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In the United States, most school systems provide elementary music experiences for all 
students, and call for some music or art requirement in middle or junior high school. From that 
point on, the majority of music courses that are available are most often elective ensembles or 
theory courses. This sequence of courses does not fit every student, as evidenced by the falling 
numbers of enrollment in higher grades. It is questionable whether these music courses address 
themselves to everyday music listening skills as students pass through their schooling years, and 
whether they have prepared them for lifelong listening when they leave.  

In order for us to make music listening a more effective part of the music curriculum, we 
need to understand two important aspects of our students more fully: how they intuitively listen 
to music, and how they use music in their everyday lives. Based on a deeper understanding of 
these two aspects, we may be able to design learning encounters with music listening that will be 
more immediately relevant and have a lifelong impact on our students. 
 
Dissonance Between Life Music and School Music Listening 
 Woody (2004) states that “since the primary purpose of music—and the arts in general—
is the communication of expression and emotion, teaching to improve sensitivities in students’ 
listening skills can provide lifelong benefits to students” (p. 32). He describes what is sometimes 
called the traditional music appreciation model of music listening, combining a study of musical 
recordings (most often of classical music), historical and cultural facts, and musical elements.  
“The problem with this approach may be that it requires people to listen to music in a way that is 
very different from how they normally do it outside of a formal education setting” (p. 32).  I 
think many educators recognize this disjunction as a rift between what might be called ‘school 
music’ and what I will call ‘life music.’ 

Researchers examining music in everyday life have documented evidence of this 
disjunction in school music listening and life music listening. For example, in their comparison 
of home and school music listening, Boal-Palheiros and Hargreaves (2001, 2004) found that 
home listening was by far preferred by preteens and teens. Compared to home listening, school 
listening offered them few opportunities to make choices; it was very structured and usually 
involved formal learning activities. The authors state “enjoyment and emotion are neglected in 
school music listening, yet they are among the most important functions of music for children 
and therefore deserve more attention at school. The cultural dissonance between school and 
home listening deserves greater attention” (p. 116). 

After questioning nearly 2,500 thirteen- to fourteen-year-olds, North, Hargreaves and 
O’Neill (2000) concluded that there is little doubt that music is a vital part of life for most 
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teenagers outside of school. But they too found a “disjunction” between music at home and 
school that needs to be addressed, including listening, which appears to widen in early 
adolescence (p. 256).  

A compelling example of the dissonance between school music and life music listening 
comes from Williamson’s (2005) study examining music listening and music making 
experiences of students not enrolled in music ensembles. She designed and taught an informal 
class called “My Music” as a substitute for their “Study Skills” course for 21 seventh- and 
eighth-graders. She found that school music experiences were associated with conceptual 
learning (perhaps, one might say, not relating to life music), and were cited as the main reason 
for not continuing to be in an ensemble. She begins the study with a telling personal example 
from one of the students: 

Victorio walked into my classroom on the first day of middle school general music class 
and announced, “I just want you to know, I hate music.” . . . As an experienced teacher, I 
replied, “thank you for being honest.  Now, I have a question for you.  Do you hate 
music, or do you hate music class?”   
I learned some of the answers to my question as the semester advanced. Victorio did not 
hate music at all and was an avid fan of several local and nationally known rock bands.  
He was an active music listener and spent hours in his room memorizing song words and 
polishing fantastic air guitar licks. On listening days, he enthusiastically brought in 
Nirvana recordings and provided insightful information concerning his musical choices to 
his peers. He also exhibited a strong sense of musical identity; while he was not currently 
performing . . . he saw himself as a very musical person.  His peers viewed him as a 
musical guru, whose knowledge and opinions were frequently consulted and infrequently 
challenged. He did, however, hate school music, due to his conflict with his previous 
elementary general music teacher and the exclusion of his favorite genres in the music 
curriculum. (Williamson, 2005, pp. 1-2, emphasis in the original) 
In the conclusion of their cross sectional study of the musical activities and attitudes of 8-

14-year-olds, Lamont, Hargreaves, Marshall, and Tarrant (2003) challenged school music 
programs to find ways to enhance the musical experience of all students, not just the musically 
gifted, and “to help all those who show an additional interest in music beyond the classroom to 
develop that, recognizing the value of their own contributions, developing their individual skills 
through valuable social, cultural, and primarily musical experiences and activities, and providing 
the confidence to partake in musical activities in whatever personal or social context they 
choose” (pp. 22-23, emphasis in the original). Bridging the gap between school music and life 
music listening is a challenge that we need to take seriously as a profession.     
 
Music Listening in Everyday Life 

If bridging the cultural dissonance between life music and school music listening is 
crucial, we must ask ourselves this question: What do we know about how people listen to music 
in their everyday lives?   
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According to North, Hargreaves, and Hargreaves (2004), “the value of music in people’s 
everyday lives depends on the uses they make of it and the degree to which they engage with it, 
which are in turn dependent on the contexts in which they hear it” (p. 41). Various researchers 
have examined music listening in everyday life in different ways and at different ages in an effort 
to tease out and better understand the complexities of people’s music listening patterns. 

