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The concept of art as an act of revolution—as a 
means to foment change, spur consciousness, 
and imagine new realities—is as old as art itself. 
For example, drums would sound to unseen 
others, and cave images explored individuals’ 
relationships to known and unknown animal 
species. Even so, it can be challenging to see how 
classical music, with its deeply established norms 
and traditions, may help us articulate a new vision 
for the world. Does a performance of a beloved, 
popular classical masterpiece performed by black 
and brown students from an under-resourced area, 
constitute imagining a new reality? Or does this 
perpetuate the troubling assumption of classical 
music as a vehicle for some kind of cultural 
ascension? 

Perhaps it begins with viewing music as an 
action. Christopher Small describes a musical 
performance as “…an activity in which two or 
more people engage together… all those present, 
both performers and listeners, are engaging in the 
encounter, and all are contributing to its nature 
through the relationships they establish with one 
another during the performance.” In other words, if 
the act of playing music together allows the music 
makers and the audience to create an expanded 
vision of the world, perhaps this performance is an 
act of revolution. Maybe the question is, “How do 
we get the norms and traditions of classical music 
out of the way, in order to allow for this expansion?”

A new publication from Americans for the 
Arts, titled The Teaching Artist Companion to 
Aesthetic Perspectives: Attributes of Excellence 
in Arts for Change, describes 11 strategies for 
successful arts for change approaches. Authors 
Dennie Palmer Wolf and Jeannette Rodríguez 
Píneda explore what happens when teaching 
artists bring commitment, communal meaning, 
disruption, cultural integrity, emotional experience, 
sensory experience, risk-taking, openness, 
resourcefulness, coherence, and stickiness into 
their work with young people. Though many of the 
examples come from visual arts, these attributes 
also apply to re-thinking music as a verb—an 
action bringing people together. 

What if teaching artists focused on communal 
meaning, and exchanged the notion of 

implementing a conductor’s vision for the model 
of community players exploring shared meanings 
through music to deliver their message? What 
if students learned that a vital part of being 
a musician was the ability to hear multiple 
perspectives, try different possibilities, and build 
shared understandings? 

At Community MusicWorks, students in our 
Daily Orchestra Program rehearse without a 
conductor. We teach and model music making 
as a collaborative, community-building exercise 
where all voices are important. Recently, when 
the group was writing lyrics for a performance, 
there was a near tie on which verse to use. “The 
other side got one more vote, so I guess we lose,” 
said one student disconsolately. Adrienne Taylor, 
CMW teacher, encouraged the students to think 
about other solutions. “It’s true that our democracy 
sometimes works that way,” she noted, “but there 
are other ways that democracy can work.” This 
concept led to a conversation about other ways of 
reaching a decision, and after more discussion, 
the group wrote a new verse with elements of each 
previous verse. Rather than a “loss of valuable 
rehearsal time,” we saw this as a gain in shared 
musicianship.

Another strategy is disruption, or the use of art to 
make what has been hidden visible. This poses 
new ways of being, and models new forms of 
action. Who makes the ensemble’s meaningful 
choices? How can students and teachers invent 
new ways of practicing, rehearsing, listening, 
and reflecting? Who are the voices missing from 
repertoire, and why? How can concerts be re-
imagined to include student voices? 

The 11 attributes are rooted in the practices 
of master teaching artists. They are strategies, 
not solutions—to invite teaching artists across 
disciplines to think about each and every detail of 
their practice as a possible lever for change.

Aesthetic Perspectives from a Musical Viewpoint 
By Chloë Kline, Community MusicWorks; Education Director and Resident Musician, and 
In Conversation: Dennie Palmer Wolf, Researcher and Author, Principal at WolfBrown

EDITORIAL
And so begins a new chapter. Since May 
2019, a transition has been taking place 
behind the scenes of The Ensemble, as its 
founders, Eric Booth and Tricia Tunstall, 
prepared to turn over the newsletter to Longy 
School of Music of Bard College. This October 
issue marks the official transition point.

