
Art critic John Ruskin once wrote, “The education of a young artist should be a matter of the head, the heart 

and the hand.” My teaching philosophy mirrors this sentiment, as I strive to engage students in a 

transformational learning experience that encompasses the hand (craft, practice) the head (study, discourse) 

and the heart (empathy, visceral connection). In my classroom, I endeavor for students to master an aesthetic, 

expressive and academic understanding of music, as well as master its practical execution. As participants in 

the fine arts, we construct a multitude of identities: we are performers and storytellers; composers and 

creative agents; art critics and informed consumers of art. Given the comprehensiveness of our musical 

identities, educators have an obligation towards a comprehensive critical pedagogy in music education. 

In the classroom, I function as a facilitator and experienced guide for student learning. In my classroom, I 

believe in a student-centered education in which learning is achieved via collaborative experience. In this 

regard, my practices embrace opportunities for student leadership, experimentation and discourse-based 

activities in which students achieve knowledge through social learning. These collaborative experiences will 

be realized in a culturally diverse selection of curriculum that represents and reflects the diverse experience 

of the students themselves: students must see themselves reflected in the learning experience as they embrace 

their pursuit of Ruskin’s “Head, Heart and Hand” thesis: 

The Head: As written by activist and educator David Elliott, “We want people to experience art and think 

about it. The art reflects our time, it is about our culture.” As such, it is integral that each student is made to 

think about all art, especially art-making which is unfamiliar to them. By exposing young artists to 

multicultural education, they are inherently expected to challenge their worldview. By teaching music as 

both a product of its culture and a composite of discrete musical ideas, I seek to encourage my students to 

engage in higher orders of thinking: students are expected not only to identify and manipulate the structures 

of music, but to engage in thoughtful and critical discourse on its conception.  

To me, music is defined as the curation of sound and sound’s conception. As such, young artists should be 

trained in the critical discourse and explication of musical thought. In the same way that a literary critic 

would examine the discrete elements of a novel (such as theme, metaphor, and symbolism), students in my 

classes will be tasked with the examination of music on a semiotic level. By examining and appreciating the 

elements of music, they will be able to engage with music in an active and meaningful way. Particularly in 

an era in which we are saturated with different forms of media, it is vital for students to acquire a thorough 

understanding of music so they may become informed and engaged participants in the fine arts, rather than 

passive consumers. 

The Heart: For much of human history, art making has existed globally as a social-emotional means of 

communication. We routinely create music to tell stories to one another and to convey emotional meaning. 

Music is inherently tied to personhood, and as such, the concept of “personhood” is a structural aspect of 



music education: I hold inclusivity and mutual respect among my students in the highest regard.  Each 

student with whom I work brings their entire personhood to my classroom: their culture; race; gender; 

socioeconomic background; experience; history. Each of those unique combinations is worthy and deserving 

of representation, respect and expression. Although each of us brings a unique narrative into the classroom, I 

strive to teach informed universality and empathy, in which each student understands that while we all have 

an unreproducible chemistry of background and experience, we are tied together by incredibly visceral and 

human “One-ness." In my classes, Students will strive for sensitivity, self-awareness, and visceral connection 

to music and strive for authentic, empathetic realizations of the selected repertoire. 

The Hand: Students will master the technical and practical aspects of music (proper technique in the 

creation, composition and performance of music, otherwise known as “craft”). Students in my classroom are 

expected to endeavor to the height of their individual potential. As young artists and creative practitioners, a 

student’s only competition exists within themselves as artist, and not with their colleagues and collaborators. 

As per the theories of Benjamin Bloom (Psychomotor domains), students will engage in experience-based 

learning and creative pursuits including composition, improvisation and musical experimentation. By 

experiencing music as practitioners, my student musicians will be responsible for not only the understanding 

of music, but frequent and careful execution of that music, both as interpreters and creators (composers). In 

this regard, musicianship skills and music theory are at the forefront of every level of my curriculum. In the 

same way that a math teacher would expect students to master mathematical computation such as addition, 

subtraction, multiplication and division, my students are expected to master the computational structures of 

music including all elements of music literacy, form, and harmony.  

Though students will come to class with varying level of ability, proclivity and interest in the subject matter, 

all students have the ability to learn. As an educator, I have the ethical responsibility to instill both efficacy 

and curiosity within my students, with which students will be unstoppable in their pursuit of their individual 

potential. I place emphasis on what my students can do and how they can pursue the “next step” beyond 

where they are.  

As stated above—every student has the ability to learn: my obligation is to lead them to the path they want to 

pursue and imbue them with the tools for success. Though not every student will develop to be a world-class 

musician, this is not necessarily the goal. I believe that I have succeeded as an educator if I produce students 

that pursue art and life from a place of deep empathy and reflection, ravenous curiosity and willingness to 

learn, and fearless pursuit of their individual goals.  


