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Abstract 
While many studies continue to posit that educational reform 

on a grand scale is not only elusive but also inefficient (Berliner, 
1985; Cochran-Smith and Zeichner, 2005; Darling-Hammon and 
Bransford, 2005), state institutions continue to reinforce standardiz-
ing rhetoric, norms, and procedures.  This paper submits that edu-
cators have experienced the rhetoric of standards in so many and 
powerful ways that they often operate inside a logic that has be-
come resistant to critique.  Globally, but also locally, we have lived 
under increasingly unified economic, moral, and political directives, 
which, in their conflation, create what I call a logic of standardization.  
In order to discuss the issue, this paper focuses on the United States 
and England as two centers of educational development.  Through 
that lens, it analyzes the realities of legislation in the United States 
and a recent government report on music in schools in England.  
The article explores how these issues impact higher education and 
presents points for future policy and political consideration. 

 
 

Introduction 
In 1974, David Tyack admonished those concerned with edu-

cation that “effective reform will require reassessment of some 
cherished convictions about the possibility of finding one best sys-
tem.”  (p. 290)  Thirty years later, a myriad of studies continue to 
posit that education reform on a grand scale is not only elusive but 
also inefficient (Berliner, 1985; Cochran-Smith and Zeichner, 
2005; Darling-Hammon and Bransford, 2005).  Despite such find-
ings, state and administrative directives proceed to uphold stan-
dardizing rhetoric, norms, and procedures.  While there is much 
literature addressing standards and standardization in education, 
there is a relative silence in music education.  In the United States, 
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for example, discussions, changes, or alternatives to the National 
Standards since their inception in the early 1990s have been non-
substantive.1  As we consider education, as well as music education 
in the twenty-first century, we must ask ourselves if and in what 
ways standards might still matter. 

The argument is made in the following pages that, knowingly 
or not, educators have experienced the rhetoric of standards in so 
many and powerful ways that they often operate as insiders to a 
logic that has become resistant to critique.  Globally, but also lo-
cally, we have lived under increasingly unified economic, moral, 
and political directives, which, in their conflation, create what I call 
a logic of standardization.  In order to discuss the issue, this paper 
focuses on the United States and England as two centers of educa-
tion development.  Through that lens, I analyze the realities of 
legislation in the United States and a government report on music 
in schools in England.  The paper explores how this issue impacts 
higher education and presents points for future policy and political 
consideration. 

Creating Worlds:  The Logic of Standards  
As we consider the proposition that standardization produces a 

logic of its own, imagine the following scenarios: 

A college professor submits a manuscript to a publisher in which musical 
engagements are based upon episodes rather than sequential instruction.  
The purpose is to focus on play rather than rehearsal.  The negative review 
of the manuscript asserts that, “this is not what is done in American 
schools.”  The proposal is rejected. 

 
1 In 2006, MENC established a task force to re-look at the National Volun-

tary Standards.  The Committee was composed of almost the same individuals as 
those assembled to write the original standards in 1994.  The task force was asked 
to evaluate (1) whether they should be revised to reflect current conditions and 
(2) if so, how.  The data about the import and influence of the National Stand-
ards are not available and the report itself speaks of the problems with the design 
of the survey used to gather information.  While the report addresses the need for 
changes and the problems of access, it does not take the step to suggest changes 
to the de facto policy document that is the National Standards.  One can find the 
report at http://www.menc.org/resources/view/october-2007-report-of-the-
menc-task-force-on-national-standards. 
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While visiting from Brazil, a colleague addresses a class in my institution 
and, as she presents a series of folk song arrangements to be used in musical 
planning, students insist on knowing to what grade levels these apply.  Be-
fuddled, she responds, “No, not grade levels, these would vary according to 
the abilities and interests of the students in your class.” 

