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The Chapter presents cross-cultural aspects of music lessons as a result of an in-
ternational exploratory study and two music lessons from different countries il-
lustrating some of the cross-cultural aspects. They make double meaning evident
and bring up the hypothesis on interferences between musical and educational
practices in classrooms.

In this chapter1 we want to present (1) cross-cultural aspects of music lessons
as a result of an international and comparative exploratory study and (2) two
music lessons from different countries, which illustrate some of the verbalized
aspects from the international exploratory study and lead us to possible dif-
ferent meanings. This brings up a thesis about (3) interferences between mu-
sical and educational cultures in classrooms.

The Starting Point: An International and Comparative Exploratory
Study Generates Cross-cultural Categories for Comparing 
Music Lessons

Five different groups of students, each from different countries, had the task
to compare music lessons on video with their own experiences from school.
The results of their presentations and the plenary discussions were the data
to generate international and cross-cultural categories for music lessons.

1 This is an adapted version of Interferences between Musical and Pedagogical Cultures, pu-
blished in: Rakhkochkine, Alexander/Koch-Priewe, Barbara/Hallitzky, Maria/Störtländer,
Jan Christoph/Trautmann, M. (eds.) 2016. There are two reasons why we include this arti-
cle in this book: it refers to two of the lessons-on-dvd published together with this book; af-
ter it was published in a more general pedagogical context we now want to put it into a mu-
sic educational context.

335

In: Christopher Wallbaum (Ed.): Comparing International Music Lessons on Video. Dresden 2019 
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:bsz:14-qucosa2-337705

http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:bsz:14-qucosa2-337705


The setting of the study

It was in the year 2011 in Aveiro, a village in Portugal, where a so-called “In-
tensive Programme” took place. It was supported by the European Union.
30 student music teachers and 5 lecturers from 5 countries worked on topics
and issues concerning music education for two weeks. The situation gave us
the opportunity to do a little exploratory study. One precondition was the fact
that we had videos from three German music lessons from different federal
states of Germany in our bag (Wallbaum, 2010). The stills Fig. 1–3 may give
a rough idea of them. 

You can see the teacher of the Hamburg-Lesson2 (Fig. 1) sitting in the back-
ground and observing a group of self-organized singing students. The teacher
of the Saxony-Lesson (Fig. 2) explains music theory to her students, who are
sitting in two rows at their tables with keyboards. The teacher of the
Thuringia-Lesson (Fig. 3) is sitting at the piano, conducting a group of in-
strumentalists and a second group of singers and dancers. The videos were
produced on DVD with three video tracks each, so that the user could choose
between three angles by himself.3

The 5 national groups from Estonia, Germany, Netherlands, Portugal and
Sweden were asked
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2 The titles Hamburg-, Saxony- and Thuringia-Lesson shall only make transparent the re-
spective institutional context.

3 You can order the DVDs at the German Publishing House Olms Verlag.

Fig. 1: Hamburg-Lesson Fig. 2: Saxony-Lesson Fig. 3: Thuringia-Lesson
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1. to select one of the three lessons (based on short cuts of 15 min) which
they regarded as the most similar compared to those they knew from
school and to give reasons for their decision, then

2. to watch the selected lesson as a whole, to discuss it in a group and to
take notes on the similarities or differences, compared to the music les-
sons they know from their own school experience;

3. to present their results with a poster about three verbalized aspects (the-
ses 1, 2, 3) combined with three stills from the most similar lesson to talk
about implicit differences in the culture of music education of their coun-
try.

The plenary discussions were audio-recorded and transcribed. 

The results of the study

To explain the process of generating cross-cultural categories for comparing
music lessons we want to show the results of two groups.4 We chose these two
group works, because in the next part of this chapter they can be related to
new videos of music lessons of their country, which were produced a year
later in 2012. All quotations are taken from the posters and the transcribed
presentations and plenary discussions in 2011.

Group A (from Estonia) saw the most similarities in the practice of the
Saxony-Lesson. The structure of the lesson was identified as  the key reason
for this similarity. The other statements can be concentrated on the categories:
instruments, attitude and posture and other aspects (Fig. 4).

IV.2 Interferences between Musical and Educational Cultures in Classrooms

4 You can see  the results of all the groups in Wallbaum (2013a) and (2013b).
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Fig 4: Aspects of classroom practice in music lessons (group A)

Group B (from Sweden) chose the Thuringia-Lesson. Here they saw the most
similarities to their own experiences in school. The group stated the seating
plan and the laid-back attitude of the teacher as crucial reasons. Some state-
ments verify the categories instruments and attitude and posture. Others do
not fit to the existing concepts, which is why it was necessary to generate
new categories like sound and musical style and seating plan. The structure
of the lesson was not reflected in the work of group B (Fig. 5).

