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Abstract 
Irish traditional music has never before been in a position of such prominence within post-
primary music education, and the support for it within the curricula is unprecedented in the 
history of formal music education in Ireland. Community, experience, and relationships 
amongst people are ultimately what the tradition is about, and its advance into the realm of 
formal education has given rise to many questions.  This paper investigates the extent to 
which a holistic understanding and appreciation of Irish traditional music is being realized by 
post-primary music teachers and students in Ireland.  It queries the existing experiential 
dichotomy between classroom and community, and proposes a shifting of focus from a formal 
learning perspective to draw instead on those informal learning practices which through 
which Irish traditional musicians acquire their musical skills and knowledge outside the 
school.  Echoing the sentiments of John Blacking (1976), Irish traditional music is too deeply 
concerned with human feelings and experiences in society for the existence of such degree of 
contextual separation. Considered are the philosophies of John Dewey and Richard 
Shusterman on the aesthetics of experience.  For example, how can Dewey’s Theory of 
Experience which promotes a continuum of deeply felt and fully embodied experiences be 
further realized in the music classroom?  On the background of well-grounded theoretical and 
philosophical perspectives, with analysis of supporting fieldwork, the extent to which an 
understanding of the tradition’s cultural and social processes is being realized through current 
pedagogical structures is investigated, as is the means by which we can progress to further 
promote a ‘fully embodied’ experience of the tradition for both students and teachers. 
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The concept of music, according to Wayne Bowman, ‘though fluid, is moored by human 

practices… whatever form it takes, whatever values and functions it assumes, it is invariably 

situated in the social world of human relations and interactions, in practices and values that 

answer to consensually validated standards’ (Bowman 2005, p. 63).  As human undertakings, 

he continues, ‘musical practices are inextricably bound up in relations between and among 

people’ (p. 70).  The concept and practice of Irish traditional music encompasses a matrix of 

meanings and values, rituals, beliefs and ideologies that include, yet reach far beyond the 

music alone.  The Irish musical tradition is, as Bowman infers, about people.  It is about the 

musician, listener, composer and dancer.  It is about place, and remembering scattered 

moments in time.  It lives and breathes through the ebb and flow of tradition and innovation, 

carefully negotiating the passing of time.  It is about so many different things, and the deep 

meaning and value experienced by those who engage with the tradition, is a result of a 

continuum of interrelated experiences arising out of this social world human interaction.  

Given the diverse nature of the tradition, the important role it plays through the lives of many 

people, the richness of the tradition when it is considered in its various contexts, and the 

social and cultural values that are deeply embedded in the tradition, it is understandable that 

certain conflicts and challenges arise when an experience of this tradition is considered 

through the formal lens of a music curriculum. 

Inextricably bound up with the word ‘tradition’, the Irish musical tradition, and its 

most common meaning of ‘a general process of handing down’ (Williams, 1983) is that of the 

notion of community.  The concept of community involving meaning, values and experience 

around the practice of Irish traditional music, and the human interaction that comes into play 

around this practice, is central to a tradition which has evolved from being until relatively 

recently, a primarily geographically-bound, or regionally-based concept, to becoming a trans-

national practice of shared relationships and experiences among people.  These ‘community 

values’ in Irish traditional music seem to reach beyond the commonly held definitions of 
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community and point to something which runs deeper, something which seemingly defies all 

tangible boundaries.  

For instance, Helen O’Shea’s observations during a visit to Pepper’s bar in Feakle, a 

community nestled near the Sliabh Aughty mountains in County Clare whose musical culture 

has always been a major focal point over the years, provide some insight where she talks 

about attitudes that draw upon the ‘mythology of Irish traditional music with its old men, its 

ideals of musical continuity and communication, of shared values and generosity’ (O' Shea 

2008, p. 122).  In his paper Dearnad sa Brochán: Tradition and Change in Music in a Donegal 

Community, Lillis Ó Laoire discusses the boundary lines between local, regional and global 

(Ó Laoire, 1996), while Scott Reiss alludes to the fact that ‘there is no absolute consensus in 

Ireland as to what traditional music is, or rather, what its boundaries are’ (Reiss 2003, p. 146).  