From birth, listening to music is linked with affective expression, embedded in a social 
context, and may provide the beginnings of self-identity (Trehub & Nakata, 2001/2002), trends 
that appear to continue through life. A child entering preschool or kindergarten already has a 
relationship with his or her own life music and, more than we perhaps have understood, has 
already begun filling a personal mental library of intuitive musical knowing and is ready for 
more (Sims, 2001). As children age, their affective sensitivity appears to increase, while their 
responses become more global and less simplistic (Rodriguez & Webster, 1997). There appear to 
be wide differences in individual listening patterns and responses to music listening that begin 
early and continue through later life (Sims, 2004; Woody & Burns, 2001).   

Pre-teens and teens like listening to music at home because it can be done in private, they 
are able to exercise choice in what they listen to, and home offers shared enjoyment in 
significant social interactions (Boal-Palheiros & Hargreaves, 2001).  Home listening is preferred 
over school music listening because it is less structured, often accompanies doing something 
else, and appears to serve primarily emotional functions (Boal-Palheiros & Hargreaves, 2004). 

Music listening is an important part of students’ lives in general, but more so outside of 
school. Listening to music outside of school increases with age. The reasons the students give for 
listening to music include allowing them to explore their emotions or to change them (Lamont, 
Hargreaves, Marshall & Tarrant, 2003).   

A study of more than 2,000 adolescents (North, Hargreaves & O’Neill, 2000) indicated 
teens listen to popular music “in order to enjoy the music; to be creative/use their imagination; to 
relieve boredom; to help get through difficult times; to be trendy cool; to relieve tension/stress; 
to create an image for him/herself; to please friends; and to reduce loneliness” (p. 263). On the 
other hand, they felt that teens would choose to listen to classical music rather than popular 
music “in order to please parents and to please teachers” (p. 263). More females reported use of 
music as a means of mood regulation, while more males reported use of music as a means of 
creating an impression on others.   

Looking at an older population, Sloboda, O’Neill and Ivaldi (2001) wanted to move 
beyond retrospective reports by testing an Experience Sampling Method (ESM) to investigate 
music listening in real life episodes. Eight non-musicians, ages 18-40, were given pagers for a 
week, and were asked to complete self-report forms with scaled and open-ended questions each 
time the pager was activated. Music was present in 44% of the episodes, but few involved 
listening as the primary focus. When music was involved, participants were more positive, alert, 
and focused on the situation, more so if they had choice over the music. In most cases, music 
was an accompaniment to doing something else. A major result of the study was that moderation 
of mood was greater when persons had power over the listening choices. The researchers noted 
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DeNora’s (1999) study where “only those few respondents who were over the age of 70 and 
those who were trained musicians tended to consider it antithetical to conceive of music as 
‘background’ to anything . . . This has major theoretical implications for how we conceptualize 
music use. The focused attentive and ‘respectful’ listening of the ‘music lover’ figures hardly at 
all in our present sample of non-musicians” (pp. 22-23).  
 An exploratory study with a naturalistic approach to music listening in everyday life was 
undertaken by North, Hargreaves and Hargreaves (2004). More than 300 cell phone owners 
(ages 13-78, M = 25.96) received one text message each day for 14 days, which prompted them 
to fill out a questionnaire about what they were hearing at the moment (or had heard), where they 
were, with whom, why and their emotional responses at the moment.  Results included a high 
incidence of experiencing music. Contrary to similar previous studies, the majority of listening 
episodes took place in the presence of other people rather than alone. The latter result may be 
attributed to increases in ease of access to music due to technological changes. When listeners 
were able to choose what they heard, they chose different styles for different reasons (e.g., It 
helped me to concentrate, It helped me to create the right atmosphere, I enjoyed it, etc.). Only 
11.9% of responses involved what might be thought of as focused listening (At home deliberately 
listening to music, Concert). When asked if listening to music was the main task they were 
engaged in (no matter what category they had selected), 26.4% said yes. When asked to rate their 
level of attention to the music at the moment (0 = no attention, 10 = complete attention), the 
mean was 4.87 (SD = 2.74), indicating that music was not the central focus. The most common 
reasons for listening were enjoyment, pass the time, habit and create the right atmosphere, 
indicating that when respondents could choose, they seemed to do so “with little thought, and 
seemed to opt deliberately to be subjected to a form of ‘sonic wallpaper’” (p. 72). Overall, the 
results indicated that these subjects consciously and actively employed music listening in their 
lives in different social and interpersonal contexts, engaging at different levels and psychological 
states. 
 Juslin and Laukka’s (2004) study of 141 ‘ordinary’ listeners (as opposed to ‘musician’ 
listeners) between the ages of 17 and 74 confirmed their hypothesis that emotion is strongly 
related to the main reasons people listen to music. In their discussion, they presented this 
summary of the ordinary listener: 