We chose the two groups just described, because they can be related to
the videos, which were produced a year later in 2012. In total, the analysis
of the results of all five groups generated the following list of categories even
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Aspects of classroom practice in music lessons (group A)

• “We have the same structure of lesson. We start with
this warm-up body percussion stuff, we have this
theory part, we have the singing part and we have
the playing instruments part. And that’s all in this
lesson also.” – “There are also some differences.”

– Structure of a lesson

• “In Estonia they are always singing and learn a lot
about singing.”

• “Estonia doesn’t have keyboards (thesis 1), some-
times they have a cittern (6-string), a guitar and
recorders for the whole class.”

– Instruments

• The singing posture is very important in Estonia
(thesis 2). “Stand straight, and then it’s good to
sing.” – „And it’s only the singing position, but also
playing the piano [...], how to play the recorder. You
have to have the right posture.” – “You have to hold
the Orff-instrumentarium sticks always right, in the
right positions.”

• “Sitting with your elbows on the table would not be
acceptable” (comparing two girls at their keyboard).

– Attitude and posture

• Warm-up with singing and body-percussion.
• “Never saw the homophony-polyphony-scheme (the-

sis 3).”

– Other aspects

338



if not all categories were reflected in all groups (the category interaction was
not found in  the data above but from a group C from Germany, see Wall-
baum 2013b):
1. Structure of a lesson and seating plan 
2. Instruments
3. Sound and musical style
4. Attitude and posture
5. Interaction
6. Other aspects, such as using notation.

Fig 5: Aspects of classroom practice in music lessons (group B)
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Aspects of classroom practice in music lessons (group B)

• The seating plan is similar. – Seating plan

• Music in Swedish classrooms is based on pop- and
rock-instruments in this age of the pupils (thesis 1).

• “Very rarely Orff-instrumentarium, if they have any,
they are broken.”

• “Many guitar and/or keyboard classes (25 instru-
ments)”; “it depends on the teacher’s instrument.”

– Instruments

• “Try to be more authentic” (thesis 2); Video: “No
gospel-vocals”; “the beat doesn’t sound right”;
“Gospel with Orff-instruments sounds wrong.”

• “Better to check first, which style of music is to be
played, and only then select the instruments.”

– Sound and musical style

• Laid back attitude of the teacher (like in Sweden). – Attitude and posture

• “Swedish classroom education is often not based on
written notes” (thesis 3).

• “Many songs are taught and learned by ear.”
• “More chord symbols instead of written notes.” –

“Many 1-3-5-chords.”
• “Often we teach songs, [...] we teach the whole

class.” 
“Everyone learns everything and then you choose.”

– Other aspects, such like using
notes
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Comparing Pictures: An Illustration of the Aspects of Music Lessons
and the Trace of Different Meanings of Practice

The next “Intensive Programme” happened the year after (2012) in Leipzig.
The national groups from the same countries with other students participat-
ing in the programme were asked to check the generated categories and to
bring an example of a (in the opinion of the group) “typical” and (in the
opinion of the teacher) “good” lesson on video from their country.5

It can be  emphasized that first, the new national groups verified the cat-
egories, which were made by the groups of 2011. The categories seem to de-
scribe views of the recorded music lessons very appropriately. Here, pictures
of the videos can be understood as illustrations of the generated categories.
A more detailed investigation and comparison of the perceptions on the traces
of the analysed terms led us, secondly, to different meanings regarding con-
texts of educational or musical cultures.6

The Seating plan reflects different forms of interaction. While the teacher
of the lesson B is there to support pupils in their learning, the students learn
mostly individually and/or interact with each other in small groups (d), the
teacher of the lesson A instructs and directs all students all the time (a). The
Posture of the teacher of lesson A does not only show “standing straight”, but
also shows the posture of a classical singer of a Lied, with the score in one
hand and the other hand resting lightly  on the piano (b). The posture and at-
titude of the teacher of lesson B is different to a singer of a classical Lied. He
is not standing straight. He somehow seems to be “laid back” literally. He is
moving and clapping his hands on his body in the rhythm of the song (e).
Also, the students who are  playing and singing seem to have a very laid-
back-posture. In lesson B, scores are not as important as listening (f) in the
process of learning something about music as in lesson A (c). Before we can
relate the results to cultural meanings, it is necessary to think about the cul-
ture of the subject – music – in general.

Christopher Wallbaum & Simon Stich

5 These criteria were picked up when further lessons were recorded for the symposium. The
lessons recorded in Estonia and Sweden are attached to this book.