As your new Managing Editor of The 
Ensemble, I spent much of the summer 
reflecting on our role as its new steward. 
Transitions can mean new voices and new 
directions. New leaders are brought in when 
profound change is sought. What, then, should 
be our new direction? How should Longy set a 
new course for The Ensemble? 

The answer is simple. We don’t need to 
change a thing. Eric and Tricia crafted this 
resource for the field so expertly that our first 
job as its steward is to keep doing what is so 
clearly working. The Ensemble is for you—the 
teachers, program leaders, supporters and 
volunteers, funders, curious musicians, and 
forever-students of our movement. 

It is a publication meant to reflect and 
stimulate the field, anticipating new thought 
models and providing a forum for inspiration, 
dialogue, dissent, and understanding. The 
Ensemble is a coach, a guide, a window into 
the extraordinary work you do. Staying the 
course is the best direction we can set, and it 
is an honor to be on this journey with you. 

My own work in El Sistema began first at 
YOLA at HOLA where I was a teaching artist; 
I then became Program Director at YOLA at 
LACHSA, and on faculty for Longy’s Master 
of Arts in Teaching program in Los Angeles. 
As Assistant Professor of Music Education at 
Northern Illinois University, I continue to teach 
young do-ers and future change makers, 
and to ponder and question how we can 
collectively improve our teaching, the field, 
and ourselves. It is a homecoming for me 
to be aligned once more with Longy, whose 
ongoing dedication to El Sistema combines 
music artistry with service to the community. I 
am eager to hear your voices and share your 
creativities, passions, ideas, and challenges.

Christine D’Alexander

“In forty years of medical practice, I have found only two types of non-pharmaceutical ‘therapy’ to be vitally important 
for patients with chronic neurological diseases: music and gardens.” — Oliver Sacks, neurologist, author

JOIN DENNIE PALMER WOLF for a live discussion 
delving deeper into these ideas, in a webinar co-
hosted with the Global Leaders Program, Nov. 1, 
noon–1 pm Eastern Time. To attend, send an email to 
theensemble@longy.edu and you will be sent a 
webinar link on 10/31.
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 News Notes
The Harmony Program explored international 
connections during its annual summer camp. 
Sites in Chinatown, Washington Heights, and 
Jamaica, Queens were paired with El Sistema 
Greece, South Korea’s Heart to Heart Orchestra, 
and Cuba’s Korimakao. They exchanged 
repertoire to rehearse, learned about new 
cultures, and shared performance videos. For 
example, in Queens, the students received an 
arrangement of “Arirang,” often considered the 
anthem of Korea. They learned about the origin 
of the song, listened to several recordings (with 
and without lyrics), and studied unique musical 
features, including different intervals and rhythms. 
The conclusion of the project, now underway, 
involves exchanging, via email, reflections on 
their learning experiences. For more information, 
contact: anne@harmonyprogram.org 

Here is some “newspaper news” that may 
impact Sistema programs. A long-dormant 
teaching artist employment issue may be rising 
into our programs because of a brand new law 
in California. The issue: are teaching artists 
employees or independent contractors? The 
answer has significant financial consequences—
not just in California. Read here: Teaching Artist 
Guild: teachingartistsguild.org/making-teaching-
artists-employees/

Resources
Growth Mindset is an education philosophy 
and set of practices that has found widespread 
embrace throughout education. Many in the 
Sistema world have adopted it as an effective 
way to evolve more traditional music education 
practices toward Sistema’s social development 
goals. The excellent online Mindset Kit contains 
free online lessons and practices to help teach 
and foster adaptive beliefs about learning. In 
addition to its wealth of practical guidance for 
teachers, it includes sections for parents and 
mentors. mindsetkit.org You can also learn more 
about Dr. Carol Dweck, Growth Mindset, and 
how intelligence can be developed, by visiting 
mindsetworks.com/science/ 

Is your Sistema program part of a school’s music 
education? Give A Note (GAN) supports creative, 
impactful, and sustainable programs in public 
school music classrooms. What matters most 
to GAN is connection to the local community. 
“Community Benefit” is the area in the application 
review that is most heavily weighted, and 
this year they have added a special focus on 
Innovation. Apply for the 2020 Music Education 
Innovator Award until October 11. Go to: 
giveanote.org/initiatives/music-education-
innovator-award/