From these findings emerges a picture of the ordinary music listener as someone who 
listens to music many times a day, often in mundane everyday contexts where music 
listening is not the primary activity. It's a listener who chooses to listen to music to a 
large extent because of the valued emotional experiences it offers. Music is used to 
enhance or change emotions (to relax, to arouse, to comfort) or to evoke emotional 
memories. The strongest emotional experiences often occur while listening alone (while 
listening attentively to the music), but it may also occur in social and emotionally 
charged situations. Positive emotions dominate in people's responses to music, with some 
of the most common emotions appearing to be feeling happy, relaxed, calm, moved, 
nostalgic, pleasurable, loving, sad, longing, or tender. (p. 232) 
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These studies indicate that humans appear to seek musical experiences on a daily basis. 
Behne (1997) investigated the development of “Musikerleben,” a German term without a simple 
English translation. He defined it as “the sum of psychic processes which accompany the 
experience of music in situations when music is in the focus of interest: When a person is not 
only hearing, but listening to and appreciating music” (p. 143). Behne cautions that this is not to 
be confused with music appreciation, a term often associated with more cognitive noticing. It is 
involved with aesthetic experiencing, but does not need to be an intense, subjective experience, 
as it is sometimes viewed. It must be thought of as having many varying degrees of intensity and 
attention.   

To investigate Musikerleben, Behne developed a questionnaire that asked subjects to rate 
a series of statements on a 5-point scale. Each statement began, “When I listen to music” 
followed by a statement such as “it changes my mood” or  “I like to hum and sing.” A variable 
cluster analysis of data from several studies grouped test items into a list of nine listening styles 
that are worthy of note: 

• Compensating (e.g., it changes my mood; it really calms me down if I was excited 
before);  

• Concentrated (e.g., I like to close my eyes; I like to follow the various themes);  
• Emotional (e.g., I pay attention to what types of feelings are expressed through the 

music);  
• Distancing (e.g., I like to identify the music style; I try to understand the words of the 

vocal part);  
• Vegetative (e.g., it really gets under my skin; I sometimes feel my heart beat faster);  
• Sentimental (e.g., I like to dream; I remember things of the past) 
• Associative (e.g., I invent a story) 
• Stimulative (e.g., I like to play it very loud; it makes me feel very aggressive) 
• Diffuse (e.g., my attention is divided; I like to do other things besides just listening) 

(Behne, 1997, p. 147).  
Compensating listening style corresponds with allusions to mood regulation seen in other 
studies. Diffuse listening style corresponds with listening while doing something else. 

That human beings may experience an emotional response to music would appear to be 
undeniable, likely from our own personal experiences. It is not surprising that a common 
manifestation of emotional response to music would be selecting music for the purposes of mood 
regulation, perhaps to lift, calm, excite or match one’s mood, to help one cope with profound 
feelings of loss or even to make the time pass more quickly. Researchers are compiling evidence 
of people making deliberate musical listening choices to explore emotions or change them 
(Lamont et al., 2003; Juslin & Laukka, 2004); to match their emotions (Woody & Burns, 2001); 
to relieve boredom, to help get through difficult times, to relieve tension/stress, to relieve 
loneliness (North, Hargreaves & O’Neill, 2000); to evoke emotional memories (Juslin & Laukka, 
2004); and to create the right atmosphere, or to help concentration (North et al., 2004). 
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Sometimes musicians, music educators, or other musical experts may devalue the use of 
music to regulate our moods. Behne (1997) strongly disagrees with this view. He says:  

Musical experts tend to think of a “compensating” listening style as an inappropriate 
behavior towards a piece of music as a work of art. As members of a cultural upper class 
they think of such a plebeian way of using music as a misuse which should be restricted 
to trivial music, to pop-songs, “Schlager,” musical “Kitsch” and to products of low 
culture in general. But there is no empirical support for this attitude. In a study of concert 
audiences in Germany, Dollase, Rüsenberg and Stollenwerk (1986) found that visitors of 
so-called High-culture concerts (classics by Beethoven or serious entertainment) reported 
having more problems in their everyday lives than those who attended more popular 
events. The first rated themselves higher than the latter for using music as a means of 
consolation. Our own results support this view: having problems seems to enhance the 
intensity of Musikerleben. Adolescents use Musikerleben to help them cope with their 
problems and this, perhaps, is why for very many adolescents music is one of the most 
important things in the world. (p. 157) 
Studies of everyday listening are necessarily based on self-reported data. Juslin and 

Laukka (2004) rightly remind us to be cautious about such data, especially in the difficult area of 
processes involved in emotional responses to music; however, they believe ordinary listeners 
seem more qualified than musicologists or philosophers to resolve issues such as the experience 
and uses of music in everyday life, and are capable of giving us reasonably valid data.  
Furthermore: 

