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The Digital ‘Turn’ in Music Education (Editorial)
The global COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted music education across the
world, resulting in radical changes to the field of practice, accelerating a ‘turn’ toward
online digital musical experiences. This digital ‘turn’ is likely to influence the future of
music education in a variety of complex and inter-connected ways. In this special issue,
we explore the implications of such a ‘turn’ for music educators and their students /
participants, and highlight some of the ways in which music researchers and educators
have responded to the crisis. We hope these narratives will help illuminate some of the
ways in which music education might recover its equilibrium, as well as make a
contribution more generally to the complex business of human recovery in a postCOVID world.
Keywords: online; learning; music; education; pandemic; recovery
Subject classification codes: music, education

Introduction
Enforced social isolation and the prohibition of ‘music(k)ing’ (Elliott, 1995;
Small, 1998) – especially group singing – in many parts of the world has meant that
such practices have had to either cease during the pandemic crisis, or adapt to become
predominantly online experiences. Music education too has undergone a similarly
significant ‘turn’ toward online experiences through the pandemic in order to continue.
In autumn 2020, we published a call for papers which would shed light on any of the
following themes:
(1) the practical implications of the digital ‘turn’ in music education;
(2) the relational aspects of music education in a digital world;

(3) the psychological implications of the digital ‘turn’ in music education for music
educators as well as for their students / participants;
(4) music education and the process of recovery / sustainable development in a postCOVID world
(5) implications of the digital ‘turn’ in music education for teacher education and
musician training.
As many of the contributors to this special issue make clear, any perceived ‘turn’
toward online experiences in music education is not a new phenomenon; digital
technology and online learning have formed an important part of music education for
some decades. What is perhaps new during the global pandemic crisis has been the need
for music education to operate principally within a digital / online domain, and this
necessary ‘turn’ has caused considerable disruptions to practice for many music
educators. What we hope the papers in this special issue highlight are some of the ways
in which these disruptions have been experienced, and more significantly how their
impact has been minimised and adapted to.

Content
The majority of the papers included in this issue report on findings of research
undertaken during the pandemic crisis, while some introduce different positions in
relation to the crisis, and point to emerging ways of thinking about or re-conceptualising
music education practice. We hope that both of these perspectives – changes in or
adaptations to practice alongside new ways of thinking about such practice – will help
both researchers and practitioners to make sense of the ‘new normal’ music educators
and researchers collectively face.

As well as each paper being an independent inquiry or perspective, we have also
arranged them in a loose sequence which we hope will take a reader on a meaningful
journey through the special issue, and which we summarise below. We start with some
papers which include what we think contain helpful concepts to make sense of some of
what follows, before proceeding into a number of studies of music education in
different contexts. We then turn our attention to some studies which focus very much on
practitioner experience, and conclude with a number of papers which either introduce
promising methodologies for interrogating practice, or illuminate possible approaches
for the theory and practice of music education during a period of recovery.

Diego Calderón-Garrido
Calderón-Garcia’s study of the experiences of over 300 Spanish teachers during
the crisis introduces a number of useful perspectives which help to set the scene for this
special issue. Firstly, they highlight the positive contribution that music education might
be seen to have made to family life during lockdown in some situations, a perhaps
unexpected benefit of the crisis. They also introduce an important and helpful
distinction between ‘online learning’ and ‘emergency remote teaching’ (Hodges et al.,
n.d.), which greatly assists in understanding the complex issues affecting the digital
‘turn’ in music education. After all, if ‘social isolation is a distressing experience when
it is externally imposed’ (al-Rodhan, 2020), music education – in common with all
education – has been operating in conditions of heightened distress for many over the
last twelve months, which has clearly had an impact on practice.

Sarah-Jane Gibson
Gibson’s article highlights the tensions implicit in adaptations to practice very
clearly, in the context of an ‘offline’ community music practice being required to move

‘online’ during the pandemic. The resulting changes to practice are conceptualised by
referring to the significant differences between online and offline music education
worlds, and the need to think differently about ways of practicing music education that
music educators may have come to take for granted in exclusively offline settings. This
encounter of offline worlds re-framed in an online setting requires considerable shifts in
thinking to comprehend, and drawing on the considerable literature surrounding online
music education clearly helps to make more sense of these disruptive transitions. She
also grounds her argument in a consideration of Turino’s fields of recorded and
performing music (Turino, 2008) and the ways in which this ‘turn’ toward online
continuation of offline musical practices represents a greater convergence between these
fields, something we discuss later as an important distinction to inform music education
practices going forward. Her analysis provides a very helpful framework for
understanding some of the impact of the pandemic crisis not just on music education
practice, but more broadly on the wider field of music and its complex array of
interconnected domains.

