of music. Emerging out of amateur engagement is a credi-
ble paradigm in which reflective practices no longer single out perfection
and acuity, but foreground “citation, interference, and secondary
processes” (p. 85), each inviting us to produce and participate. These are
lessons that music educators and generalists are learning together.1

This chapter emphasizes the value of such undertakings, situating it
within a place-centered framework. To do this, I follow Janvry and
Sadoulet (2003) and look at policy language as a conceptual and
metaphoric space for change in music education, and NGOs as a practi-
cal model for immediate and reflective practice in the field. Through
these lenses, the chapter emphasizes how education in and for the pub-
lic is a substantial discussion today, particularly as we attempt to address
immediate, tangible, and local needs while fostering the development of
compelling and globally legible outcomes. 

UNDERSTANDING PLACE-CENTERED EDUCATION

We begin with two philosophers who offer us a door-way-in to what is
most significant in place-centered education. From Martin Heidegger
(1968), we learn that to be interested in something (interesse) is “to be
among and in the midst of things, or to be at the center of a thing and
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stay with it” (p. 5). And from John Dewey (1916), we discover plasticity as
“the ability to learn from experience; the power to retain from one expe-
rience something which is of avail in coping with the difficulties of a later
situation” (p. 44). Place-centered education will then be here delimited
by interest (which addresses our need to attend to what is immediate, tan-
gible, and local) and by plasticity (which fosters the development of com-
pelling and globally legible outcomes and ideals). Compatible with a
concern with constructive understandings of complexity, place-centered
methodologies “analyze how economic and political decisions impact
particular places” (Grunewald, 2003, p. 624) but also provide an imprint
on how artistic, aesthetic, and social endeavors are an integral part of
such analyses (Grunewald & Smith, 2008; Haas & Nacthigal, 1998).

Before proceeding, a distinction must be made between place-based
education and its scholarly tradition (Gruenewald, 2003), and what I am
calling place-centered education (PCE). The differentiation rests in the
fact that the latter is not restricted to the local, nor is it primarily con-
cerned with the identification of local divergence in relation to wider
similarity (Cummins & Sayers, 1995). Although PCE shares with place-
based approaches the fundamental concerns with local autonomy and
advocacy, it further addresses local needs in relation to global challenges.
Regardless of differences, the similarities are plentiful, exemplified by
concerns over curricular indifference to diversity and local needs, and
the homogenization caused by standards on the one hand (Kannapel &
DeYoung, 1999), and the erosion of local autonomy, deprofessionaliza-
tion of teachers, and the emptying out of community collaboration on
the other. Philosophically, the shared goal for both is that education
should have “some direct bearing on the well-being of the social and eco-
logical places people actually inhabit” (Gruenewald, 2003, p. 6).

I enter PCE aiming to address concerns with our present, impover-
ished educational imaginary in which spatial differences are eliminated
in favor of a universal narrative of progress (Massey, 1994). To reverse
universal narratives that place standardization in contraposition to local
knowing and doing, I argue alongside Ron Martin (1999), who said that
“globalization . . . by no means undermined the significance of location,
of place” (pp. 15–16). I join Phil Cooke (1989), who stressed the proac-
tive nature of localities, and I sympathize with Arif Dirlik (1996), who
contended that place politics are the key to resisting and challenging cap-
italist globalization from below.

Epistemologically places “are ongoing accomplishments produced
through transactions and relations that cross their borders” (Nespor,
2008, p. 36). Practically, the importance of place is patent; all we have to
do is look at the educational opportunities of vulnerable urban youth—



54 National Society for the Study of Education

a population fundamentally neglected by music education in the United
States—and how recurrent discourses of “exodus and return” are vital
(Aikenhead, Calabrese, & Chinn, 2006; Schmidt, 2011a). In sum, place-
centered education avoids, as Noddings noted in 2003, the promotion of
a kind of generic education for “anywhere” that can easily deteriorate
into an education for “nowhere.” PCE works to foster self-sustainability
(the local) that relates to externalization (the global) critically and
responsibly.

In music, PCE could foster curricular and pedagogical action toward
adaptability and creativity—practical manifestations of interest and plas-
ticity—as forms of improvisation written large, by which I mean, “a moment
and a practice of rupture with linearity of progress, working against reifi-
cation of knowledge and glorification of received information” (Wright
& Kanellopoulos, 2010, p. 72). Although standards, content, and
sequence are acknowledged, the central aim for place-centered educa-
tion is to develop the capacity to lead participation across familiar and
unfamiliar structures, helping educators to see complexity as an essential
condition and outcome of their enterprise. I’ll return to these later, out-
lining manifestations or examples via an analysis of policy and NGOs.