The neglect of the social context of music listening (e.g., the way that listeners actually 
use music and experience it in real life) might easily lead to a musicological view that 
emphasizes sublime, "aesthetic" emotions to “works of art.” While this view may be 
popular with musicians, no doubt, it has limited validity in terms of fully accounting for 
how most listeners actually relate to music. The consequence might be theories of 
musical emotion that overly emphasize musical structures, and sources of emotion related 
to structure (e.g., expectancy, iconic sources) at the expense of the rich personal 
associations listeners have to music, and that may involve a wider variety of human 
emotions. Hence, we argue that a move to extend research on music and emotion to 
everyday life contexts represents one of the most promising avenues towards a more 
accurate understanding of how human beings experience emotions in connection with 
music. (p. 233, emphasis in original) 

While there may be extant musicological views that fit Juslin and Laukka’s viewpoint, I would 
argue that views of philosophy of music education have moved in a direction seeking to more 
fully account for all aspects of a listener’s experience. However, the importance of seeking to 
understand the music listening experience from the ‘ordinary’ listener’s viewpoint is an 
important one, particularly with the goal of bridging the gap between school music and life 
music listening in mind. 
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Intuitive Music Listening 
  Juslin and Laukka (2004) stressed the importance of coming to understand the ‘ordinary’ 
listener. I believe the ordinary listener is an intuitive listener. Children’s music listening lives 
begin before birth (Lacanuet, 1996), blossom in a mother’s arms (Trehub & Nakata, 2001/2002), 
and branch out from there. The studies of music in everyday life (e.g., Behne, 1997; North et al., 
2000) show us that people engage with music without the aid of formal musical training nearly 
every day of their lives in some way that is meaningful to them within their own social and 
cultural context that is a part of natural, intuitive human experience. Intuitive musical knowing 
(Bamberger, 1978; Theiss, 1990) is a result of intuitive music listening and experiencing. 
 What is intuitive music listening? I define it as an active, innate, human process by which 
we meaningfully engage music through listening that enables us to create mental representations 
of the music, the creative ‘product’ of intuitive listening. Such representations create a holistic 
framework that becomes our vehicle for remembering, making sense of, and finding meaning in 
a given listening experience. In repeated listenings, this mental representation allows us to 
recognize the piece, to recall objective, subjective, imaginative, and emotional information about 
it; and to make adjustments and additions to the framework with each new encounter. It involves 
an individual’s unique cognitive and affective responses to music that extend beyond the 
listener’s technical understanding of the music. It is intuitive because no formal instruction is 
necessary for this to occur as far as we know, at least in healthy individuals. Focus of attention to 
some degree in some aspect must be present for the intuitive listening process to occur (Behne, 
1997).  

What might the intuitive music listening process look like? Let me suggest a model for 
discussion.  
 In the Model of the Intuitive Listening Process (See Figure 1), the listening experience 
begins with the listener and is filtered through past experiences, including beliefs and attitudes 
(cf., Woody & Burns, 2001). The listener’s well-being and mood state have a primary impact, 
especially on focus. Two external factors precede the intuitive listening experience. First, the 
specific context of the listening experience may have a small or profound effect (e.g., social 
factors, cultural factors, physical surroundings, time of day, events preceding or following) and 
may include motivational factors (e.g., listening for an assignment, listening to figure out a lead 
guitar part for a garage band, or listening for mood regulation). Second, the music itself is an 
external factor (live or recorded), the result of the interaction between the specific musicians and 
the music (the musicians’ particular ‘take’ on the music, their skill level, incidental things that 
may happen during that performance such as a particularly great musical moment or an 
unanticipated misstep). The contexts, music, and past experiences combine with the following 
five types of responses: extramusical responses (associations that are not music-related can 
attach themselves to the music, e.g., “they’re playing our song”); imaginative responses (more 
than passively experiencing the music, the person co-creates the experience along with the 
performers, making it come to life for herself or himself); cognitive responses (formal or factual 
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Figure 1.  Model of the Intuitive Music Listening Process 
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noticing and responding to specific or overall aspects of or about the music); affective responses 
(affect or feeling is aroused, created, remembered); and physical/kinesthetic responses (the body 
responds to the music through outward motion, internal physiological response, or 
imagined/remembered kinesthetic motion). These different types of responses were  
documented in verbal reports of students of different ages in several studies (e.g., Bundra, 1994; 
Dunn, 2008; Rodriguez & Webster, 1997). 
 All of these factors come together in the listening experience through experiencing-in-
action, a constant flux of experiencing during the event where we also interact with expectations 
of what may come, and what does come and does not come as the music unfolds over time. The  
model in Figure 1 shows the interrelatedness of this holistic experience with arrows going in all 
directions for all the factors. The unlimited possibilities for interaction of the different factors 
suggest a possible explanation for the uniqueness of every listening experience, even for a piece 
one has heard multiple times from the same recording. The resulting inner mental representation 
is embodied with meaning, as known by the listener, and forms the basis for reflection, 
remembering and differentiating listening experiences. As one ages and encounters new  
experiences, it is assumed that developmental growth occurs in all aspects of the model, although 
this remains to be demonstrated. 