He continues, ‘traditional music defines not a single community, but multiple communities 

with overlapping senses of identity’ (p. 146) and refers to Fintan Vallely’s description of 

traditional music communities as ‘normally either local, or united by a common aesthetic, “a 

feel” for the interrelationships of players with their sources, audiences and their local history’ 

(Vallely, 1997, 143). McCarthy also infers a notion of community in her discussion of Irish 

traditional music in nineteenth century Ireland where she talks about traditional music being 

passed on as part of the socialization process, supported by a cohesive system of values that 

imbued the learning process with social meaning and cultural relevance (McCarthy, 2004).  

These observations allude to the fact that it is through shared and personal encounters that 

Irish traditional music is experienced, involving some sense of boundary lines, a sense of 

place, relationships, overlapping identities, a certain unity, a cohesive system of values, social 

meaning and, cultural relevance.  During a lecture (as part of the Blas International Summer 

School for Irish Music and Dance held at the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, 

University of Limerick in June 2009) Iarla O’Loinaird quite poetically described the Irish 
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musical tradition as being among other things, a matrix for the reaffirmation of kinship, a 

collective bond of blood and belief, and a porous skin that separates us from outsiders.   

What we have here is a picture portraying the world of Irish traditional music as a 

restless, breathing and ever-evolving social as well as musical phenomenon, one which is 

deeply and unconditionally concerned with the world outside the music itself.  This picture 

portrays the music as reaching out to a community of people who then feel a responsibility 

towards the music and the way in which it is passed on, a community of people who then feel 

a sense of ownership of the tradition once they have in some way identified with those values 

that have for so long, gone hand-in-hand with the transmission of the tradition.   

Considering on the one hand the aforementioned intangible yet deeply insightful 

interpretations of the tradition, and on the other, the tradition in its new-found home of the 

post-primary music syllabi, one has to wonder on which side of this ‘porous skin’ the realm of 

this formal education in Irish traditional music sits.  Where music teachers and students now 

have the opportunity to experience Irish traditional music through the Performing, Composing 

and Listening requirements of the Music syllabi, with a requirement to focus on an elective 

study at Leaving Certificate level through one of the aforementioned strands, it is not 

unreasonable to suggest that all music teachers and students should consider themselves as 

participants of the tradition, and as such, important contributors where the maintenance of 

social fabric of the tradition is concerned.  That is to say, wide-ranging influence that can, and 

should follow on, from the incorporation of this musical genre in the music curriculum - on 

music students and teachers, on the school environment, on tradition musicians and the 

tradition itself, and into society in general.  Those who have grown up with and experienced 

the Irish musical tradition, those who have found meaning in the tradition, those whose lives 

gives relevance to the tradition and whose lives are given relevance by the tradition, and those 

who simply enjoy and relate to the Irish musical tradition in some way, can understand the 

positive influence that meaningful engagement with Irish traditional music can have on ones 
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life.  Meaningful engagement therefore, in the context of the experience of the tradition in the 

classroom could involve, for example:  

- an incorporation of the Irish musical tradition in the classroom which honours the 

wider meaning, values and social practices associated with the tradition  

- the employment of a pedagogical framework which enables a student to respond 

to the music in a way that will enhance their understanding, and provide the 

experience and tools for future meaningful engagement.  

 

Irish traditional music in the context of the post-primary music curriculum has never before 

been in a position of such prominence within post-primary music education in Ireland, and 

support for it within the music curricula is unprecedented in the history of formal music 

education in Ireland. This inclusion and development of Irish traditional music within the 

post–primary music curriculum over the past few decades has created the potential for music 

teachers and students to have meaningful, holistic experiences of Irish traditional music 

through the Junior and Leaving Certificate syllabi.  This being the case, Irish traditional music 

in this particular educational context can add, in its own way, to the rich tapestry of the Irish 

traditional music community.  For this to happen however, given its advance into this realm 

of formal education, comes a responsibility of ensuring that experiences of the tradition 

through the music curriculum are respectful of, and relevant to, the meaningful and engaging 

experiences of the tradition in its other contexts. 