THE CHALLENGES WE FACE

Ken Robinson, in a 2010 TED Talk, argued that today’s imperative is that
we educate for innovation, “given that we cannot anticipate what the
economy will look like at the end of next week,” and for diversity, given
that “people’s cultural genomes” remain important to social develop-
ment.2 Robinson recommended that severing with traditional norms of
schooling and focusing on creativity are the pathways forward. And
although I concur with their significance, it is important to address these
challenges carefully. 

It is also significant that these are persistent conundrums and have
been part of our educational consciousness for at least the past 40 years.
Indeed, in a 1967 interview, Marshall McLuhan argued that adaptability
is the key paradigmatic notion of our recent past. He underscored the
representation of this issue in educational terms by saying that “the elec-
tronic environment makes the information level outside the schoolroom
far higher than the information level inside the schoolroom. . . . Today,
the child knows that in going to school she is in a sense interrupting her
education.”3 When Clay Shirky spoke of “webbism” as essential to the ways
people learn and operate in 2010, he placed the same issue in a new eco-
logical context. Indeed, the challenge of both economic and cultural
growth seems to be entwined in the transformation of learning places—
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classrooms being perhaps the most resistant of these. 
What would happen, then, if we were to rely on the idea that “creative

process is born not of optimization, but of variance?” (Repetto, 2010).
Considering plasticity and interest as viable aims for educational and
musical engagements would seem quite significant here, given that they
are both drivers for creativity. As the Computer Music Center at
Columbia University exemplifies—albeit in a radical manner—music is a
“place” where the ideology of productive creativity out of variance is reg-
ularly exercised—generating outcomes that connect musical, social, eco-
nomic, and ethical elements. These are models that educators should not
readily dismiss. 

However interesting and unique, this example leads us to also consider
the alternative. Where has optimization led us? In music, the overempha-
sis on methods (Benedict, 2009), and performance-as-high-stakes-testing
(Thibeault, 2010), seem to be clear and pervasive answers. 

Today, at the policy, curricular, and pedagogical levels, music educators
remain vulnerable4 and balkanized. We have mounted accountability
efforts based on product outcome models, which espouse quality perfor-
mance as proof of educational competence. We have also articulated a
“uniqueness” rationale in which autonomy is a given, expressed “natu-
rally” by the sui generis qualities of the musical/artistic act. Yet, we strug-
gle to articulate an internal discourse that addresses the codependency
between accountability and autonomy. What seems clear, however, is that
the music education field is in danger of being balkanized away from
accountability, as we fail to provide convincing ways in which we interact
with and add to larger educational aims, and that we are in danger of
being balkanized away from autonomy, as our contributions are per-
ceived to be narrowly specialized and lacking in urgency. The conun-
drum, again, lies in the lack of reciprocity between accountability and
autonomy. In other words, we recognize that for the field to be valued,
accountability needs to be in place, but we often lag in understanding
that to be sustainable, accountability must be in direct relation to inter-
nal autonomy. 

But from whence the pursuit of autonomy? I would argue that we must
start with a simple axiom: As the complexity of enterprises increases, it
becomes increasingly necessary that multiple measures and perspectives
be considered. Professional and educational autonomy, then, can only
grow to be a reality as we become more comfortable with complex reflex-
ivity—a challenge that place-centered approaches attend to by focusing
on needs that are immediate, tangible, and local, while fostering the
development of compelling and globally legible outcomes. By consider-
ing such models, we can start to place the current standards-based fetish
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with accountability in a different light, framing it as dialectically con-
nected to autonomy. In other words, the autonomous educator can be
seen as someone who is both accountable to and empowered by giving an
account of. This kind of accountability framework recognizes the need to
address external requirements, while it avoids unidirectionality by recog-
nizing that responses grounded on local thinking and action are essen-
tial to teaching and learning—indeed, to the sustainability of
professional life (Schmidt, 2009). A significant challenge, then, is
addressing the disconnect between traditional policy dictums that
enforce the standardization of aims and rigid external accountability
(Schmidt & Robbins, 2011), and new language that looks at policy as a
central way to sponsor educational, cultural, and, yes, economic adapt-
ability, all essential to human capital today. 