In both cases a set of expectations is taken for granted about 
what it means to educate properly.  Both examples identify alterna-
tive ways of considering instruction.  Both are met with incredulity 
that discourages deviation from conventional notions as to what are 
indispensable elements of “proper” teaching.2  While nothing may 
be “wrong” with these stories, they expose the difficulties embed-
ded in seeing alternatives for what they are:  divergent opportuni-
ties to explore and expand what is taken as “normal.”  The ques-
tion that seems to follow is:  how do we come to dismiss educative 
alternatives as misplaced ideas that deviate from “logical,” and 
therefore “appropriate,” thinking?3 

Two points would perhaps exemplify how we may place and 
start acting upon the problem presented in this question: 

First, consider the impact curriculum structure could have upon middle school 
music if it were developed through modules not evaluated from predeter-
mined cross-nationally or cross-state parameters—but instead conceptualized 
locally.  As a field, we could strive to focus curricular efforts toward unique, 
district, or school-directed instruction.  Such effort could redirect policy to 
consider how we establish methodological elements for the evaluation of lo-
 

2 Standards and standardization are implicated in a complex web that, 
through language, brings together perception, thought, and behavior.  Thus, as 
we address how this topic imbricates with education, we need to keep in mind 
that standards are not a thing in and of themselves but a byproduct of ideals.  In 
this sense, they are political actions and consequently are the representation of an 
ideology, which can therefore be refuted. 

3 One of the structural elements of the logic of standardization is the value of 
symbolic politics.  For example, how does language shape policy and determine 
what counts?  Apple (2005) acknowledged how easily language is co-opted, be-
cause “diametrically opposite policies often are wrapped in exactly the same vo-
cabulary.”  (p. xi)  He has pointed to the fact that concepts come to embody 
vastly different meanings, calling them sliding signifiers—democracy or standards 
are examples.  It is significant that the meaning of standard(s) is often left un-
touched by argumentation; yet the word, the signifier, is wielded by many in 
accordance with their specific agendas. 
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cally proposed modules, rather than the macro implementation of generally 
assumed markers—that is, teacher proof methods and curricula.  In other 
words, instead of dictating what students of a certain age will be able to do, 
we could instead establish practices that would evaluate how well local dis-
tricts developed their own pedagogical and evaluative criteria—relating to 
locally identified needs, processes, and goals. 

Second, we could attend to the way language determines how we practice 
education.  Consider this cycle:  language implicates the development of ac-
tions.  Actions create procedures, which in turn generate repetition.  Repeti-
tion reifies a belief that affects our perception of language, while reinforcing 
practice, . . . and the cycle goes on.  The results are gleaned through a logic 
that, by frequent use, becomes more comfortable and harder to dispute.  The 
logic of standardization or the logic of Standards4 works, I propose, exactly 
in those terms.  Standards provide much certainty to our practice, but also 
make alternative realities seem implausible, less feasible, and even threaten-
ing and dangerous. 

While not always true, these scenarios happen frequently 
enough to warrant serious concern and the suggestion of alterna-
tives.  For example, even if we held that the National Standards of 
music in the United States were a positive force in the 1990s (de-
spite having no such data), their influence has been mostly political:  
they have strengthened our advocacy capabilities on a rhetorically 

 
4 In this article, three kinds of modes of standardization are addressed:  

Standards, ‘the’ standards, and standards.  Standards with capital ‘S’ refers to the 
legislative and policy driven modus operandi upon which education has come to 
operate in the last three decades (Gewirtz & Power, 2004).  It is historically con-
nected to governmental policy and imbricates with economic, technologic, and 
political challenges.  In the United States, this is easily observed in the educa-
tional reforms that followed the Sputnik “scare,” the A Nation at Risk report, ci-
vil rights legislation, and NCLB (No Child Left Behind) legislation, which is the 
latest re-authorization of the 1965 ESEA (Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act).  “The” standards are more locally defined and apply to the National Stand-
ards in Arts Education, the set of policy documentation where the National Stand-
ards for Music Education can be found as an outgrowth of standards.  The final de-
finition—standards—will have almost no direct use in this paper, although it 
forms the often tacit, philosophical underpinning upon which the whole notion 
of Standards is erected.  The latter is to be taken as a complex concept that ad-
dresses a set of parameters upon which aspects of life, work, morals, art—any hu-
man endeavor—are measured. 
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equal footing with other disciplines.  The profession, however, has 
created a practice of reference to the standards without necessarily 
“thinking” the standards.  Pedagogically, for instance, it is difficult 
to find evidence of the qualitative impact of the national standards.  
We could say, anecdotally, that while becoming a presence in the 
curricular/pedagogical experiences of music education in most of 
the United States, the National Standards have complementarily 
narrowed the conception of what a teacher ought to be or do. 

If attempts to re-think the language and purpose of the stan-
dards are rare (Benedict, 2006; Reimer, 2004), this should not be 
surprising, for as Gould (1996) suggests, “Our culture includes a 
strong bias either to neglect or ignore variation.  We tend to focus 
instead on measures of central tendency, and as a result we make 
some terrible mistakes, often with considerable practical import.”  
(p. 44)  The challenge of breaking narrowing logics is in both re-
cognizing their presence and force as well as in understanding their 
complexity. 

