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Quality school music education aims to establish an enduring engagement with music for students, 
from which lifelong benefits flow. The benefits go well beyond any simple calculation of return on 
investment: music is a counterweight to the emotional and mental health distress and the sense of 
dislocation that is rampant among young people in these turbulent times. Music education is an 
antidote and an educational booster in the same package.  

 

 
 
 
BUILDING ON CREATIVE AUSTRALIA 
The scope and supporting statements reference Creative Australia as is evident in the pillars upon 
which the new National Cultural Policy is to be built. 
 
On the question of education Creative Australia recognised that “Everyone has the right to an arts 
education in school and the chance to reap the benefits it offers”. That policy has much to 
recommend it, including: its recognition the high level of community support for the Arts in 
education; its appreciation of the international evidence on the benefits; and the importance of the 
foundations that education can provide in nurturing cultural appreciation and engagement. 
 
It remains true - and critically important to affirm – that: 

..arts education is not only about developing the skills for a career as a creative professional. 
An arts-rich education that starts at school helps young people think critically and develop a 
strong sense of identity and high self-esteem. It also assists to develop future audiences, 
consumers and creators. Engagement in the arts at school also improves students’ 
performance in other areas of the curriculum, in particular for children who are ‘at risk’ and 
face other life challenges.  

 

Recommendation 1: That the National Cultural Policy include the explicit recognition of the 
importance of quality, sequential and ongoing music education for all Australian children and 
identify quality music education for primary school children as an immediate priority backed by 
several initial undertakings. To support this we suggest: 

• Establishing expectations of a ‘quality’ music education. A critical starting point is to 
explicitly recognise that the evidenced benefits (of music education) are dependent 
on a quality music education and an understanding of just what constitutes a 
‘quality’ music education. Music Education: Right From the Start has sought to 
address this question and has developed its understanding drawing on the available 
research and evidence in consultation with a broad spectrum of advisers. That 
document is available here. 

• Increasing the provision of support and training for teachers (current and pre-service) 
to provide quality sequential classroom music education. 

• Providing support for embedding strong music programs (via organisational 
partnerships and State/Federal funding and policy initiatives) for schools with low 
scores on the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (‘low ICSEA schools’). 

• Connecting State and Federal Cultural and Education Ministers to address the 
opportunities of an integrated approach to arts education 

Recommendation 2: That the National Cultural Policy extend its recognition of the centrality of First 
Nations heritage and culture to support for First Nations engagement in the evolution of quality music 
education in Australian schools. 
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We would also note that Creative Australia boldly stated that: 

The transformative capacity of arts and creative thinking will be accessible to every child 
through the new national arts curriculum, which supports a new generation of creators and 
audiences. This universal access to the arts curriculum will strengthen Australia’s voice and 
develop creative thinking in every young Australian regardless of the career pathway they 
pursue.  

It is here, where the rubber hits the road so to speak, that we would argue the new National 
Cultural Policy needs to give its greatest attention. While we commend the existence of a national 
curriculum in the arts and its recent review, it is not enough. Teaching time, training and a 
recognition of the place and purpose of music and the arts within a leading education among school 
leadership is required to teach the curriculum inclusive of all 5 art forms covered. For we can say 
that when it comes to music education currently, the reality is that the demonstrably transformative 
benefits of music education are simply not available to an unacceptably high number of Australia’s 
primary students. 
 
We have identified a number of key barriers to delivering universal access to quality music education 
(see Music Education: A Sound Investment).  
 
These are essentially practical matters open to practical solutions; for example, properly equipping 
primary school teachers to confidently and competently deliver music in their classrooms through 
improved Initial Teacher Education, professional development and structured support such as 
mentoring and peer support. Underpinning this is the need to invest in research to understand 
better what arts learning is actually taking place in schools nationally. 
 

FIRST NATIONS: RECOGNISING AND RESPECTING THE CRUCIAL PLACE OF THESE STORIES AT THE 
CENTRE OF OUR ARTS AND CULTURE 
We are particularly conscious that music is deeply embedded in First Nations cultures, histories and 
experiences.  We acknowledge and respect the richness of these living traditions. In saying this, we 
are conscious that First Nations peoples themselves are best placed to guide and advise on how this 
recognition is embedded in a national cultural policy. 

For us, seeking advice and guidance from First Nations songmen and songwomen, musicians and 
educators in our efforts to ensure that the benefits of quality music education are not only available 
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students but embrace their own deep cultural roots in the 
education of all primary students, is a priority moving forward.     
 
 
A PLACE FOR EVERY STORY: REFLECTING THE DIVERSITY OF OUR STORIES AND THE CONTRIBUTION 
OF ALL AUSTRALIANS AS THE CREATORS OF CULTURE 
A quality music education acknowledges cultural and artistic backgrounds of the students, and the 
diversity of genres and cultural traditions. It is delivered by school teachers at times supported by 
external specialists and parents and community members.  

 
THE CENTRALITY OF THE ARTIST: SUPPORTING THE ARTIST AS WORKER AND CELEBRATING THEIR 
ROLE AS THE CREATORS OF CULTURE 
We advocate that all people, throughout all stages of their lives, are makers of music in addition to 
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consumers. As such an appreciation, understanding, and learning of music and the broader arts needs 

to be embedded within the foundations of our learning systems. 

Quality music education is learning and teaching that results in musical and cognitive development 
that provides:  

• continual support for the social and emotional wellbeing and academic development of 
students throughout their school years 

• a deep appreciation and understanding of music as an artform that will be maintained into 
adult life  

• positive and permanent cognitive enhancement that will be maintained into adult life 

It recognises that music is for all – coming to music with different abilities, social and cultural 
experiences students learn to value the rich diversity of musical genres, instruments and traditions.  

It appreciates the joy that music making brings – students learn to seek the intrinsic reward that 
working consistently on their music making can bring. 

 
STRONG INSTITUTIONS: PROVIDING SUPPORT ACROSS THE SPECTRUM OF INSTITUTIONS WHICH 
SUSTAIN OUR ARTS AND CULTURE 
We believe that this is a critical consideration in establishing a genuinely transformative National 
Cultural Policy. While it may be too much to hope for a ‘whole of government’ policy with teeth we 
would suggest that as a minimum: 

• The National Cultural Policy should establish the principles that would guide all relevant 
departments in ensuring that their own efforts support the recognition, nurturing and 
development of “diverse, vibrant and sustainable arts, entertainment and cultural sector 
now and into the future”.  

• Address the needs and expectations of key portfolios. 

• Firmly establish the expectations that a quality, sequential and ongoing music education is 
available to every Australian primary school student with a clear intention of additional 
support into the secondary years.   

Policy Implementation 
We also support the suggestions proposed by the Philanthropy Australia Arts Funders Network 
regarding policy implementation, which relate particularly to building strong institutions, including: 

• National Cultural Policy to be a whole-of-government policy with each department 
responsible for embedding policy within its activities and reporting on progress against 
shared KPIs, 

• Each Minister to employ a Cultural Officer, responsible for connecting the departments 
within that Minister’s remit with the National Cultural Policy, 

• Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet to employ a Cultural Secretary responsible for 
managing Cultural Officers, and 

• Create a four-year review cycle for Natural Cultural Policy. Commit to creating a dynamic, 
iterative, and evolving policy that balances immediate opportunities with long term vision. 

 
 