THE PLACE OF POLICY IN EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

Today, the escalating import and pervasiveness of policy action—from
accreditation to teacher evaluation to curricular development—seem to
require that the profile of policy study be raised and the variegation of
policy language expanded. However, unidirectionality, or the presenta-
tion of arguments as predetermined or with fixed positions, has become
a common and problematic practice today. As I have written elsewhere,
this should be a concern for those interested in education:

At a time in which capitalism and market systems pervade all
aspects of life—from education to work, entertainment, dating,
the organization of spaces, and the usage of time—we must care-
fully attend to their effects on policy as a top-down process of
codifying values, particularly as we learn from and challenge pol-
icy’s hidden or willfully ignored conceptualizations, missteps,
implementations, and outcomes. (Schmidt, 2009, p. 39)

Unidirectionality, I would argue, can be critically diffused through pol-
icy engagements, particularly if we start by reengaging with its lan-
guage5—for “although [policy] analysis that breaks down and simplifies
complexities is needed,” policy language “that articulates the existence of
multiple viewpoints, challenges, constituencies, influences, and desires is
equally crucial” (p. 41).

Policy is often seen as un-nuanced, inflexible, and predetermined, pos-
sessing the rigor and/or rigidity of law. And although traditional views
and action toward policy certainly give reason to such perspectives, con-
temporary understandings of policy place it as an interpretation-laden
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enterprise, conceived as complex, morphing, and often dubious (Ball,
2003). Thus, although policy work is still conceived of in terms of guide-
lines, directives, and the operationalization of ideas, policy thinking is
beginning to be conceived of as that which helps us to understand and
challenge the social contracts we establish with each other. Policy aware-
ness and conceptualization, therefore, must be a factor of any reflective
practice in education (Weaver-Hightower, 2008). For that to become fea-
sible in practice and discursively acceptable, awareness of and engage-
ment with policy language ought to be developed. 

POLICY AND MUSIC EDUCATION

Several issues obscure music educators’ interaction with policy. First, pol-
icy requires a “long view” and is addressed in research language. This
alone should propel us to place research practice and language within
preservice education, a current feature of many programs in South
America, Europe, and Australia, but largely absent in the United States.
Second, we need to be alert to the implications and manifestations of
both hard and soft policies (see Jones, 2008), considering their substan-
tive, procedural, and symbolic elements, while also learning how analysis
and implementation take place. Case-based courses that “introduce”
teachers to the profession do this today. Naming policy in its various
facets in such a context is certainly a sensible first step. Third, we ought
to acknowledge the distinctions between policy and scholastic timing.
Given that immediacy is to policy as contemplation is to higher educa-
tion, tension is bound to arise. However, rather than seeing scholarly
enterprise as an anathema to complex policy practice, understanding
timing in policy thought is an area that requires exploration. We can raise
awareness of this didactically, by conflating the widely available under-
standing of expedience in technological interaction with the mercurial
elements of policy communication. Last, educators must contend with,
and would greatly learn from, the manner in which policy language
adapts to different constituencies and how it constantly interacts with
variance, divergence, and even incongruence. These complex systems of
thought and practice would greatly help in shaping a vision in which edu-
cation can be addressed and studied in its full complexity. I would argue
that these elements constitute a 21st-century representation of what
Dewey had in mind when he considered plasticity. They are as valuable
to the lives that teachers will lead in schools as any other knowledge or
disposition. 

It is surprising, then, that given the complexity involved and the grow-
ing pervasiveness of “policy talk,” policy does not appear once—neither
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as a focus, nor as coursework, nor as a degree opportunity—in a recent
survey of graduate program structures in music education (see Webster
& Rutkowski, 2011). I would argue that in the absence of formal and sys-
tematic engagements with policy thought, two vacuums are created. First,
advocacy, as the formulation and dissemination of political claims about
practices or a field, replaces systematic policy conceptualization and
empirical investigation. This is central to the misconception or mistreat-
ment of advocacy-as-policy that has permeated the music education field
for several decades. Second, the absence of policy as an area of study cre-
ates vacuums in which education fails to be seen as a “wicked” problem.

Rittel and Webber (1973) defined the issue well, saying,

The search for scientific bases for confronting problems of social
policy is bound to fail, because of the nature of these problems.
They are “wicked” problems, whereas science has developed to
deal with “tame” problems. Policy problems cannot be defini-
tively described . . . even worse, there are no “solutions” in the
sense of definitive and objective answers. (p. 155)

It would be pertinent to look at policy discourse as a pathway to better
situate music as contributing to the formation of educative environments
understood as “complex webs of human activity” in which “input-output
models are inapplicable” (Orchard, 2002, p. 166). Such “pushback”
would not only invite autonomous thinking but foster the complex inter-
action with accountability argued earlier. Policy discourse, when imbued
with ethical standards, can mirror an epistemological complexity that
highlights and offers pathways to reflective practice that finds itself at the
“juncture where goal-formulation, problem-definition and equity issues
meet” (p. 156). Although we know that the etymological origin of the
word policy is directly connected to citizenship, that outlook seems
evanescent today. How, then, do we rescue that sentiment? Why should
teachers look at policy when thinking about citizenship?