As we look forward, I propose two focuses for inquiry:  one, 
the improvement of professional awareness of and action toward 
the various realms of policy; two, the systematic reconstitution of 
the logics described herein by slowly shifting how we understand, 
value, and conceptualize policy.  For example, I argue that policy 
can create dictums of opportunity instead of dictums of obligation.  
This sense of opportunity can be shaped through policy models that 
focus on the interaction of local and national discussions, rather 
than on the establishment of universal mandates. 

Teacher Education Practice and Standardization 
The incongruities of the logic of standardization also find their 

way into teacher preparation as teachers-in-training “recognize that 
they have little control over their own fate.”  (Johnson, Johnson, 
Farenga, and Ness, 2005, p. 104)  If lack of control is hailed as the 
greater sin in our educational reality today, it is not surprising then 
that teacher preparation has become more and more focused upon 
directives and controllable outcomes.  In music teacher preparation, 
for example, it is rare that a program escapes or talks back to state-
directed bodies, in particular, Departments of Education and the 
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National Association of Schools of Music (NASM).5  And here is 
the paradox:  standardization of process and outcomes is often done 
in the name of autonomy. 

My own institution exemplifies these challenges.  While its mu-
sic education program is said to acknowledge and subscribe to a 
pedagogical critical consciousness, it has difficulty putting its own 
rhetoric into practice—at least in any complex manner.  One of the 
essential qualities of innovative leadership today is the capacity to 
break the sociological deadlock of the “submissive authoritarian,” 
where directive planning follows external needs and hierarchical 
authority is established.  Yet, few critical models or exemplars can 
be cited.  What can account for the systemic inability of program-
shapers to move beyond structural-administrative requirements?6 

Today, higher education internal policy reflects not merely the 
preeminence of capital and modes of profitability but also the state 
institutionalization of educational requirements enacted through ac-
crediting bodies.  Teacher education is politically dependent on 
state accreditation and, consequently, enforces a curriculum that is 
structurally bound to certification requirements.  The politics of 
state knowledge has become normative and standardized (see Ball, 
2003) and the economic politics of educational enterprises continu-
ously push toward accepting the economically necessary dictums of 
the state.  Professional organizations, too, rather than encouraging 
their members to create new visions or possible pathways to educa-
tional success, often recognize that the maintenance of conservative 
patterns of practice are key to their own existence (Bradley, 2009; 
Koza, 2006).  Therefore, enacting change into practice is quite a 
political gamble and, consequently, a rare sight. 

While the challenge is great at the macro level, economic and 
political dictates have an impact at the local and micro levels—edu-
cational practice as a form of sequentialism is an example.  Of 
course, this is not a new issue.  Already, in The Child and the Curri-

 
5 I would argue that the state is characterized not simply by government but 

also by organizations and accrediting bodies such as NASM or NCATE, etc. 
6 Don Lebler at Griffiths University in Australia has worked on self and 

complex forms of assessment, and is now creating a model bank that provides 
practical frameworks that can be accessed not merely textually but also experien-
tially.  This is a very interesting format that demands great attention. 
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culum, Dewey (1902) makes a separation, or distinction, between 
the order and the structural organization of thought inside a disci-
pline or a field.  Yet, higher education in its sequentialist or creden-
tialist approach to teacher education continues to impose undue 
emphasis on content and subject-specific knowledge. This 
emphasis, of course, has the blessings of both a conservatoire-based 
tradition of instruction, wherein a “good” teacher is formed 
through technical musicianship, and from state discourses in which 
expertise is still paramount. 

Therefore, when we inquire why the riskless nature of music 
education in American schools is so easily reified, or why we do 
not see a greater schism between traditional school and supposedly 
more progressive university music programs, the answer is the 
same:  it is attributable to the pervasive and resistant logic of 
standards! 

An understanding of the logic of standardization requires atten-
tion to its full reach and strength.  In order to make this clear, it is 
important to articulate how such logic stands upon other sub-ele-
ments, more specifically, how the logic of standards is fortified by 
other moral, political, and economic logics.  I now turn my atten-
tion to each of these elements. 