The question of musical meaning is too complex to be treated here (cf., Almén & 
Pearsall, 2006), but one possible view is that for musical meaning to occur there must be enough 
focus of attention for the mental representation to gain some clarity and definition. Contrary to 
formal listening, however, the focus of attention may be minimal, as when music is playing in 
the background while doing something else. If the listener is still engaged with the music in a 
way that a mental representation is being created, the intuitive listening process is still engaged, 
although it may be at a minimal level (Lineburgh, 1994). If a person is listening to the music, but 
responding mostly by reminiscing about the last time she heard “our song,” the process is still 
engaged. The same would be true of someone working in the yard while listening taking two 
sticks and beating rhythms on trash cans to the music. In a car full of teens talking over the 
blaring radio, someone may say, “Turn it up, this is my favorite part!” even though it seemed no 
one was paying attention. If asked, it’s possible that none of these people could tell you anything 
about the instrumentation or meter or form; yet, they may still be engaged in ways that are 
personally meaningful, that allow them to recognize the music when they hear it again, and they 
are quite possibly adding response information to their holistic mental representations. It may 
also be that there are times when they are not noticing the music at all; in this case, the process is 
mute.  

It is how we interact with all these aspects of the musical listening experience that make 
it special to us. It is more than just notes on a page. It is more than just sounds in the air. It is the 
listener interacting with context, musicians, past experience, and experiencing-in-action that 
have made it a part of every human culture in recorded history and personally important to us 
today. 
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Intuitive Listening Contrasted with Formal Listening 
In school music, we have generally followed a more formal approach to music listening. 

When we teach formal music listening, the listener is no longer in charge of making all the 
decisions, or at least most of them, so the possible responses become somewhat limited as well. 
As we saw earlier, children preferred listening to music at home over school because they were 
able to exercise choice (Boal-Palheiros & Hargreaves, 2001), and when adults have control over 
selecting the music they hear, they were found to be more alert, positive and focused (e.g., 
Sloboda et al., 2001). Teaching formal listening takes the listener out of the central role and puts 
someone else in charge—listening becomes teacher-directed.  

In thinking about the typical kinds of teacher-directed listening experiences in schools 
and colleges, for both general and music students, when contrasted with the intuitive listening 
model, what changes? For discussion, and in very simplistic terms, it appears that the focus of 
such formal learning would fall under cognitive responses, that is, spending most of the listening 
time and energy in having students looking for, identifying, and responding to formal aspects and 
facts of the music (See Figure 2). The cognitive responses are experienced through teacher-
directed activities and experiences. In so doing, what may often occur is a separation of the other 
types of responses from the cognitive response, perhaps a consideration of the “parts,” or of one 
“part”(cognitive response), to the extent that one never really gets back to the “whole” of musical 
experience while in the classroom. Inherent too may be a devaluing of these other responses 
involved in the intuitive music listening experience. Perhaps it is here that school music and life 
music begin to diverge. If school music becomes this one-dimensional, it is  
not only about formal learning; it is also about loss—of any aspect of choice, of music one can 
relate to, of the musical experience as one knows how to relate with it and loves it.  

Certainly, teacher-directed learning has been the model for music teaching for hundreds 
of years, and has been fundamental to music education in the schools. Effective teaching and 
learning can take place in the teacher-directed model. However, it is incumbent on educators to 
be reflective about practice and to focus on the most important outcome: What is best for  
enhancing our students’ lifelong ability to meaningfully engage with music independently, in this 
case, with music listening? Should only teacher-directed learning be involved? Of course not.   

In our quest to promote only formalized music learning in school, we may cause children 
to lose touch with their intuitive musical sense or ‘knowing’ (Bamberger, 1978). Bamberger 
(1982) observed that as students gained in their ability to read and write music, they lost their 
ability to be sensitive to their intuitive figural sense of rhythm; she termed this the ‘wipe-out’ 
phenomenon. Perhaps many of us have experienced this with lessons on our instruments, where 
striving for better technique or tone led to a loss of musicality, hopefully only temporarily. In 
listening to music, perhaps this wipe-out phenomenon is a factor as well. In a music theory 
course, this could easily happen. Being taught and tested for a semester to listen for form in  
Mozart symphonies could cause one to miss listening for the “music” outside of class as well, for 
example.  
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Figure 2. Possible model of the Formal Listening Process 
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Two Types of Listening 
 To sum up this section on the listening process, perhaps we can contrast the two types of 
listening, intuitive and formal, by placing them on a continuum (see Figure 3). The listening life 
of the intuitive listener, begins certainly from birth (Trehub & Nakata, 2001/2002), and likely 
before (Lacanuet, 1996). They are immediately beginning listeners, with the intuitive musical 
listening process engaged as they come to know their life music. By the time they enter 
preschool or Kindergarten, might they be called experienced listeners? Not fully developed, no, 
but they are experienced in certain aspects of their musical lives, and they are fully engaged in a 
lifelong development of intuitive musical knowing (Bamberger, 1978). We need to acknowledge 
that children have musical lives outside of school (hopefully rich ones), and that some teens may 
be experienced listeners, sometimes even highly experienced listeners who may have more 
sophisticated ears than some adults with formal training. As not all may become highly 
experienced listeners (something that would require real focus and energy), I have placed that  
term in brackets. Victorio, the young man in middle school cited earlier with such a vast 
knowledge of Nirvana who could perform complex guitar licks (Williamson, 2005), would be an 
example of a highly experienced listener. For intuitive listening, this can happen without formal 
training. Beyond the early years of childhood, I am not sure if there is a boundary for when one 
can become an experienced intuitive listener. 
 