TEACHERS AND POLICY

Conflating the development of policy thought and place-centered prac-
tices that value interest and plasticity can advance citizenship. And the
outcome of such convergence would be the formation of a teacher who,
from the early stages of her professional and academic life, rejects simpli-
fication, is skeptical of the certainties of training, and incrementally
works toward a full—empowered and conscious—political life inside
teaching and learning. Of course, this ideal requires that we understand
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variance as essential for critical teaching and be able to imagine how
interest and plasticity can be constituted for both policy thinking and cit-
izenship building. This is not utopian work, however, as a large body of
literature exemplifies: Barrett (2006) addressed reflexivity and policy at
the music curricular level; Forari (2003) looked at the impact of policy
thought in Cypriot music education; Coburn and Russell (2008) focused
on teachers’ social networks and policy action; Conway, Ahern, and
Steuernagel (2005) investigated policy and gender; and F. Grossman
(2010) looked at how policy knowledge can be decisive in teacher protest
and agency. 

The importance of connecting policy awareness and place-centered
approaches was also highlighted by Jennings, Swidler, and Koliba (2005)
as they explained the complex manner in which “policy outcomes are
shaped by the combination of contending reform ideas, state mandates,
teacher beliefs and local culture” (p. 52). In their research, we find a
clear example of the ways in which locally driven teacher action can
impact how “state policy makes its way into practice” (p. 46). Their find-
ings underscore how local (micro) thinking that acknowledges global
(macro) language can significantly impact curricular decisions, labor
conditions, and the development of ideological counter-argumentation,
in sum, citizenship. Basing their framework on Knapp (1997), they
understood and documented how “practitioner’s interpretations and
implementations of policies are instances of professional and organiza-
tional learning” (p. 47). This follows the work of Cohen and Barnes
(1993), who emphasized the ways in which reforms require and lead to
new learning, all of which is dependent on the capacity to absorb complex-
ity as a manageable—and helpful—construct (Elmore, 1996). 

Citizenship—as policy—depends on genuine interest and a commit-
ment to plasticity, and that is not effortless; it does not come cheap. The
fact remains that teachers’ lives regularly clash with reforms “embold-
ened by accountability and ‘quality assurance’ mechanisms” (Tatto, 2008,
p. 490). These materialize “as nation-states and localities seek to accom-
modate and respond to (and in many cases resist) the demands created
by international economic integration” (p. 490). Consequently, it
becomes harder and harder to deny that understanding policy language
and seeing it as a pathway to citizenship is indispensible in today’s teach-
ing labor market. How then, do we move forward? 

Given the poor track record in educating teachers in and for policy, the
challenge is ahead of us. We may start by considering that 

old research questions resting on mechanistic notions seeking to
define teacher effectiveness are persistent, and need to be
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replaced by questions developed within a framework that seeks
to understand how teachers (and pupils) come to know and how
these ways of knowing connect contextually and are supported
or hindered by social structures, organizations and different
approaches to governance. (Tatto, 2008, p. 503)

We may also redirect teacher education and graduate education in
music to programmatically place policy language at the center of our
enterprises. Music education research should also put more stock in pol-
icy-oriented questions, addressing, for example, a broadly unanswered
and yet central issue for music education in the United States: “What are
the opportunities to learn that high quality [music] teachers of highly
performing students have? How are these opportunities different across
contexts and diverse pupils? What are the systemic characteristics that
produce and sustain these practices?” (Tatto, 2010, p. 453). We cannot be
accountable without addressing such intricate issues, and we cannot be
autonomous without engaging in their challenges. Citizenship requires
serious policy language, and complexity is its price.

POLICY AND LANGUAGE

It is important to consider, however, that policy language change is nei-
ther rare nor exceptional. An example is provided by Blanco, Lowndes,
and Pratchett (2011), who showed how the language of “policy network”
was changed over time and, to a certain extent, replaced by a set of pre-
cepts embedded in the language of “governance network.”6 This process
of policy language alchemy made feasible and actionable much of the
“new labour” policies enacted in the United Kingdom in the 1990s, from
which music education benefited handsomely as its profile was raised by
a policy language that emphasized complexity and communitarianism as
essential for schooling. Of course, as language changes, so do values,
frameworks, aims, and that which is perceived as feasible and “common
sense.” And that is a lesson that teachers cannot miss. 