The Complexity of Constitutive Logics 
While this paper does not comprise a full analysis of the sub-

elements articulated below, it is necessary to highlight these ele-
ments separately so that we may consider how they are constituted, 
why they may be influential, and how, in the future, we might 
identify educational discourses through them. 

The Moral Logic 
To explain what I see as the moral logic of standardization, it is 

necessary to return to the idea that policy should present dictums of 
opportunity and not of obligation (Horsley, 2009).  This approach 
means, for example, to address how learning is often contradictory 
without at the same time implying it to be erratic or inefficient.  It 
would mean to contextualize how divergent propositions offer not 
one best system (Tyack, 1974) but how they structure the develop-
ment of socially appropriate educative engagements.  Lugg (2003) 
recognizes this fact, saying, 
Mainstream politics of education and educational leadership researchers have paid 
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far less attention to the deeper structural issues regarding social economic class, 
race, ethnicity, sex, gender, sexual orientation, and religion, and how they shape 
‘who gets what, when and how.’  (p. 96) 

The issue is clearly embedded in the silences found in standards-
based education.  That is, the logic of standards appeals to, and is 
advocated as, a universal approach or requirement, while the prob-
lem of constituency7 is only marginally addressed.  Lugg (2003) 
helps to illustrate this point with reference to the United States.  As 
she explains, 
Neither our Constitution nor our governmental institutions that are bound by 
constitutional strictures are colorblind . . . [yet] public education as a public good 
has been and remains inequitably distributed across social and constitutional lines.  
(p. 96; see also Gotanda, 1991 and Nescu, 2000). 

So while we continue to skirt the impoverished ethics that 
guides our educational systems, we forgo a more complex dialogue 
for a moral-based alternative (Bowman, 2000).  Standardization uses 
this moral logic when it presents itself as the only viable or practical 
solution for equality while at the same time articulating and coding 
“equality” as predicated upon disciplinary micropolitics that nar-
rowly determine who a “responsible citizen” is supposed to be 
(Foucault, 1980). 

The concern with sequential teaching that is inserted into the 
logic of standardization is another example of said micropolitics, 
particularly as it fosters at the local level of the classroom an undue 
stress on education as the “science of instruction.”  What I call se-
quentialism creates a radical understanding of teaching where the 
lesson and the contour that it dictates cannot be broken.  Sequen-
tialism creates a micropolitics that is reasonable and “responsible” 
and yet non-responsive to differences found in specific classrooms.  
This kind of teaching is independent of the reactions, contexts, 

 
7 As Lugg (2003) stated, there is a great and grave issue when education is 

taken as an equalizing element, rather than an equity based enterprise.  In the 
first, the “problem of constituency” is addressed externally by recognizing differ-
ence but not addressing its internal needs.  Standardized notions are rhetorically 
tied to equality, for they supposedly create a “common denominator” to bring all 
together.  The issue, however, is equity—that is, action that recognizes difference 
but at the same time addresses the divergent needs and realities of different con-
stituencies. 



LIVING BY A SIMPLE LOGIC 

77 

needs, and wants of individual students.  In a sense, the sequentialist 
instructor teaches with no one in mind; as with the standards, the 
goal is to reach all, and, in doing so, we forget those sitting in front 
of us. 

The United Kingdom’s Ofsted reports provide another helpful 
example.  Its assessment of music teaching in England seems to 
paint the picture of instruction that is directed at an “imaginary” 
student; a body that is always average and therefore uniform, and 
who needs above all else to master traditional forms of literacy.  
The framework is subtle but nevertheless pervasive, as can be seen 
here: 
There was insufficient challenge for the more able and too little support for those 
finding the work more demanding . . . . A heavy emphasis on notation on a stave 
also prevented some pupils from making as much progress as they might have 
done:  they could not interpret the notation quickly enough and so were left 
behind.  (Ofsted Report, 2009, p. 17) 

Kushner (1999) has argued against the nationalization of curri-
culum in England particularly in terms of its standardizing effects, 
presenting how, at the center of the issue of accountability, is the 
capacity and perhaps the obligation to “single out those who fail.”  
These perceptions are often interpreted through a dualism of as-
signing praise or blame.  That is to say, standardization and ac-
countability in many cases articulate ideological perceptions of uni-
versality and are advanced as a moral issue.  As Kushner offers, “we 
have our morality police, and they are not, of course, religious 
judges.  They are the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted), 
the body which so aggressively asserts the myth of the standard 
which is absolute and precise as that of righteousness.”  (p. 210) 