Figure 3. Two Listening Continuums Contrasted 

Intuitive Listening Continuum

Beginning Listener Experienced Listener [Highly Experienced Listener]

Formal Listening Continuum
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 A major factor in becoming an experienced listener, especially in becoming a highly 
experienced listener, is focus. For a mental representation of the music listening experience to be 
created, a degree of focus must be present. It seems logical that with greater degree of focus on 
the listening experience, there will be more clarity and depth to the experience, giving more 
clarity and definition to the mental representation of the experience and making possible more 
connections with other such experiences.  
 On the continuum for formal listening, unless one is a gifted prodigy, it is unlikely that a 
child would become a beginning listener in a formal way until formal instruction begins. Due to 
the length of time that it takes to begin to perceive specific individual elements (beat, rhythm, 
melody, pitch, meter, dynamics, form, etc.), it may take quite some time to be able to hear 
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elements combining (e.g., Sim’s 1991 study of decentration) or hear them from a large scale 
viewpoint. Cutietta’s (e.g., 1985, 1993; see also Taetle & Cutietta, 2002) work suggests that this 
traditional musical element approach, common to many music curricula, is counter to the way 
the mind intuitively engages music. According to Cutietta, a more sound approach would be non-
elemental, beginning by helping children make holistic categorizations based in musical moods 
or styles. The traditional focus on the cognitive aspects of music listening may lead to a wipe-out 
phenomenon, as the intuitive experiencing of the music is lost to seeking formal understanding, 
hopefully only for a while. In formal listening, everyone is a beginning listener at some point. 
The brackets indicate that unless some training occurs, a person is unlikely to move toward 
becoming a capable listener. When one thinks about it, few become experienced listeners in 
formal listening, and even fewer become highly experienced in this kind of listening. This is 
cause to wonder why this is the case, and whether something can be done to change it. 
 
How to Move Forward 
 Is there no way to bridge the gap between intuitive listening and formal listening? In the 
broader picture, this question brings us to where we began, with the question of how to resolve 
the dissonance between life music and school music; indeed, I think they are part of the same 
cloth.  

Discovering a positive answer to these questions will require us to help students find 
relevance and meaning in music listening experiences in school. I suggest that resolving the 
dissonance between life music and school music will involve: 

1. Engaging and building upon the intuitive music listening process students have known 
since birth;  

2. Realizing that students are already experienced music listeners to some degree (perhaps 
even highly experienced listeners) when they enter our classrooms; while they may not 
have all the vocabulary for what they already know, they are often much more 
sophisticated listeners than we comprehend;  

3. Engaging students in ways that they find personally meaningful and motivating, 
including tasks that have real world relevance;  

4. Either bringing their life music into the classroom, or asking them to apply what they are 
learning using their own life music for class assignments, as part of the curriculum;  

5. And/or involving students in self-constructed learning via listening experiences presented 
through problem-solving, either in individual or group projects. 

Let me share a few ideas of ways these five principles may be put into practice to stimulate 
further discussion and action.   
 
Musical Maps 
 Musical maps have sometimes been used as aids for guided listening in teacher-directed 
lessons and materials. More recently, they have been employed with success as a musical 
problem-solving task to aid in self-constructed learning in the classroom. 



 

 

14 

 A musical map is an icon-like visual representation of an individual’s intuitive, musical 
sense of a piece. The goal of creating a musical map is to have the map look like the music 
sounds to its creator. The intent of this style of mapping is to capture the figural musical gesture 
of each phrase rather than specific metric and pitch information. The figures in the drawings may 
be similar to the trace of an expressive conductor’s conducting pattern with a few metric and 
melodic details. Information encoded in the figural maps may include groupings, motives, 
rhythms, form, energy, articulation and dynamics (Dunn, 1997). 
 Working with students in a music listening course, I asked 29 non-music majors to create 
their own individual musical maps (Dunn, 1997). Students were introduced to an existing map 
(Mozart, Symphony No. 41, Mvt. 3), then asked to map the opening notes of “Eine Kleine 
Nachtmusik”, Mvt. 2, and share the results with the group. Finally, they were given access to a 
recording of the first minute and forty seconds of Delibe’s “Waltz” from Coppelia, a piece 
unfamiliar to them. They took it home over a weekend and brought their maps back to share with 
the class the following week. They reflected in writing on creating their maps, traced their maps 
for the group as the music played, then reflected on watching others’ maps. Next, they were 
asked to trace several others’ maps while the music played, and reflect a final time. Their maps 
and verbal reports were analyzed. The maps appeared to be a successful vehicle for making an 
abstract listening experience concrete. Said one student, “it wasn’t very hard to see that what I 
had on paper looked like what I was hearing” (p. 53). Several comments indicated students were 
thinking in sound as they worked to transform their listening experience into a visual 
representation.    
 More recently, a student taking the same course who was a musician with years of 
training responded to the assignment with this comment:  