The title of this paper, ‘Classroom V Community - A Dichotomy of Experience in 

Irish traditional music’ is presumptive of the notion that a degree of separation exists between 

the experience of the tradition in its community context, and that of a music teacher and 

student’s experience of the tradition through the post-primary music curriculum. This is not to 

say that the classroom environment should necessarily mirror or replicate these other contexts 

where Irish traditional music is experienced, or that an experience of Irish traditional music 
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can fall along some line of calculable degree of validity or authenticity. It does suggest 

however that because ‘Irish traditional music is a social phenomenon as much as a musical 

one’ (Reiss 2003, p. 146), we should further encourage an experiential dimension of Irish 

traditional music among music teachers and students which bears relevance to the wider 

social practices of the Irish traditional music community.  It suggests that there could be room 

for a greater degree of awareness and understanding where the experience of Irish traditional 

music in post-primary education is concerned, having as Barbara Lundquist states, ‘sensitivity 

to the pedagogy employed with the musical tradition that is being taught’, where ‘we enhance 

our students learning when we try to make the processes of instruction and learning congruent 

with the musical genres or styles we are teaching’ (Lundquist, 1998), or in the words of 

Virginia Garrison: 

Moreover, if Irish traditional music serves to fulfill society’s need for a sense of 
community, provide for that community’s need for cultural identity, and offer 
aesthetic gratification to  that community through Irish traditional music, the 
presence of these aspects of community, identity and satisfaction should find some 
equivalence in the formal classroom environment (Garrison, 1985). 

 

So if the ties that bind these two environments are a little frayed, resulting in a certain 

unrealized experiential potential through the Junior and Leaving Certificate, and if their 

relationship to one another seems a little awkward and unsure, the first steps in reconciling 

any such relationship is to ensure that dialogue is encouraged between the two, and that each 

side’s voice is heard, respected and listened to.  

A survey I conducted amongst 80 post-primary music teachers in 2008 considered this 

relationship with four general areas in mind namely: 

1. A music teacher’s experience, if any, of Irish traditional music prior to 

commencing their initial teacher training. 

2. A music teacher’s experience of Irish traditional music during their initial 

teacher training. 
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3. Query into the various pedagogies employed the classroom, including their 

thoughts and opinions on how this genre is taught in the classroom and, 

4. A music teacher’s opinion on the availability, use and, effectiveness of 

resources pertaining to the genre. 

On analysis of this survey, it was revealed that 90% teachers surveyed thought that 

improvements could be made on how teachers are trained to teach the Irish traditional music 

section of the syllabi.  On further investigation, the general area of concern for teachers 

seemed to point to the absence of bridges linking Irish traditional music within the formal 

setting of the classroom and that of the community.  The following views expressed by 

respondents are mainly directed at areas of: increased support at post-primary level; 

alternative approaches at initial teacher training; increased provision of resources and the 

means to acquire such; the establishment of working relationships with the traditional music 

community etc., which could facilitate change and progress in the area: 

Teacher 1: A resource pack of CDs, DVDs to get started. Newly qualified 
teachers are often unaware of what CDs, etc. to buy. 
 
Teacher 2: There's always room for improvement 
 
Teacher 3: That the fear of the music should be removed. I gained my teaching 
qualification in a trad-orientated university. I think other universities are not as 
like-minded and a stronger grounding and understanding is needed in these 
establishments. Also some Higher Diploma training in music doesn't involve 
classes with the on-campus department which would also help 
 
Teacher 4: Irish Music is a lived experience. Commitment to that experience is 
necessary to teach it effectively. It’s the difference between choosing to do 
something and having to do something - no contest really. 
 
Teacher 5:  More in-service . . .  yearly, especially in performing aspects. 
 
Teacher 6:  Any in-service on this subject would be welcome. It would be a great 
help if more workshops were on in Dublin for students. CCE are opening a new 
centre on the north side of Dublin and I would love to link up with them at some 
time. Is it true that it's easier to take up the uilleann pipes if you can play the 
recorder? 
 