We begin to establish, then, that a morally-based logic is an ac-
tive element in educational policy.  As a moral issue, standards can-
not be simply dismissed, because they can be sold as good and eq-
uitable.  Behind their perceived import is the misperception that 
their processes are somehow unaffected by context, politics, policy 
directives, and bias.  This of course, could not be farther from the 
truth.  McDonald (1996), in fact, makes the case that “bias” is a 
categorical imperative of standardized assessment.  He says, 
The first thing that a competent technologist of attainment tests asks of the con-
sumer is “what percentage of these testees do you want to fail?”  Only on that 
basis can the technologists proceed with confidence to construct the tasks and 
deliver the required results.  (p. 219) 
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As an example of this moral logic, the above quote exposes bluntly 
the inequality of arbitrarily deciding who is appropriately 
considered average. 

If similar ethical issues are often missed from both popular 
discussions and policy debates on the issue of standards, we must 
move beyond the development of “a moral agenda for those in 
positions of power” (p. 184)—which is what Foster (2004) says 
National Standards really provide.  Instead, we must encourage 
research that looks at how standards of practice and policies based 
upon dictums of opportunity can inform the formation of “shared 
educational commitments.”  (Burrello, Lashley, and Beatty, 2001, 
p. 183)8  But in order to do so, we must also look at another logic. 

The Political Logic 
Politics broadly defined is the place where alliances, conflicts, 

and general interactions take place through a mediated experience 
of power.  Politics in this sense is closer to a notion of exchange 
that requires constant engagement and re-engagement, and not a 
zero sum game (Foucault, 1980, 1982).  Politics can also be the 
space where we negotiate our conflicting visions for a democratic 
society (Scott, Lubienski, and DeBray-Pelot, 2009).  

However, as the political logic of standards enters the realm of 
education, it has the tendency to narrow its standpoints.  McGuinn 
(2006) illustrates this tendency by demonstrating the impact of pol-
icy-planning and its enactment through lobbying entities such as 
the National Alliance of Business, Achieve, Inc., and the Business Coali-
tion for Excellence in Education, which were instrumental in keeping 
testing provisions in the NCLB legislation.  As we have recently 
seen, testing is arguably the only, and at times brutal, impact of a 
legislation that has become a fixture of educational life in American 
schools today; a fixture imposed by a very small political constitu-
ency. 

In music education, a manifestation of univocal political opera-
tionalization can be observed through the writing of MENC’s past 
CEO John Mahlmann, who gives us a sense of the political 
 

8 Despite the draconian effects of standardization and national curriculum 
structures in England, a state investment in research intended to investigate or 
corroborate mandates has produced quite a data-driven research disposition that 
has no parallel in music education in the United States. 
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influence of the state of Florida in the early stages of the 
implementation of “the” standards: 
As a result [of the national standards], school systems saved almost a year of analy-
sis and planning.  More important, teachers and administrators found that the arts 
standards strengthened their advocacy of the arts in the overall curriculum.  
(Mahlmann, Purcell, Salisbury Wills, and Hatfield, 1996, p. 27; my emphasis) 

The National Arts Standards, in the words of Mahlmann, be-
came a proxy for the investigation of needs and curricular parame-
ters of a whole state.  It is not difficult to see that the reasoning is 
both political and moral with efficiency clearly placed in a privi-
leged position over local inquiry.  A more cynical interpretation of 
Mahlmann’s position would perhaps argue that the National Stan-
dards and its ensuing policies have become not the manifestation of 
the will and agency of a constituency but rather its substitute.  In 
his own words, “the standards articulated a vision for arts education 
that many teachers had felt but had been unable to express.”  (p. 
28) 

An examination of the political realm in music education then 
reveals the same logic and language of standards that plays a 
practical role (in terms of legislation) as well as a rhetorical-directive 
role (in terms of political maneuvering) in American educational 
policy.  One can find an example of said political logic in the 
official position of the Republican Party argued in 1996.  More 
than mere rhetoric, this logic drove and generated legislative action 
that impacted the educational guidelines of then President Clinton’s 
Goals 2000.9 
Our formula is as simple as it is sweeping:  the federal government has no con-
stitutional authority to be involved in school curricula . . . that is why we will 
abolish the Department of Education, end federal meddling in our schools, pro-
mote family choice . . . and call for the prompt repeal of the Goals 2000 program 
. . . we further urge that the federal attempts to impose outcome- or perform-
ance-based education on local schools be ended.  (Republican Party, 1996) 