It is thus hard to disavow efforts toward policy language consciousness,
and the impact of systematically understanding how it can enact change.
To sever policy consciousness from teaching practice is to deny the possi-
bility for leadership and the engagement with interest and plasticity—as
I have argued them earlier. Indeed, music educators and general educa-
tors, particularly those who are thoughtful and critical, are often discour-
aged by the lack of leadership opportunities in schools, and the
suppression of agency they promote. As Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and
Damon (2001) admonished, “When a professional realm loses some of its
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most thoughtful people because of constraints that they see as endemic,
it has ventured into dangerous territory” (p. 141). Santoro (2011) placed
the issue in these terms: “The tragic dilemma of current policy reforms is
that they are intended to improve the quality of teaching and learning”
and yet they create “situations that simultaneously foreclose access to the
moral rewards of the work” (p. 8). This is certainly true, and yet we must
also take responsibility for the absence of counteroffers and counterdis-
courses. 

Tatto (2011) proactively spoke of the possibility of taking reflective
learning to scale, using policy-oriented models of comparative inquiry. In
it, she underscored the importance of developing useful and concise the-
ory, a directive that would serve teacher education well and help in the
transformation of how teachers use policy language. Her notion is that
research based on these goals “creates a new language and definitions for
the specific field of study . . . and develops collaborative capacity build-
ing, thus enabling individuals and institutions to play an active role in
education and policy development and implementation. The goal is to
develop ‘policy-usable knowledge’” (p. 492) that fosters participation and
facilitates collaborative leadership. 

REFLEXIVE POLICY

Understanding policy as a participatory realm may also impact life in the
classroom. We know from research that experiences provided to begin-
ning teachers affect the manner in which they approach future learning
(Feiman-Nemser, 2001). Because of the multiplicity of contexts in educa-
tion today, researchers have started to focus on policy environments and
how teachers react and adapt to them (Knapp, 2004). P. Grossman and
Thompson (2004), for instance, investigated the impact of policy envi-
ronments, at the district level, on young teachers. They argued that “rel-
atively little attention has been focused on the contexts in which
beginning teachers work and how these contexts shape their beliefs, con-
cerns, practice, and opportunities for learning” (p. 282). Although the
Society for Music Teacher Education has done much work in this area
recently, a policy focus remains elusive and necessary. Of course, teacher
education must find partners in these enterprises because “districts can
interpret state and district policies for teachers and provide opportuni-
ties for teachers to learn about and enact such policies” (p. 283). Indeed,
“if policy itself is a curriculum that must be learned, opportunities for
learning new policy [language] must be a part of the process of policy
enactment” (p. 283). 

The trouble is that policy language has been formatively constructed to
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serve as a code—a direct and unobtrusive discourse that describes and
commands. The consequences are often lack of depth in analysis; an
absence of models for collaborative work within policy; and a consequent
vacuum of meaningful discussions on policy enactment. Thus, policy
spaces become hapless, anemic places where cooperation is down-
played—once the language is intentionally unidirectional, authoritative,
and often a-pedagogical. Although this is common, it is not ubiquitous.
In a recent analysis of the national music curriculum in the United
Kingdom, Schmidt and Benedict (2011) noted how the official website
served as the virtual place where the national curriculum “existed” and
was experienced by teachers. Indeed, it provided, via case studies, a mea-
sure of pedagogical policy language, aiding teachers to venture into,
interact with, and enact the national curriculum. Curiously enough, at
the time the Cameron administration took over the leadership of the
British government in 2010, a “reevaluation” of the educational system
began. Raiding the website was an immediate act. The case studies por-
tion was directly and summarily extracted from view, and virtually
overnight, the curricular and pedagogical policy work developed over a
decade ceased to exist. 

Despite the troubling outcome, examples in the British case also point
to what Castree (2006) called productive stances, in which public debate
on policy engages “ordinary people with capacities for responsible citi-
zenship” (p. 404). At the local level of schools, this could be “translated”
into projects and activism. Weis and Fine (1998) delineated antihomo-
phobic initiatives, and Roseboro, O’Malley, and Hunt (2006) reported on
the organized parent resistance to education inequality in East St. Louis,
Illinois. To understand policy, then, is to become conscious of an essen-
tial reality in education, namely that although social and cultural issues
“have a global representation and at times impact, their solution is typi-
cally local” (Barros & Carvalho, 2003, p. 34). 

In times of totalized rhetoric and economic imperatives, it might be
challenging to see such ideals as feasible within traditional structures.
There are opportunities for learning in alternative environments, how-
ever. Keck and Sikkink (1998), for example, outlined how NGOs
impacted the development of “epistemic communities” in Latin America,
reshaping the interaction between local perception and global outcomes
in issues as complex as human rights. My own experiences with NGOs in
Brazil locate them as a vital, place-centered avenue where cultural and
educational policy is thought. I turn next to a more detailed discussion
of NGOs as place-centered enterprises. 
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NONGOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND 
THE FORMATION OF EDUCATIONAL VARIANCE

The demands of an education in and through music based on interest
and plasticity can be pragmatically considered through the following
question: Are music teachers educated to think of artistic practices as
being governed by an inclusive definition of cultural activity? In other
words, to work flexibly with a set of practices within multiple and overlap-
ping sets of discourses, cultural practices, and language forms? (Burnard,
2007). And if they demonstrate such reflexivity, do they find opportune
places to practice such dispositions?