The idea of mapping has influenced the way I think about listening to music. Before this 
class I always knew music could mean something different to different people but I never 
realized people could listen to music differently. Through mapping I saw that people 
heard different things than I did. Their maps were tangible representations of the fact that 
though we listened to the same piece of music it actually sounded different to different 
people. Some heard sharp lines, others curves, and some mapped sounds I hadn’t even 
noticed even though I listened to the piece at least twenty times. At first I looked at their 
maps and to be quite honest thought – wow they are wrong.  But when they traced their 
own maps I realized that theirs were as right to them as mine was to me. It still baffles me 
that people can hear different things in the same piece of music but it makes me 
appreciate both music and the human brain all the more. It also turns one piece of music 
into fourteen when the class shares their maps as I see/hear things I did not before.  
Fascinating really.  

After this initial mapping experience, students were asked to map a piece from their own music 
libraries, then bring a recording and share their maps with the class. This was a pattern for the 
course: any problem-solving listening strategy we explored in class, they were asked to apply to 
a piece from their own music library. Another mapping assignment had them create a 
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background musical map, ignoring the melodic elements of the music. This was a challenge for 
most of the students, but it was an enlightening experience which led to a great deal of discussion 
after sharing their maps. One of the delightful outcomes was students telling me how many 
pieces they would go through before selecting just the right piece, sometimes taking hours of 
listening before they even started on the actual assignment. 

As she considered the results of her mapping study observing small groups of fifth grade 
students, Blair (2008) found a connection with Bamberger’s term “felt paths” (Bamberger, 1991, 
p. 10), internalized sequences of actions such as when one performs a well-learned piece on an 
instrument. Blair extended this term to felt pathways in the case of music listening, saying she 
believes “that through tools like creating musical maps, students can form pathways of knowing 
and feeling while listening to music, in addition to paths that Bamberger describes that are 
formed when performing music.” They are internally created pathways, the result of imaginative 
response of mind and body as one listens. The maps provide a concrete, visual frame for reliving 
the listening experience, for further exploration of the experience, and for sharing the listening 
experience with others. Since the students all worked with the same piece, they were given an 
opportunity to view others’ similar yet unique felt pathways when they shared their musical 
maps in the ‘performances.’  
 Kerchner (2009) used an intrinsic case study (Stake, 1995) inquiry to follow her 
experience introducing mapping as a part of teaching a middle school general music class 
(grades 6-8) made up of mostly at-risk and a few gifted students not interested in participating in 
music ensembles. She documented the process of the students’ first experience following 
another’s map, being drawn into reworking parts of that map to make it look right, and 
eventually buying into a project of taking on a piece and finding a way to map it on their own or 
in small groups. The presentation day became a big event in their lives, both musically and 
socially. Said Kerchner: “I wondered how many times in their schooling these adolescents would 
encounter situations that invited creative problem-solving, in which their unique solutions would 
be accepted and celebrated because they were meaningful to them, instead of fitting a construct 
imposed by a teacher” (p. 28). She makes the connection with Vygotsky (1978) that learning is 
internalized through a contextualized process involving past and present experiences, cultural 
artifacts, and interaction with peers and adults. This study makes a strong case for self-
constructed listening experiences in the school, and using problem-solving tasks such as 
mapping to give students control over the outcome of a music listening learning task. Particularly 
compelling is the success she finds with the type of student who does not typically respond to the 
traditional model of general music or ensemble curriculum. 
 
Creating Soundtracks for Film Clips 

Students can find personal meaning and relevance when real-world problem solving tasks 
involving music are brought into the classroom. As one example, Greher (2002) found putting 
music to film clips was a real-world activity middle school students could relate to. “Having 
students experiment with putting music and sound effects against film to see how different 
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moods, rhythms and melodies affect the pacing and feel of a film, [put] them at the center of 
their learning” (p. 21). Despite working through a number of challenges, students moved from 
skepticism to being willing participants, engrossed in the project and passionate about what they 
were creating. Students became active listeners, engaged a variety of genres they may not have 
willingly listened to before, and did so in a supportive social environment. This type of problem 
solving approach to music listening is worthy of emulation in other types of real-world activities.   
 
