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Understanding and Exploring a  
World of Research in Music Education

Dr. Ruth Brittin, Professor of Music Education at the University of the Pacific in Stockton, 

California, recently addressed attendees of the Ohio Music Education Association’s an-

nual Professional Development Conference in Cincinnati, Ohio on January 30th, 2020. 

The presentation, Understanding and Exploring a World of Research in Music Education, 

included numerous print resources, up-to-date information on professional organizations, 

a philosophical discussion concerning the required sensitivity of international work, and 

some of the biggest challenges to international research in music education along with 

strategies for success.
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Introducing the Speaker and the Topic

The most recent annual Ohio Music Education Association (OMEA) Pro-
fessional Development Conference was held in Cincinnati from January 30th to 
February 1st, 2020. This conference offers a wide variety of activities and sessions 
aimed at every OMEA member, be they in-service music teachers, undergraduate 
pre-service music teachers, university music education faculty, affiliated businesses, 
and others. One of the first activities of each OMEA Professional Development 
Conference is the Graduate Research Forum. In this longstanding tradition, a 
prominent music education scholar is invited to give a keynote address. The speak-
er for 2020 was Dr. Ruth Brittin of University of the Pacific in California.

Dr. Brittin is professor of music education and currently serves as Program 
Director for music education at University of the Pacific. She recently served as 
chief editor of both the International Journal of Music Education: Research and Up-
date: Applications of Research in Music Education. As a researcher, her work can be 
found in numerous journals and presented at conferences affiliated with the Inter-
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national Society for Music Education, National Association for Music Education, 
American Music Therapy Association, and state music education organizations.  
Brittin is an active performer on French horn and maintains a busy schedule as a 
clinician, adjudicator, and arranger for vocal and instrumental settings.

The keynote, titled Understanding and Exploring a World of Research in Music 
Education, began with additional biographic details to establish context. Brittin 
recalled several summer trips during childhood with her parents, both academics. 
Just before one of those enlightening and world-expanding trips, she was admon-
ished to “leave yourself at home,” and respect the local culture by not being the 
“ugly American.” Travel has remained a significant part of life for Brittin, who 
moved from Texas to Florida for graduate school, and then later to New York and 
California as a university professor. Brittin asked the attendees to consider how 
their own experiences and travel might inform a globally-minded music education 
practice and research agenda.  

Looking to the Literature of Global Music Education

Two recent texts are among Brittin’s must-reads for music teachers and music 
teacher educators. The Preparation of Music Teachers: A Global Perspective (2015) is 
an edited book that profiles music education policy and practice in the Americas, 
Europe, Africa, Asia, and Australia. Brittin chose to highlight Finland and Kenya 
in this presentation.  Finland has a national music curriculum, but allows for local 
customization as needed by the community. Music teacher education programs 
are selective and tuition free. Classical music is balanced with popular styles, as 
students are encouraged to present recitals and concerts in a variety of locations 
and on multiple instruments. These qualities, among others, lead many to con-
sider Finland as a model nation for music education. Music education in Kenya, 
by contrast, is improving but remains significantly affected by the lasting effects of 
British colonization. Brittin described some of the forces that work to deprioritize 
traditional African music in the curriculum. Reformers are working to address the 
challenges, but progress has been uneven since independence in 1963.

The second text is Kertz-Welzel’s (2018) Globalizing Music Education: A 
Framework. The three chapters in this book address philosophical problems in 
international music education with ample contemporary and historical examples.  
Among the terminology introduced and explored is educational transfer, which de-
scribes the process by which one country copies an educational practice or policy 
from another. Brittin relayed the example of Luther Whiting Mason’s influence 
on 19th century national music education policy in Japan. At the time, officials 
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were interested in replicating some of the successes of early American music ed-
ucation in the Japanese context. Unfortunately, traditional music of Japan was 
displaced as the new national curriculum, based on Mason’s earlier work, drew 
heavily on Western music.