In the case of the United States, I believe the answer to these questions
remains largely no. I would argue, however, that place is at the center of
an answer for how we foster teaching and learning—in music or other-
wise—that can encompass the complexity embedded in the preceding
questions. As such, I offer NGOs as a door-way-in to investigate how place-
centered education can foster reflective practice by focusing on locally
defined interest, structured around globally legible plasticity.

NGOs form what is understood as a third sector (Drucker, 2001; Szazi,
2005) and operate in a space where public and private interest meet,
amplifying the opportunities for cultural, social, and educative action in
places where the state alone cannot reach. NGOs serve as networks, pro-
pelling the formation of zones of convergence and interdependence in
different sectors of communities and societies. 

As place-centered educational spaces, NGOs see environment as per-
taining to what Dewey (1916/1997) called the “continuity” between sur-
roundings and people’s “active tendencies” (p. 11), focusing on the
rather significant idea that our “genuine environment” comprises all the
things with which we “vary” (p. 11). For Dewey, engrossment, not learn-
ing, was the immediate aim of teaching. In similar fashion, NGOs oper-
ate by establishing interactions with place that focus on individual
engrossment and attend to communal variance. 

THE NGO AS A MODEL

My own research with NGOs reveals a focus in the interaction between
self and environment by fostering locally defined interest that is struc-
tured around globally legible plasticity. This is particularly successful in
music, a volatile medium that easily meshes local and global; simply con-
sider the multiplicity of rap versions available globally, all containing
local sounds embedded in widely recognizable sonic markers of
American rap.
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Concepts of autonomy and sociocultural leadership are significant in
NGO work and constantly appear in the literature (see T. Turino, 2000,
2008). This disposition toward citizenship seems to be tied to a capacity
to enact an ecological complexity (see Schmidt, 2011b) that “alters the
paradigm of centralized production of education, the warehouse model
of information and learning distribution that schools and universities
have become, and offers a centrally funded but educationally decentral-
ized model” (Schmidt, 2011b, p. 27; see also Castells, 2000; Fernandes,
2002; Kleber, 2003; Landim, 2002). 

The Eletrocooperativa might be one of the most apt exemplars for the
argument laid out here, particularly because of its central ideal of sevirolo-
gia—which, oddly, translates into a figure-out-your-own-way-to-envision-this
disposition. The emphasis is on making patent at every learning oppor-
tunity the idea that reflexivity is the central element that distinguishes
engagements that are creative and productive from those that are simply
appropriate or efficient. Reflective practice in sevirology looks at four ele-
ments: formation (in the sense of education), creation, propagation, and
sustainability. These are entrenched in a recurring discourse that chal-
lenges students to constantly ask themselves, “How do we work toward
that which is yet to come?” The excerpt that follows highlights this idea,
and although this is only one example, it is representative of the more
than 30 NGOs I investigated over the last 2 years:

Setting: The discussion or brainstorming session lasted over 3
hours and was led by a facilitator who managed with great dex-
terity, arguments that intersected music style and citation, discus-
sion about development and expansion of community projects,
and conceptual articulation of how to think musically in light of
economic needs and opportunities. 
Students 1 & 2: The idea for the new project is that of the Olho
do Gato. I mean . . . the idea is to go out into the neighborhoods
and scant for the new musical forms that are happening now, you
know. We would film the rehearsals of these new sounds that are
happening and make a video with contributions from the people
involved. Then we can produce a mash-up that gives people a
taste of what has not yet happened. . . . What is happening out in
these neighborhoods are micro changes . . . I mean, it is happen-
ing because people are exchanging sound. This could sell but
could also inform people . . . you know. . . . Folks are setting up
these conversations about a future of the afoché that no one
knows yet. (Schmidt, 2011b, p. 33)
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This scenario resonates deeply with Brooke (2003), who argued that 

learning and writing and citizenship are richer when they are
tied to and flow from local culture. Local communities, regions
and histories are the places where we shape out individual lives
and their economic and political and aesthetic issues are every
bit as complex as the same issues on the national and interna-
tional scale. (p. 4)

At a time when, in the name of accountability, traditional institutions
of learning increase bureaucratic layers of a-critical “problem solving,” it
seems most significant that individuals and organizations are looking
seriously at developing complex dispositions and are struggling to estab-
lish their own habits of changing habits (Bowman, 2000).