Andrea Schiavio, Michele Biasuttui & Roberta Phillipe
Looking to the experience of conservatoire students during the crisis, Schiavio et
al’s article highlights a range of challenges and also benefits of the ‘turn’ toward online
music education, not least the pressures this places upon educators to adapt swiftly
through the use of technology to maintain high pedagogical standards. Their article
illustrates very clearly the complexities of teaching during the pandemic, with students’
narrative accounts of their experiences highlighting how their musical development may
have been disrupted by the pandemic, but also how developing strategies and mindsets
for overcoming such disruptions – especially with their peers and their teachers - can be
a creative opportunity in itself. As they suggest, ‘the need for novelty and exploration

[in response to the crisis] led to new forms of communication among students,
highlighting the link between creativity and social connectedness’. The implications for
teachers are very clear – in order to continue to be integral to students’ ongoing
development, they have to be able to adapt pedagogical approaches fluently and
efficiently in response to unfamiliar and disruptive circumstances, and this also requires
institutions to mobilise the necessary resources and training for their workforce to
support them to be able to respond most effectively, echoing similar concerns in other
papers in the issue.

Dainora Daugvilaité
At the other end of the spectrum of music education activity, Daugvilaité’s
article introduces us to a detailed consideration of some of the effects of the digital
‘turn’ on the experience of beginner and intermediate piano students. Relying on
exploratory case studies, the research seeks to investigate whether students’ approaches
to learning change in the online scenario. It also explores engagement levels in
synchronous online learning and motivation to practice in between lessons. The paper
explores crucial issues that have received much attention from research on face-to-face
music learning, but which have not yet been explored in relation to the sudden ‘turn’ to
online learning. Although students and parents both refer to their preference for face-toface teaching with the physical presence of a teacher as an enhancing factor, there are
also important considerations for teaching to take from this study - students became
more independent and progressed at normal pace when learning online. Comparisons
between online and face-to-face learning are unavoidable but the fact that independence
in learning can be further developed in this scenario sheds light on how adaptations of
teaching approaches can be made to engage with the ‘turn’ in music education. The
study also points out how families adapted to the new online scenario and it makes a

positive contribution towards the future of music education demonstrating how
instrumental teaching can be shaped through a broader approach where online
interactions may complement more traditional models of face-to-face pedagogy.

Karen Salvador, Erika Knapp & Whitney Mayo
Shifting to music education within the community, Salvador et al focus their
research on a large number of participants from all ages attending two Community
Music Schools, which were closed due to the pandemic. All activities, including music
therapy, were shifted online. Students, parents, caregivers, teachers, ensemble directors,
music therapists and administrators took part in a mixed methods study responding to
surveys and interviews that give a holistic view of their experiences and perspectives of
online interactions in the context of community music. The article makes an important
contribution to music education, highlighting themes that emerged from the data,
including relational aspects of ‘trustworthiness’ and ‘hospitality’ in online learning
during a global pandemic. They outline some of the implications for teacher education
and professional development, suggesting that the ‘turn’ to online learning has pushed
people ‘over the hump’ but also that this requires time and effort, and that appropriate
technology and training needs to be available for everyone involved, a recurrent theme
within this special issue. In the context of the ‘turn’ during lockdowns, not all families
could participate in the online experiences, others refused, others had negative
experiences, and many found ways of remaining positive within their experiences. The
authors make a powerful statement that ‘supporting teachers, students, and families in
weathering unexpected changes and assisting them in creating a successful experience
could bolster the sustainability of community music schools’.

Lee Cheng & Gigi Lam
Turning to some larger studies of practitioner experience, Cheng & Lam provide
a detailed analysis of the psychological impact of the pandemic on music teachers in
Hong Kong, using a multistrategy approach to understand this impact through both
quantitative and qualitative measures. Their work points to an important feature of
educator resilience, that perhaps not unexpectedly, less experienced teachers - as well as
those who only taught music - were more susceptible to the stresses inherent in adapting
to emergency remote teaching. They identify a range of such stressors, including
increased parental involvement, inconsistent school management systems, technological
challenges and digital poverty, pointing to how the presence of multiple stressors can
have a destabilizing effect on an educator’s best intentions to remain pedagogically
resilient.

Ketil Thorgersen & Annette Mars
Thorgersen & Mars also examine a large population of music educators through
an analysis of activity on a Swedish music educators’ Facebook group during the crisis.
They emphasise the importance of ‘teacher collegiality’ within this particular group as a
defining characteristic of educator resilience, highlighting a theme found elsewhere in
the special issue of professional peer support as an important resource for dealing with
the crisis. In relation to the notion of ‘convergence’ of musical domains, and the
disruptions brought about by the sudden need for emergency remote education, they
illustrate the role that other professionals can play in supporting educator resilience –
not just as sounding boards but as a whole networked community where a sense of
belonging and solidarity can help strengthen educators’ personal and collective
professional identities in relation to a common threat.