International Approaches to Music Education

Brittin acknowledged that an international approach to music education, par-
ticularly in the area of repertoire and curriculum, can present many challenges in 
addition to the positive outcomes. Among these challenges are issues concerning 
colonialism, indigenous traditions, cultural sensitivity, and cultural appropriation. 
As an example, she described an emerging American-style marching band phe-
nomenon in Bali. Pictures showed a school ensemble complete with Pearl drums 
and a ballcap-clad band director issuing instructions from a platform. Interest-
ingly, absent from the images were any trumpets, trombones, or saxophones.  In-
stead, these students played light blue melodicas. After some initial expressions of 
amusement, Brittin guided attendees through the thought provoking landscape 
of cultural transmission and cultural borrowing. We can see, she asked, what is 
being performed by this marching band in Bali, but what local music is not being 
performed?

Cultural transmission or cultural borrowing that results in the loss of lo-
cal musical cultures are among Brittin’s top professional concerns and has been 
central to discussions in undergraduate and graduate music education courses at 
University of the Pacific. These class discussions often begin with much broader 
philosophical musings on musical interpretation, representation, and authenticity. 
To encourage discussion, she uses a visual aid, the Multicultural Pants. The pants, 
which Brittin had brought to Cincinnati to the delight of the crowd, were light 
in color featuring a broadly repeated pattern of palm leaves, animals, and dancing 
people. From a distance of ten feet or more, these pants certainly looked multicul-
tural. Upon closer inspection, however, one realizes that the images are disjunct.  
Some of the animals would naturally live on separate continents, and the dancing 
people appear to have been drawn as feature-independent composites in the style 
of dusty 20th century children’s book. The problem, she concluded, with the Mul-
ticultural Pants is that they are from no place in particular, an apt analogy when 
considering the treatment of global music in local classrooms. She followed with 
several examples of successful and unsuccessful attempts by music educators to 
teach global music with an appropriate degree of deferential care.  

David Thompson



240

Contributions to Music Education

Professional Organizations as Research Catalysts

Brittin then began an overview of professional organizations in international 
music education. As stated earlier, she recently served as editor of the Interna-
tional Journal of Music Education, the official publication of the International So-
ciety for Music Education (ISME). As the premiere international organization 
for music education, ISME holds a bi-annual conference in one of its over 80 
affiliated countries. ISME currently has eight commissions covering the areas of 
research, community music, early childhood music education, education of the 
professional musician, policy, music in schools and music teacher education, music 
in special education and music therapy, and the Forum for Instrumental and Vocal 
Teaching.

She then encouraged attendees to familiarize themselves with the work of 
seven additional organizations: the International Society for the Philosophy of 
Music Education (ISPME) and its journal Philosophy of Music Education Review, 
International Kodaly Society (IKS), International Orff-Schulwerk Forum Salz-
burg (IOSFS), World Association of Symphonic Bands and Ensembles (WAS-
BE), International Federation for Choral Music (IFCM), and the Jazz Educators 
Network ( JEN). While these organizations vary greatly in focus, orientation to-
ward research, hosting conferences, and other variables, they all share a commit-
ment to representing international perspectives in their individual domains. She 
described the WASBE in detail, recalling experiences and drawing on expertise 
as a band director and composer. In addition to hosting academic conferences, 
WASBE also holds a composition contest. Previous winning pieces include high 
quality new works from composers representing many countries.  

Some Concluding Thoughts on Internationalism

International organizations, journals, conferences, and texts are certainly 
valuable resources, but Brittin concluded the keynote by recalling where it began: 
stories of travel.  International research in music education does present its chal-
lenges in the form of language issues, cultural differences manifest in the academic 
publishing process, the logistics of timing, and “the rhythm of academic life,” but 
well-planned travel can overcome many of these concerns.  She provided several 
examples of researchers using travel to establish fruitful relationships with schol-
ars across the globe.  
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Her final notes to attendees were to travel, and to do so successfully by fol-
lowing these suggestions:

•  Carry your luggage whenever possible
•  Consider travel insurance
•  Don’t ever drink too much in a foreign country
•  Smile, be nice
•  Leave the keys at home, AND the checkbook
•  Make copies of your passport and IDs, keep these in your luggage
•  Make sure you coordinate with your airline for “frequent flyer” information
•  Remember your international chargers for electronics
•  Bring ibuprofen and “tummy-settlers”
•  When in Paris, don’t go to McDonalds and then complain that the ham-

burgers aren’t as good as the burgers back home!  Enjoy Paris for Paris!

The end of the keynote was met with generous applause from attendees. 
Some time was left for questions, several of which pointed to the need to continue 
to conceptualize music education beyond borders and moving toward a truly in-
ternational approach.
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