BEYOND ECONOMIC AND EDUCATIONAL DICHOTOMIES

We should also pay attention to how socio-cultural-educational enter-
prises easily spill over into economic arenas. As Claudio Lins de
Vasconcelos (2010) argued, “Even the most disinterested of cultural activ-
ities can and should be considered an economic activity, in its broad
sense.” He situated this in relationship to a larger scholarship and prac-
tice connected to the notion of creative industry, famously coined by Tony
Blair in 1997—descendant of the work initiated in Australia in the 1990s
and scholastically baptized by John Howkins in his 2001 book, The
Creative Economy. Vasconcelos suggested that cultural work fits perfectly
inside economic thinking, because “economics is nothing but the science
of scarcity,” and cultural work “necessarily produces a scarce good”
(Vasconcelos, 2010). 

Although technological availability and duplication are changing the
meaning of cultural “scarcity,” it is hard to deny cultural production as a
viable economic pathway, and place-centered education as an apt envi-
ronment for its conscious and critical development. As the 2003 Beyond
Productivity and the 2008 UNCTAD (United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development) reports revealed, creative goods have provided
8.7% annual global growth from 2000 to 2005. The paradox, however, is,
as Braunstein and Welch (2002) explained, that educational practice
remains defined by standardization, minimal requirements, deplaced
learning, and equity-as-homogenization parameters. And yet, prosperity
today is directly connected to higher levels of education that hone both
interest and plasticity and are contextualized in “local” demands with
global implications.7 Consequently, it seems logical that a more complex
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relation with economic frameworks might trigger educators to find
spaces for dialogue about concepts such as solidarity economies, conscious
consumerism, fair trade, and collaborative labor —all subjects that might revo-
lutionize cultural and arts education.

However, we cannot bring complex ideals into the realm of schooling
without considering policy language use and without highlighting expe-
riences with cultural policy as a feasible pathway for how this can be
done. The Brazilian cultural ministry, for example, has legitimized place
as a policy construct, shaping it both conceptually and legally over the
2000s. The development of Pontos de Cultura8 (Cultural Places or
Locales) is a manifestation of such policies (C. Turino, 2009) and serves
as a tangible example of how the approximation between government,
private enterprise, and civil society can be accomplished. This is a con-
crete example in which change in policy language and thinking has cre-
atively constructed a new paradigm for educative action. 

In the United States, the notion of public pedagogy has been conceptual-
ized for over a century, always concerned with “educational activity and
learning in extrainstitutional spaces and discourses” (Sandlin, O’Malley,
& Burdick, 2011, p. 338). In an extensive literature review of more than
420 publications, the same authors identified five major categories of
research exploration: 

(1) citizenship within and beyond schools, (2) popular culture and
everyday life, (3) informal institutions and public spaces, (4) dominant
cultural discourses, and (5) public intellectualism and social activism.
The tradition of public pedagogy is therefore another interesting and
pertinent framework on which policy language innovation can be
addressed. It is apparent that the mentioned complex set of parameters,
which define the kind of education commonly known as public peda-
gogy, is linked to the aims of place-centered education and to what NGOs
attempt to do. Beyond fostering learning in-the-world, these models can
help us figure out how to reengage—inside and outside classrooms—with
action that reconnects policy to teachers, culture to economic viability,
and aesthetics to ethical standpoints. 

THE PLACE OF INTEREST, PLASTICITY, AND 
ADAPTABILITY IN MUSIC

Does music education address interest and plasticity as restricted places,
as environments to which we allegorically refer but never inhabit? Is
there evidence that this is so? That it is otherwise? In the United States,
the growing interest with “informality” would be an indication that stu-
dent interest focused by a pedagogical concern with plasticity would be
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at the center of music educational enterprises. However, as Williams
(2011) noted, not only are these practices widely resisted, but informal
music making is regularly treated didactically, repressing the cultural pol-
itics that cease to accompany its “educational” representations. In the
same way, popular musics and discussions about new aesthetics, charac-
terization of pedagogical or cultural mashups, and subculture practices
remain substantially secondary. We know that Elvis would never have
existed without racial politics; the Beach Boys cannot be understood sep-
arate from the economics of “borrowing”; and Led Zeppelin is trans-
formed when explored from a soundscape standpoint. Yet, these
complexities rarely inhabit music classrooms. Our environments are not
defined by variance. Our growth is gradual, sequential, and linear. 