Music Learning as Youth Development explores 
how music programs can contribute to young 
people’s social, emotional, cognitive, and artistic 
capacities in the context of life-long musical 
development. It is argued that MLYD programs 
should particularly focus on the curiosity and 
views of young people who guide the teachers, 
musicians, pedagogy, and music with which 
they interact. From fields of progressive music 
education, authors share their perspectives 
on approaches that can lead to new ways of 
enabling youth learners as they transition to 
adulthood. https://tinyurl.com/y4hmwnbo 

In The Entrepreneurial Artist: Lessons from Highly 
Successful Creatives, Aaron Dworkin, founder 
of Sphinx offers guidance for achieving personal 
and professional artistic fulfillment. Drawing 
on lessons from classical masters including 
Shakespeare and Mozart, and contemporaries 
such as Marin Alsop, Midori, and Wynton 
Marsalis, his 13 stories advise and guide artists 
from all mediums on how to realize one’s goals. 
tinyurl.com/y4rq8dup

As announced in the last issue, a webinar with 
Dalouge Smith on his September lead article 
“Scaling Up Our Movement” was recorded and is 
available (thanks to El Sistema USA) at tinyurl.
com/yxqllnnj

Subscription Information
To subscribe for yourself or others, or  

to update your information: 
longy.edu/ensemble-news/

Back issues are always available at: 
theensemblenewsletters.com/ensemble-archive

Action for the Month: Speak Up for Free Lunch Programs for Sistema Students Who Need Them
Over 500,000 students would lose eligibility for free school lunches under the Trump administration’s proposed changes to the Supple-
mental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). A required public posting of the Dept. of Agriculture’s proposal didn’t mention this severe 
impact of the rule changes, which would hurt many of our Sistema-program students who rely on free school lunches. Write your concern 
to Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue, U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1400 Independence Ave., S.W., Washington, DC 20250.  
Read more here (including sample letter).

Making a Difference with 
Mariachi Music 
By Juan Morales, Mariachi practitioner and 
Director, The Mariachi Studio, Delano, CA 
Advocacy for culturally responsive music curricula 
that can be used as tools of empowerment for 
youth in marginalized areas has been the focus of 
my work for two decades. At The Mariachi Studio, 
we use mariachi rather than classical music as 
an agent of social change; but we have many 
characteristics in common with programs directly 
inspired by El Sistema.
Mariachi is an ensemble musical form and 
provides the same benefits as playing in a 
classical orchestra: the skills of listening, 
cooperating, and harmonizing, which ultimately 
contribute to harmony of the human spirit. Like 
classical music, mariachi lends itself to peer 
teaching, and can be performed in a variety of 
venues and performance settings.
There are also important differences between 
mariachi and classical music that can be beneficial 
in our students’ learning process. For example, 
mariachi is both a vocal and an instrumental 
genre. Therefore, all of our students are 
encouraged to learn to play and sing. 
Another difference is that mariachi, as an 
expression of Mexican culture, is the folk genre 
most meaningful to our students’ families. As they 
gain proficiency, they experience pride not only 
in their musical prowess but also in their cultural 
heritage. It helps them build strong bonds with 
their communities and bridge the gap between 
themselves and their familial elders. 
Finally, our students’ growing skills are 
commercially and musically valuable. Many 
student ensembles perform regularly on weekends 
and receive compensation. For our mostly low-
income student families, this is particularly crucial.
Our academy is proud that in a region with one of 
the state’s lowest high school graduation rates, we 
have celebrated over 40 college graduations with 
our alumni, plus our many alumni who entered 
military, trade, and law enforcement schools. 
Some have also pursued professional careers in 
mariachi. 
We use high-quality mariachi music education to 
empower our students to dream far beyond their 
current realities, attend college, and break the 
cycle of generational poverty in their community. 
Our ultimate goal is not to make more professional 
musicians or music educators, but to give our 
students something to be proud of—themselves—
so that they can thrive in college and adult life.
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