 
9 ESEA was the Elementary and Secondary Education Act passed in 1965 

during the Johnson administration and an active part of the Civil Rights Move-
ment agenda intended to bring equity into the American educational system.  No 
Child Left Behind is the re-incarnation of the ESEA, which is periodically re-au-
thorized.  It was shaped by the early Bush administration and passed under Re-
publican controlled congress in 2001. 
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A no less ideological but more directly pragmatic example is the 
approach of Michael Petrilli, of the Fordham Institute, who de-
scribes and embraces national standards “as a way for groups to dis-
avow NCLB’s regulations without falling into the political trap of 
disavowing accountability.”  (DeBray-Pelot and McGuinn, 2009, 
p. 32)  It would not be far fetched to assert that “disavowing 
NCLB” shows a concern with making use of political logic, while 
avoiding the “trap of disavowing accountability” shows an 
understanding of the significant role moral logic plays in education. 

If we acknowledge how important the logic of standards still is 
to national politics, it is not hard to understand how its language 
trickles down and impacts the realm of teacher practice.  It is for 
this reason that I propose that policy critiques of standards must also 
attend to what Malen (1994) calls micropolitics—that is, the more 
personal and intimate categories that are made manifest by policy.  
In American music education, for instance, there is no substantive 
evaluation or critique of how teachers feel compelled to behave by 
virtue of the standards.10  Because of the scarcity of investigation, all 
we can do is conjecture.  However, without inquiry that shifts the 
question from “what have the national standards done for music 
education?” to “what do standards do to teachers and students?” we 
remain unable to articulate a proper critique or counter-proposal—
and it is therefore not surprising that re-thinking, adapting, or up-
dating the National Standards has been a neglected, if nonexistent, 
enterprise. 

What do the standards as a written performative do to teaching?  
This is a new version of an old question that Waller asked in 1961, 
namely, “what does teaching do to the teachers?”  The question re-
mains necessary, and framing the national standards as a performa-
tive would emphasize the impact of the logics cited above.  Perfor-
matives, written or verbal, have a direct impact in the micropolitics 
of school.  If understood as an utterance that carries with it the en-
actment or the materialization of its command, performatives can 
be seen as a pervasive element in schooling.  The concept of the 

 
10 Surveys and anecdotal information have served to establish what is known.  

No extensive or longitudinal work has been done to delineate more clearly the 
extent and form in which the National Standards have been implicated in teacher 
behavior. 
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performative, then, helps us become aware of the subtle ways in 
which political and moral logics might drive how we act, what kind 
of expectations we set, and which parameters we consider to be 
reasonable or commonsensical. 

One such performative is the legalistic manner in which the 
school addresses its subjects.  The language of legalism has allowed 
schools to “do” things to educators.  Elsbree (1939), for example, 
articulated how women have experienced surveillance—dubbing 
supervision for “snoopervision”—and how this was seen as the 
“cost of doing business” in education.  Lugg (2003) has reported on 
the ways in which this same system in the 1950s and 1960s required 
that male administrators and supervisors be married.  She describes 
the impact this had, for example, in defining the space and language 
of schooling.  Closer to us, I would argue that the National Stan-
dards as a written performative have contributed to a manifestation 
of the music-teacher-as-bureaucrat.  While a full explanation is be-
yond the scope of this paper, consider this:  Is it too far fetched to 
say that, since the national standards’ inception fifteen years ago, 
music education has become a more clerical profession?  Have in-
struction and teacher pedagogy become less diverse in the same pe-
riod of time?  Isn’t it a fact that creative activities such as composi-
tion and improvisation remain far less employed in music classes 
than its more prescriptive counterparts? This should be the subject 
of serious inquiry in the field of music education, yet very few data 
are available. 

Despite such challenges, certain experiences are providing con-
structive political spaces.  Popular musics, for example, can be a 
way to re-enter the realm of politics and democracy.  Jenkins 
(2009) sees “our relationships to popular culture as shaping our 
political identities in profound ways.”  (p. 24)  This is particularly 
true when everyday understandings and technologies are used to 
make the strict boundaries of institutional democracy more fluid.  
This convergence of innovation and the ability to analyze critically 
different and sometimes contradictory situations, ideas, or practices 
must be at the center of reflective practices.  They are also necessary 
to the disruption of standardized logics. 