Teacher 7: Exposure to live music. . .  Visiting guest performers to illustrate how 
the instruments are made and played.  It would be good to receive tuition in a very 
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simple instrument such as the tin-whistle that you could then pass on to your 
students. Time should be spent teaching the traditional music section of the syllabi 
to the trainees. It is always ignored and you're left to figure it out yourself. 
 
Teacher 8: Irish traditional music isn't really covered in some BA/MUS courses 
and some of my friends who are qualified music teachers with an honours dip 
wouldn't be able to tell me the difference between a reel and a jig. 
 
Teacher 9: Teachers are not trained in colleges on how to teach the criteria of 
what is on the curriculum - we are not instructed as time is limited on the dip too, 
how to approach teaching the subject. 
 
Teacher 10: More workshops. 
 
Teacher 11: Closer involvement with specialist teachers/performers . . . session 
experience in school . . . working with musicians in school time. 
 
Teacher 12: Universities are not totally (and are not meant to be) geared to 
providing answers to secondary teaching. 
 
Teacher 13: It depends on the university they went to. In-service would help I 
suppose. 
 
Teacher 14: More In-service in the areas of Irish music, perhaps 
curricular/website for music teachers to share information as there is little material 
available for teachers suited to the levels needed for Junior and Leaving cert 
exams. There is a need for more available information regarding the practical 
aspect of the examinations, where the student chooses to perform on an Irish 
instrument. 
 
Teacher 15: Workshops on Irish music.  The one run by the PPMTA on Sean Nós 
singing last year by a nun was excellent, but there should definitely be more of 
these. 
 
Teacher 16: More time is focused on classical music and less on traditional Irish 
music. 
 
Teacher 17: More time could be spent on this area with emphasis on resources. 
 
Teacher 18: Teachers who are not Irish traditional music players seem to be very 
afraid of the subject. 
 
Teacher 19: 1. To start with, it should be included as part of courses. Student 
teachers should leave their course with at least a solid grounding in the area. 2. 
Student teachers should be made familiar with what is exciting and dynamic in 
traditional music in general 3. Approaches to methodology should be thought 
through from a traditional music perspective (e.g. learning by ear). 
 
Teacher 20: More in-service for active teachers in area of Irish Music - greater 
opportunity for undergraduates to explore Irish traditional music by playing 
instruments. 
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Teacher 21: Improvements can definitely be made.  In-service days in this area 
would help considerably. 
Teacher 22: A short in-service with follow up workshops on instrumentation, 
ornamentation. 
 
Teacher 23: Added on to the syllabus would be a start. I did nothing on traditional 
music in college. 
 
Teacher 24: I would really appreciate any in-service going on traditional music. 
It's a big question marks-wise on both JC and LC. Most music teachers come from 
a classical background and would benefit greatly from any help at all. 
 
Teacher 25:  a greater focus should be put on it. 
 
Teacher 26: I'm really not sure what happens currently in teaching training for 
Traditional Music but I feel that there should be designated modules to introduce 
student teachers to Irish music and should include at least the playing of tin 
whistle. 
 
Teacher 27: more hands on experience. 
 
Teacher 28: Aspiring teachers should be pointed towards suitable resources. Also, 
the requirements for JC and LC Irish Music should be highlighted. 
 
Teacher 29: Guidelines for LC very comprehensive, work of PPMTA. 
 
Teacher 30: I don't think that music students nowadays have to perform on 
traditional instruments / voice (in an exam type practical as part of their degree 
course). It was something that I wasn't too fond of during my undergrad days but 
it does definitely help in the classroom situation. I can play a few tunes on the tin-
whistle and demonstrate ornaments etc. Music courses should make this 
compulsory (as all of them should also make a practical performance exam 
compulsory. Having had seven Music H.Dips in my classroom over the last eight 
years - I think that performance should be made a large portion of any music 
degree - especially if the music students want to go on to teach). 
 
Teacher 31: It should be based on more practical and aural elements of Irish 
music. 

 
 

It is widely accepted that any music education system, if it is to work successfully, 

must have with complete certainty, an underlying philosophy with which it can connect.  