This chapter promotes a different kind of growth, one based on para-
meters of place-centered education. It does so out of a concern that
coherence within multiplicity is an important and taxing goal, but coher-
ence without multiplicity leads to anomie, resistance, and a cycle of
empty reforms, which are particularly familiar to the realm of education
(Spring, 1998; Tyack & Cuban, 2004). Following Janvry and Sadoulet
(2003), this chapter looked at policy language as conceptual and
metaphoric space for change in music education, and NGOs as a practi-
cal model for immediate and reflexive practice in the field. They exem-
plify how the development of a rigorous strategic architecture that starts
conceptually and values empowered participation can lead to transfor-
mative social, cultural change.

As we conclude, we must not shy away from naming the challenge that
remains: Although complexity and reflexivity are essential, it is notably
hard to find clear distinctions between critical interaction and ventrilo-
quist chatter. The challenge in variance and innovation, as in teaching, is
the distinction between effectiveness and creative complexity. Because
conformity can be easily disguised in cleverness, we are often presented
with projects that, in their luster, lead us to take form for content, and
compliance for conscientization. Alas, we remain caught within the diffi-
culties of generating environs that are not simplistically functional and
mundane. 

Cardoso (2004) articulated assistentialism as a style or modus operandi
of policy and educational practice alike, in which “a dependent or pater-
nalistic relationship is created between participants, and where one expe-
riences the absence of instruments for internal transgression of problems
or needs being ameliorated” (p. 43). Because policy is mostly understood
in assistentialist terms, my concern is with changing its language. To do
so, we need models that break, conceptually and practically, with the
commonsensical notions established by familiarity. Policy has always been



68 National Society for the Study of Education

an “instrument of transgression.” The trouble is that it is often yielded
from the outside in, “reproduc[ing] rather than combat[ing] impover-
ishment and vulnerability” (p. 44). Although the structural weight of
these practices remains enormous, I would like to suggest that two strate-
gic and policy-driven principles could be quite helpful: (1) focus on the
latent capacities that exist in each environment (determination of local
interest), and (2) value exploration of extant social capital over defi-
ciency analyses (determination of local plasticity). Policy in these terms
ceases to be a dictum of obligation and becomes a dictum of possibility in
which we acknowledge constraints but also find agency. 

Analyzing 116 years of research on public pedagogy, Sandlin et al.
(2011) argued that finding opportunities to illustrate “how the bound-
aries between formal schooling and critical public pedagogies can be
made porous” (p. 364) are urgent today. This chapter, in its representa-
tions of place-centered education, the role of NGOs, and changes in pol-
icy language, attempts to emphasize how education in and for the public
is a substantial discussion today, particularly as we attempt to address
immediate, tangible, and local needs while fostering the development of
compelling and globally legible outcomes. 

We end as we started, with complex praxis—highlighting the chal-
lenges of redirecting participation from task completion, to content gen-
eration, to adaptive dispositions. In simple terms, this is all an attempt to
make education interesting and malleable (Goodwin, 1997) and to deter
the feeling that a child “knows that in going to school she is in a sense
interrupting her own education” (McLuhan, 1967). 

Notes

1 We only have to look at the amount of new scholarship on popular music and the
critical engagements of English teachers with rap music (see Gaztambide-Fernández ,
2011).

2 For more information about TED talks, see http://www.ted.com.
3 This quote from McLuhan was taken verbatim from a CBC broadcast that is not eas-

ily available.
4 This vulnerability can be seen in the current efforts toward teacher accountability

and in how music educators, as several other non-core-subject-area educators, are
approached as secondary by local and federal government.

5 Policy scholarship connected to arts education experienced a prolific period from
the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s (see Mulcahy, 1980; Smith, 1982; and Swain, 1978). Even a
cursory review of the literature shows a healthy scholarly production in the area during this
period, with several full journal issues dedicated to policy, as the case of the Journal of
Aesthetic Education exemplifies. In the following decades, a narrowing or specialized dis-
course would be experienced, with journals such as the Arts Education Policy Review arguably
serving as the sole carrier of policy argumentation in music education. The result is the rise
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of complexity in argumentation but a rather limited set of discourses and paradigms.
6 They cited Clarke and Stewart (1997) and the materialization of the language of

“wicked problems”—which portrays certain enterprises, such as educational policy, as
requiring complex conceptualizations that go beyond the laying out of tactical “solu-
tions”—as a turning point that established a shift in policy thinking “from government to
governance” (p. 300).

7 See the OECD’s report on the Financial Education Project as an example:
http://www.oecd.org.

8 Pontos de Cultura are both physical spaces and conceptual places. They have been
established by the hundreds throughout Brazil and stand as a point of conflation where cul-
tural action and learning happen every day.
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