It is indisputable, however, that as technologies have “altered 
the ways that consumers interact with core institutions of govern-
ment, education, and commerce,” education has grown 
accustomed to consumer logics (Jenkins, 2009, p. 24).  It is 
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therefore imperative to acknowledge the role of economics in 
education today. 

The Economic logic 
Much has been written about education and economics, from 

the classic Schooling in Capitalist America (Bowles and Gintis, 1976) 
to the post-structural analyses of Deleuze and Guattari (1983), to 
studies of vouchers and privatization of public schools (Domhoff, 
2006; McNeill, 2000).  Today, the manner in which the economics 
of standards directs learning and teaching practices remains note-
worthy.  The Ofsted Report provides a clear example of how eco-
nomic centered logic, intentionally or not, qualifies the evaluation 
of teaching.  “The most effective teaching often included:  a) good 
teaching strategies, b) a clear focus for the learning, c) clear steps of 
progression, and d) high expectations for all.”  (p. 13)  I would ar-
gue that—beyond the fact that the word ‘effective’ was chosen as 
the proper qualifier for teaching—the facile manner in which peda-
gogy is equated with strategy (didactics), clarity (parsimony without 
complexity), and sequential presentation (and not the artistic 
wholeness of a gestalt presentation) is remarkable, particularly be-
cause it seems acceptable beyond disclaimers or explanations.  And 
why should it?  Our current logic of standardization demands eco-
nomically based indicators while being conveniently lenient with 
questions such as:  For whom are the indicators appropriate?  What 
visions of educational practice do they privilege?  Or, in what ways 
do they shape change and adaptability? 

It is also important to note how the direct formation of human 
capital is prioritized through the economic logic.  Here standardiza-
tion brings political, moral, and economic parameters to ascertain 
the development of the economic competitiveness of the state. 
Creativity, imagination, and critical thought are, of course, valued within educa-
tion systems, but primarily insofar as they are constrained within a capitalist 
framework, focused on the development of relatively compliant human capital.  
A restrictive educational experience limits cognitive emancipation and empower-
ment by limiting human horizons to the requirements of capital.  (Greaves, Hill, 
and Maisuria, 2007) 

In both England and the United States, parental choice and in-
come remain a determining factor in student attainment (Machin 
and Vignoles, 2006).  Empirical evidence provided by Hoxby 
(2000, 2003), for example, shows that inequality increased as a re-
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sult of “school choice.”  It is not hard to become indignant and to 
ask: 
How did the paradigm of schooling become education as work leading to more 
work?  How did the accountants and economists get control of educational dis-
course?  How did the language of school become laced with terms such as meas-
urement, standards, accountability, human capital, human resources, social in-
vestment, and marketability?  (Spring, 1998, p. 150) 

If there is any doubt about the import of economic imperatives 
and how they dictate notions of accountability and standards-based 
education, it is worth looking at Neave and von Vught (1994) as 
they critique a posteriori budgets, or “budgets designed in the light 
of institutional performance evaluated in terms of government-en-
dorsed indicators.”  (p. 293)  Cowen (1996) speaks of the double 
markets the state has created in the United Kingdom, and, in the 
United States, Johnson et al. (2005) have written a scathing report 
on the role of accreditation agencies and how they have 
contributed to the trivialization of education. 

Ten years after Kushner (1999) declared that the English na-
tional curriculum for music imposed “simple-to-complex” logics 
onto music programs, we continue to live with the pressure of 
what I have called sequentialism.  At the center is the notion that 
responsible teaching must commit to “effective” education—even if 
that means leaving aside complex, gestalt-based, constructivist, 
democratic, or socially interactive learning.  These elements have 
become fringe benefits—economic outliers or “luxury” items that 
exist only as a “surplus” of systemic standardization. 