Whether this philosophy takes into adequate consideration the wide-ranging socio-cultural 

values associated with Irish traditional music, lies at the heart of the perceived dichotomy 

between classroom and community.  With just over a quarter of those surveyed (27%) felt 
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that they had been ‘quite well equipped’ to teach the traditional music section of the syllabi 

with 69% feeling that they were ‘not very well equipped’ (32%) or ‘not equipped at all’ 

(37%) suggests that this connection is not being fully realized.   

As music education is built upon these philosophical foundations, which in terms of 

the sociology of Irish traditional music education would seem to have had far-reaching 

consequences, it is vital that the application of philosophy to Irish traditional music education 

be carefully considered.  Since the 1950s in particular, music educators have witnessed major 

developments in the philosophical underpinnings of their profession, which suggest why 

music education matters, what is most important for music students to learn; and how music 

education ought to be carried out.  Those philosophies which today form the backbone of 

music education philosophy are the Music Education as Aesthetic Education movement, 

which is without little question the most widely acknowledged philosophical orientation in 

music education for almost four decades, and associated widely with the publication of 

Bennett Reimer’s Philosophy of Music Education in 1960, and David Elliott’s Praxial 

Philosophy of Music Education, which embodied in Music Matters in 1995, challenged the 

position of the reigning aesthetic philosophy.  

Over the last couple of decades and until the present day, debates around the 

philosophical basis for Music Education seem centred around these opposing aesthetic and 

praxial philosophies, though not exclusively.  Where once the notion of ‘music education as 

aesthetic education’ was adopted wholesale by the music education profession, meeting with 

‘little or no opposition upon its introduction’ (McCarthy, 2005, 19), it now faces challenges 

from an emerging praxial approach.  To contextualize these philosophies with regard to this 

papers sociological perspective, I will briefly summarize. The aesthetic philosophy in essence 

emerged in the 1950s, and as a philosophy, focused on the musical work and its intrinsic 

value.  According to Reimer, non-musical experiences occur when the listener is not primarily 

focused on the two necessary components of any experience, which can be called aesthetic – 
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aesthetic perception and aesthetic reaction.  For an experience to be musical ‘the perception 

must be of the artistic qualities of sound and the reaction must be caused by the 

expressiveness of those qualities’ (Reimer, 1970/1989).  To look at or listen to something 

aesthetically, according to David Elliott, means to ‘focus exclusively on its sensuous-

structural or ‘aesthetic qualities’ alone, in abstraction from the object’s context of social use 

and production’ (Elliott, 2001).   

Challenging this aesthetic view of Music Education over the last decade, in a debate 

which shows little sign of abating, is that of Elliott’s Praxial Philosophy of Music Education 

where Elliott’s philosophy is a system of beliefs which challenge the appropriateness of the 

aesthetic philosophy, and emphasizes that musical knowledge is in our actions; our musical 

thinking and knowing are in our musical doing and making.  Elliot suggests that achieving the 

aims of music education depends on ‘developing the musicianship and listenership of all 

music students, through engaging students in: performing-and-listening, conducting-and-

listening, and listening to recordings and live performances’.  He emphasizes that ‘music 

making of all kinds – and of course – the rich kind of music listening required to make music 

well – should be at the centre of the music curriculum’ (Elliott, 2005).  These philosophies 

and the ensuing philosophical debate are still today to the fore of philosophical discussion in 

music education.   

To bring this into its sociological context and highlight the significance of connecting 

music education philosophy to how and why Irish traditional music is being taught within the 

post-primary music curricula, I refer to Abeles, Hoffer and Klotman (1995) who state that, 

‘not only should educators involved in curriculum development understand the fundamental 

nature of music, they should also be able to articulate an educational philosophy in support of 

the art of music’, and students who are affected by this curriculum ‘must be ensured an in-

depth understanding of each musical experience that is commensurate with their individual 

growth and development’.  Reimer also suggests that a philosophy that governs what music is 
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taught, and how and why this music is taught, should comprise a unifying core of principles 

which are in consonance with what is accepted as true according to the criteria established by 

the community in question.  These principles which are ‘in consonance with what is accepted 

as true according to the criteria established by the community in question is necessary for a 

convincing and useful set of philosophical guidelines to exist (Reimer, 1992, p. 21 - 22).  