Listening Literacy 
 Another idea that may help us bridge the gap between life music and school music is an 
expanded idea of music literacy. Borrowing from the world of literacy, Broomhead (2008) has 
applied the concept of multiliteracies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) to music education. In the 
expanded view of multiliteracies, literacy is no longer limited to drawing meaning from written 
texts. Texts are understood to be multimodal representations of meaning, such as visual, aural, 
gestural/kinesthetic, tactile, oral, and spatial. For example, to understand an event in history, 
texts might include a personal history, photographs, memorabilia, visiting where it took place, 
films, a visit from a participant, and writing about the experience.  

Using this approach, Broomhead similarly takes music literacy beyond reading and 
writing music. He defines music literacy as the ability to act appropriately with and make 
meaning from a variety of musical texts. A musical text can be anything that a creator has 
intentionally embodied with meaning, such as musical scores, a conductor’s movements, an 
instrument, a performance, and even listening to a recording.  
 Music listening literacy, according to Broomhead, is “the ability to negotiate listening-
oriented texts such as live performances, recordings on CD, radio and other media, and fellow 
ensemble members” (p. 1). Some of the listening literacies that can be taught include those we 
would expect: the ability to match sounds with symbols, recognizing form and patterns, and 
recognizing instruments. Some are more unexpected: being open to new sounds, connecting 
music with our inner life, connecting our personal experience to those of others through music, 
and feeling comfort through music. He believes that a comprehensive list is probably not 
possible; once a text is chosen, the literacies within that text may be identified and explored. 
 The idea of music listening literacy in this expanded view of interpreting texts has some 
interesting implications. Exploring the topics of connecting music to our inner life and 
connecting our personal experience to those of others through music, for example, may be ways 
to address more of the intuitive listening model as well as a way to access students’ life music 
experiences. 
 
The Role of Roles 
 Reimer (2003) proposed that different roles in music require interrelated and varied 
aspects of intelligence: composing, performing, improvising, listening, music theory, 
musicology, and music teaching. It seems useful to apply the idea of roles to the listener and 
wonder if there is any effect on the listening experience when the role is changed. In the Intuitive 
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Music Listening Model, how does one listen as a performer? Does one listen differently as an 
ensemble conductor? Does that have an effect on your listening experience? Would that be 
something worthwhile to develop in our students? How would one do that?  
 One might adapt the ensemble critique form developed by the Arts Propel Project 
(Winner, Davidson & Scripp, 1992) to put students in the role of thinking and listening as an 
ensemble director (see Bauer, 2008). Using this form, students are asked to record and listen to 
their own performance. They use the form to critique their own individual performance as well 
as the ensemble’s performance, and to list suggestions for remedying problems they may have 
heard. This can be the departure point for student-led activities, including discussion, small and 
large group rehearsal, informed individual practice, and further recording for critique. Putting 
students into the role normally held by the teacher may have a long-term impact.  

Obviously, a high level conductor does much more than find and correct simple errors; 
the ensemble critique form may be a way to begin to address what a truly fine conductor does as 
she listens and shapes a wonderfully musical performance. Another approach might be to buy 
two scores for each piece, and each day, have one student sit by the director in an ensemble and 
simply follow along with the extra score, then hold a brief discussion after class. Would that 
make a long term difference? Would a percussionist’s listening experience be different than what 
she has heard since sixth grade band? Would that be important? Of course, one hopes the 
director is providing a model worth listening to/watching.  

What other listening roles might be important to be explored? Using Reimer’s list, a 
composer, an improviser, a music theorist, a musicologist (perhaps an ethnomusicologist?), even 
a music teacher? Perhaps a record producer, an American Idol judge, a music critic? It seems 
likely that there is potential for exploration and study here as well. 
 
New Courses   

New courses for the ‘general student’ in secondary schools need to be developed 
focusing on or including music listening as a primary element. Courses for highly experienced 
listeners—or to help develop skills to become a highly developed listeners—that are not based 
on the typical music training model could be developed. What might a listening course focused 
on self-constructed learning look like? Popular music, music from local culture, or music from 
many cultures might be included, as guided and selected by the teacher and the students. Perhaps 
a course could be organized simply around “great pieces,” sampling from the vast array of 
available musics, current and bygone, popular and classical, but ignoring labels that have divided 
styles and periods in the past. Hargreaves, Marshall and North (2003) note that in this time of 
globalization and internet, people have nearly instant access to and unlimited choice of any kind 
of music in many different venues, and they make up their own minds; determining what is 
‘serious’ music and what is ‘popular’ music is less important or meaningful than the music itself. 
And we have yet to explore all the possibilities technology has to offer for music listening 
learning experiences as well. 
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Conclusion 
 As we look forward, music listening needs to move from the shadows to a focus of music 
instruction that is meaningful to students. Finding ways to narrow or eradicate the gap between 
school music and life music is crucial.  Effective learning experiences in music listening will 
involve the full range of the intuitive listening process and will recognize and build upon the 
musical listening experience of the individual. I have provided just a few suggestions of how this 
may be done, but the opportunities for exploration in this area are tremendous, especially as we 
seek to connect with the ways people use music in everyday life. 
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