The fact is that traditional logics of economics speak loudly and 
exert great influence over society.  In the seemingly inescapable 
space of late capitalism, education finds itself measured as any other 
commodity or investment.  The mere fact that we can speak about 
the word education and investment in the same sentence is an ex-
pression of the logic that has developed over the past couple of dec-
ades.  Economic viability is the most recent representation of Rous-
seau’s social contract (albeit a dystopian one), and standards are an 
indispensable element in its maintenance (Barnett, 1996).  Rethink-
ing and re-emphasizing the import and complexity of alternative 
economic conceptions of and in education, addressing, for example, 
issues of class and social entrepreneurship, are a challenge and a ne-
cessity today.  When we speak of standards, we ought to consider 
these elements as well. 
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Teaching as a Space for Public Dialogue and Other 
Conclusions 

The lingering question, then, is in what ways do we proceed?  
First, as we look at the possibility of reformulating standards—the 
national standards in the case of the United States—or using stan-
dards in a more critical and socially just manner, we must be con-
stantly reminded of the following distinction.  When we study the 
history of educational reform “what emerges is a remarkable differ-
ence between what counts as reform for policy makers and what 
counts as reform for practitioners, including teacher educators.”  
(Bullough Jr., 2008, p. 21)  Thus, it is important to address the dif-
ference between grandiose and systematic change compared with 
the micro level engagements or the “modest kinds of successes” 
that teachers hope for.  We should support research that takes into 
account both macro and micro considerations, research that focuses 
on micropolitics when addressing systemic change and finds ways to 
shift policy from a dictum of obligation to a dictum of opportunity. 

Second, we must make visible the harmful elements of bureau-
cracies—including the systems of accountability and standardization 
that they foster—and the false equality they present (Perrow, 1979).  
Those caught in the logic of standards spin the ideology that stan-
dards are the only instrument of equality available to institutions 
and the state.  Yet, as we saw in this paper, the reality is not quite 
so simple, particularly when schooling as an exercise in democracy 
turns into the early reification of economic imperatives. 

At minimum, the music education profession must scrutinize its 
own experience with standards and its logic.  As nations such as 
Brazil and Germany embark on discussions about national standards 
and Europe struggles with the unification of higher education 
(through the Bologna Project), it would be important and timely to 
analyze empirically the impact of policies such as the National Stan-
dards in the United States.  Is there any evidence that those stan-
dards have improved music instruction in that country?  Have they 
fostered more meaningful music making or created more ample us-
age of music as a social, political, or economic force in our commu-
nities?  How have the National Standards fomented change in 
American urban schools?  In what ways have they facilitated discus-
sions and dialogue with other disciplines?  How have they pushed 
higher education into the pedagogical realities of the twenty-first 
century?  In what ways have they helped to embrace new musical 
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forms and their intrinsic pedagogies?  The answer to most is, we 
don’t know.  What we do know is that while our field continues to 
invest in the logic of standardization, the lack of teacher reflection 
remains a challenge for our profession. 

Beyond the increase in systematic research on the subject, 
higher education must find ways to explore curricular structures 
wherein critiques of standardization and its logics can be decon-
structed and alternative arguments and practices created.  This im-
plies a restructuring of teacher education programs to combat the 
current over-emphasis on content knowledge and technical prepa-
ration by fostering inquiry and practice in the field based upon 
understandings of  

1. how bureaucracies and life inside institutional structures 
(schooling) influence teaching; 

2. in what ways and to what extent life-outlook may be 
dependent upon and influenced by class, race, gender, ethnicity, 
and sexual orientation, as well as how it impacts our tastes, 
inclinations, and decision-making abilities; 

3. how pedagogical rigor or didactic streamlining each produce di-
vergent notions, capabilities, and products in educational prac-
tice; 

4. how we can understand and use technology not simply as a tool 
for facilitation but as a means for altering perspective and en-
gagements; 

5. in what ways complex thought (which acknowledges the con-
flation and the interdependence of theory and practice) diverges 
from functional thought (which sees theory and practice as dis-
tinct and valued according to applicability); 

6. how today’s “convergence culture” can expand and alter an 
education in and through music; 

7. why and in what ways communities’ borders (musical or other-
wise) can be made more fluid. 

I close by re-emphasizing that “significant decisions that have 
long-range implications defy easy extrapolation.  They are so entan-
gled with everything else that they resist precise formal analysis.”  
(Bullough Jr., 2008, p. 56)  My hope is that by critiquing and re-
thinking standards we might foster a reconception of teaching as a 
space for reflective and public dialogue that resists the expert notion 
entangled in the logic of standards and that might lead to a conver-
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gence of democratic (Dewey, 1939) and critical theory positions 
(Freire, 1997; Giroux, 1988).  This convergence will also hopefully 
lead to new technological (Jenkins, 2006) and policy positions 
(Burrello et al., 2001), which while acknowledging the force and 
import of norms in systemic education, create space and flexibility 
for alterity and diversity in our pedagogical models. 
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