Philosophical discussion is therefore an informant of curricular design and implementation, 

and it is hugely important that such philosophy connect with the particular music that is being 

taught, in agreement with the criteria established by the community in question.  In this case, 

the community in question is the Irish traditional music community. 

Although what is offered here is but a glimpse into each philosophy’s ‘ethos’, it is 

clear that if a philosophy is to suit the context of the musical genre in question, the question 

we must ask is if either Elliott’s praxial orientation, or the established Music as Aesthetic 

Education movement suit the needs of the Irish traditional music community.  Do they 

acknowledge the complexities of Irish traditional music’s relationship with society for 

example, including its informal and aural associations?  Do these philosophies promote an 

understanding and appreciation of the value of Irish traditional music in society in general 

among students and teachers?  With an era of relative philosophical unity supporting and 

legitimizing the music education profession over the last half a century, does an adequate 

‘divergence of understanding’, to use Regelski’s phrase, of these philosophies exist, to suit 

the needs of Irish traditional music in a formal music curriculum?  In Praxial Music 

Education: Reflections and Dialogues, Marie McCarthy and J. Scott Goble in fact refer to 

Michael L. Mark, who noted in 1988 that: 

The new movement toward an aesthetic philosophy was to have the effect of 
disassociating music education from societal goals, at least in the minds of many 
music educators… The part that conveys to the public its value to society, was 
missing (Mark 1998, p. 120). 
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Seventeen years on, in 2005, Mark’s comments still resonate with Regelski’s observations 

that, ‘because of the scholastic or academic environment of schools, curriculum for music 

education has been influenced by philosophical and curricular ideas that are simply unsuited 

to its nature and to its important role in human life’ (2005, p. 220).  He continues, ‘this 

influence deserves to be interrogated in light of the perpetual challenges to the relevance of 

music education in schools’ (p. 220).   If this is still the case, pedagogical approaches must be 

put in place in the post-primary music curriculum to reinforce the link that has historically 

connected the ‘aesthetics’ of Irish traditional music with societal needs, and ensure that Irish 

traditional music is not in John Dewey’s words, ‘separated from both conditions of origin and 

operation in experience’, but instead conceived of in its social significance, and appreciated in 

its fullness of meaning, putting ‘the ideas and ideals involved into complete, uncompromising 

possession of our school system’ (Dewey, 1902).  If Irish traditional music is too deeply 

concerned with human feelings and experiences in society for the existence of such a degree 

of separation of classroom and community, a refocusing of the formal lens is required. This 

could incorporate the Deweyan approach to experiential learning in the post-primary music 

classroom.   

John Dewey, an American philosopher born in 1859, has made a hugely significant 

contribution to the development of educational thinking in the twentieth century.  Dewey's 

significance for education lies in his belief that education must engage with and enlarge 

experience.  His aesthetics believes that art must be integrated with ordinary, everyday life, 

not thought of as something separate and sealed off from our existence, as traditional 

aesthetics does.  Dewey asks how the young shall become acquainted with the past in such a 

way that the acquaintance is a potent agent in appreciation of the living present (Dewey, 

1938).  Deeply inspired by Dewey, Richard Shusterman reinterprets Dewey’s essentialist 

theory of aesthetic experience, and highlights ‘the value of experience, deeply felt and fully 
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embodied experience’, ‘a stark contrast to a puritanically intellectualist art-world that falsely 

spurns feeling as understanding (Väkevä, April 2002).   

Some of the elements of Dewey’s Theory of Experience which are congruent with an 

experiential driven approach to Irish traditional music in the curriculum are as follows: 

 

• In Experience & Education (1938), Dewey presents the principle that ‘education in 

order to accomplish its ends both for the individual learner and for society must be 

based upon experience – which is always the actual life-experience of some 

individual’ (p. 89).   

• Given what he terms the ‘organic connection between education and personal 

experience’, Dewey believes that for an experience to be valuable, the two principles 

of interaction and continuity between the learner and what is learned throughout the 

experience, ‘as criteria of the value of experience’ must be present.   