6 The comparison of different perceptions and evaluations of the same lessons became the cat-
alyst for the hypothesis on interferences. The methodological function of the video-analysis
cannot provide conclusive proof of evidence. Finally, the function of the following video-
stills is to show some observations and to illustrate some considerations about them.
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Lesson of group A
(recorded in Estonia)

Lesson of group B 
(recorded in Sweden)
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Fig. 6: Juxtaposition of two lessons regarding three categories

What is music? If two people (or more) start singing in the same pitch to-
gether, they are in a relation to each other and they are doing something. Per-
haps they are playing just to play together, or they are just exploring the
sound of the room, which they are sitting in; it could also be, that they are
presenting a situation, which they once experienced together. At the same

www.estoniaadditional.comparing.video
www.sweden.comparing.video


time the tones and their line seem to be something for themselves. Some peo-
ple call only such tones and lines “music”. Others also call natural sound-
scapes “music”. John Cage, for example, added this attitude to the idea of
music, when he said about the creak of a door “if you celebrate it, it’s art”
(Riehn 1990, 97).7 Together with artists and scientists, we call the whole prac-
tice – including attitude, material and sociocultural interaction “music” or
“musical practice”.8 And if some musical practices become fixed by conven-
tion, we call them cultures. These cultures are not fixed forever, they are
changing. But not as quick as a single practice without convention. For ex-
ample, we have a classical music culture, where people learn their instrument
from a teacher and also learn sight-reading, and we have a band-culture,
where people learn their instrument auto-didactically by ear.9 At this point the
interpretation of the categories starts.

The Interpretation of the Categories: Different Cultural Meanings of
Aspects of Classroom Practice in Music Lessons

Generally, the same or similar actions – as well as any artefacts – can be tech-
niques in different cultures. Cultural techniques, these are actions, which have
become conventional, also symbols, tools or machines. For example a seat-
ing plan, a posture and attitude or the use of written notes can be called tech-
niques of educational or musical cultures (Fig. 7).10 The seating plan in les-
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7 In the philosophical discourse Martin Seel (2005) establishes the connection between sounds,
postures, fashions, a room, a work of art, an atmosphere etc. and ways of living. For that
he brings out a corresponsive or atmospheric mode of aesthetic perception (beside two oth-
er modes).

8 One traditional reason for music at schools in Germany is that music includes values and
therefore music does educate by itself. But nobody makes clear, in which “piece of music”
you can find the values: Are they in the tones and structures of a composition or in the atti-
tude and sociocultural interaction, where meaning is constructed?

9 About this distinction of two kinds of practices, compare e.g. the British music educator
Lucy Green (2008). She distinguishes between formal and informal practices. At the end for
the issue of the interferences thesis following in the next part of this chapter, the reach or va-
lidity/truth of the cultural meaning is not of importance.

10 A quite similar distinction between the culture of pedagogy and the culture of music is com-
mon in the international discourse of music education (MacCarthy, 2012). Following this,
the study can clearly be located in the Cube for comparative music education: It relates to
different musical cultures in society (also takes other categories of this axis into account such

342



son A has many similarities to a classical orchestra or could be understood
as a methodological decision to get the attention of everybody. The seating
plan in lesson B could be interpreted as a way of teaching in a student-cen-
tered manner or to teach in an informal band practice way. The posture and
gesture of the teachers may be an embodied indicator for a music culture or
possibly show a deeper understanding of educative values in general. Also
the use of musical notation in lesson B could be a consequence of an experi-
enced band musician or a student-centered way of learning. In lesson A the
use of musical notation refers to classical music culture and may be under-
stood as an educational decision.11

Fig. 7: Cultural interferences in the classroom practice of music lessons

Also the use of written notes can enable people to experience fulfilled musi-
cal practice. That leads to the hypothesis that interferences of educational
and musical cultures can help or complicate the tasks of (music-) education.
The teacher should be aware of the relation between his/her educational con-
victions, his/her musical behaviour and the subject he/she teaches. Generally
speaking, values of education as well as values of the subject are embodied
in the classroom practice and we should not let our lessons become a victim
of unnoticed interferences between both, but reflect and combine both value
dimensions fruitfully.

IV.2 Interferences between Musical and Educational Cultures in Classrooms

different musical cultures in society (also takes other categories of this axis into account such
as artefacts) and reflects the culture of pedagogy, both at the classroom-level, which is em-
bedded in the educational culture of a school, country and world region. See Fig. 10 in Chap-
ter I.1 On Comparing, 60.

11 In Wallbaum (2013a) and (2013b) cultural meanings were reflected in their societal context,
which brings up hypotheses of national cultural aspects in music lessons.
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