• School subjects according to Dewey must be conceived ‘in their social significance, as 

types of the processes by which society keeps itself going… in short, as instruments 

through which the school itself shall be made a genuine form of active community 

life, instead of a place set apart in which to learn lessons’ (p. 14). 

• He suggests that, ‘In critical moments we all realize that… the only training that 

becomes intuition is that got through life itself.  That we learn from experience, and 

from books or the sayings of others only as they are related to experience’ (p. 17) 

 

Dewey, still today, presents a challenge to music educators, and to music teachers to look 

at ways in which a greater understanding of the Irish musical tradition can be achieved 

through the post-primary music curriculum.  Post-Primary music teachers come to the 

classroom with a large amount of subject-matter at hand and the challenge lies in relating this 

knowledge to the minds of the music students to whom it is to be taught, connecting Irish 
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traditional music as part of the curriculum with life, so that according to Dewey, ‘the 

experience gained by the child in a familiar, commonplace way is carried over and made use 

of there, and what the child learns in the school is carried back in everyday life, making the 

school an organic whole, instead of a composite of isolated parts’.  In effect, bridging the 

dichotomy.   

What Shusterman and Dewey’s ideas could be interpreted as advocating is a study of 

Irish traditional music that would incorporate a continuum of interrelated experiences of the 

tradition, the promotion of what Shusterman terms ‘fully-embodied’ experiences, and an 

integration of the aesthetic experience of the genre with the normal processes of living so that 

both the music and the students’ lives ‘will be improved by their greater integration’ 

(Shusterman, 2000, p. 20).  That is to say, Irish traditional music has the capacity to elicit 

pleasure, feeling and enjoyment in the classroom and beyond, while simultaneously offering 

the potential for wider meaning and understanding. 

This paper aims to highlight some of the issues which arise when a musical genre, 

such as Irish traditional music, which is embedded with such social and cultural meaning and 

significance, is placed within the formal structures of a music curriculum which is primarily 

exam-orientated, often time-constrained, and hugely diverse in terms of content that must be 

covered.  The survey I conducted among post-primary music teachers brought to the fore 

some concerns regarding the opportunity for cultural and societal engagement with the 

tradition through the curriculum, and the results hopefully highlight the importance of 

continuing discussion regarding Irish traditional music in the curriculum.   

For example: 

• 67% of teachers surveyed stated that there are no opportunities for 

students to engage in Irish traditional music-making in school 

• 89% of teachers surveyed were not presented with the opportunity of 

developing skills in Irish traditional music in the previous academic year 
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• The majority of teachers did not feel that they were ‘equipped’ to teach 

Irish traditional music during their initial teacher training 

• 54% of teachers surveyed did not experience ‘live’ Irish traditional music 

during their initial teacher training 

 

It is interesting to note that those respondents who did experience ‘live’ Irish traditional music 

during their initial teacher training felt more ‘equipped’ to teach this section of the syllabi. 

80% of teachers were not encouraged during initial teacher training to develop community-

orientated learning projects in Irish traditional music while those who were, felt that they had 

been better equipped. 94% of music teachers surveyed would welcome the support of a 

‘visiting musician’ to their school, yet 64% of teachers had not had an Irish traditional 

musician visit their school during the academic year. 39% of teachers surveyed found it 

possible to incorporate a ‘community’ aspect of Irish traditional music into their teaching of 

the subject, and 67% were interested in creating a greater awareness of the ‘community 

aspect’ of Irish traditional music in the classroom.   

It is the hope that this paper highlights the pedagogical responsibility that is required 

to ensure that music students and teachers engage with Irish traditional music in a way that is 

meaningful and relevant to the community it serves.  If the processes of instruction, and the 

philosophical orientations that have informed these processes do not connect with what is 

being taught, and account for the wide-ranging sociological dimensions of Irish Traditional 

music, then we need to step back and look at what it is we are teaching and learning and why.  

Fostering this relationship will undoubtedly encourage a climate of active participation in the 

tradition among teachers and students. It will lead to a subject which can serve a purpose 

beyond education alone to serve the community, create a sense of belonging, social inclusion 

and with this, a greater understanding and appreciation of the tradition among all those 

involved.   
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