Dawn Joseph & Lucy Lennox
Further emphasizing the theme of collegiality, Joseph & Lennox introduce
‘narrative inquiry’ (Clandinin, 2013) as a methodological approach to develop practical
insights into the situation they each found themselves in as music educators, both
independently and in dialogue with each other. For situations of complexity, ambiguity
or uncertainty - such as have been very present through the current / recent crisis – this
approach offers a novel way of exploring those uncertainties. Through a process of
telling and subsequent re-telling of their lived experiences of the ‘thrills, twists and
turns’ of music education during lockdown, they are able to highlight some of the ways
in which this collegiate approach has helped them to ‘re-live’ their practice i.e. to find
new ways of addressing some of the challenges faced. The rich descriptions of their
experiences, and that of some of their students, helps us to appreciate the complex ways
in which the forced ‘turn’ to online learning has disrupted familiar narratives of
participation, and how some of those narrative arcs are being re-written.

Andrew Goodrich
Staying with the theme of beginning to think differently about the crisis and
possible strategies for capitalizing on some of its repercussions for music education,
Goodrich presents a detailed literature review of one possible opportunity to emerge
from the crisis, that of peer mentoring. A number of the papers point to shifts in
pedagogical practice, especially shifts which respond to different ways of knowing
which a distributed knowledge system like the internet throws up (Wegerif, 2012). The
dialogic opportunities for educators recognized by Thorgersen & Mars and Joseph &
Lennox might also have resonance in opportunities for more dialogic peer learning,
specifically that of peer mentoring, where (more experienced) students can support
other (less experienced) students’ development. While by no means the only kind of

structured peer learning available to students and their teachers, Goodrich’s detailed
review of the literature on peer mentoring provides a valuable and detailed introduction
to the subject, and a launchpad for further investigation into the pedagogical
possibilities of such an approach.

Juliet Hess
Hess’ paper presents an individual position in relation to the current crisis, and is
addressing directly the issues raised by question 4 (above) concerning music
education’s potential value as a resource of imagination in the recovery from the impact
of the pandemic. Her article takes a philosophical approach to understanding music
education’s potential role in recovery from the current crisis, by locating it in relation to
themes of social justice. We’re pleased to be able to include this perspective in the
special issue as we hope it will provoke discussion and debate around the broader and
more complex nexus of existential crises which the pandemic might be seen to be part
of, and the potential role of music education in addressing such complexity. In giving
space for these issues to be raised, we hope to stimulate a discourse among music
education researchers about these larger philosophical issues to do with the purpose of
music education in a globally sustainable future. Hess reminds us of our ethical
responsibilities as educators, not just to our students but to our broader responsibilities
as citizens on a fragile planet facing multiple crises, and how our practice as educators
might address some of those challenges.

Discussion
In this section, we discuss some of the over-arching themes which we see as
emerging from this collection of papers, including the distinction between online
learning and emergency remote teaching and the notion of ‘convergence’ between

recording and performing fields of music alluded to earlier, as well as some of the
relational issues which have surfaced through the papers. In the context of recovery
from the crisis, we also consider implications for future music education practice, in
particular some of the pedagogical shifts which this collection of papers highlights.

Online learning and emergency remote teaching
An important distinction which this collection highlights is the difference
between online learning and what Calderón-Garrido introduces as ‘emergency remote
teaching’. Generally speaking, online learning refers to teaching and learning that
occurs over a network connection and which can take different forms: synchronous
learning (that is, real time), when musicians located at remote geographical locations
interact over a network to teach, learn, rehearse and/or perform (Lisboa et al., in press);
asynchronous learning (taking place at different times) which can occur through various
online platforms; and blended or hybrid learning when teaching and learning happens
through a structured mixture of both terms above (Mayadas et al., 2015).
Online teaching and learning is not a new approach to education. In 1947, the medical
teaching community used closed-circuit television for American medical teaching,
(Castle, 1963) later followed by cross-continent broadcasts via telephone connections.
Online learning is therefore not a new feature of music education and performance
either, and a comprehensive literature has already built up around it e.g. (Brändström et
al., 2012; Buhl et al., 2014; Johnson, 2017; Waldron et al., 2020). From as early as the
1990’s Higher Education music institutions across the world have been investing in
state-of-the art technology to complement face-to-face teaching and learning and to
assist with remote rehearsing and performing. Many of these institutions have
collaborated with technology companies in order to improve audio and video quality for
musicians as well as to reduce latency in synchronous online learning(Lisboa et al., in

press). The aim has often been to achieve telepresence, a state where participants
perceive themselves as being present within a remote or virtual site (Draper et al.,
1998). Online learning has become common practice across music conservatoires and
universities prior to the pandemic as it also allows for the expansion of international
collaborations; for developing new forms of teaching and learning; for lowering costs
and reduction of carbon emissions due to decreased air travel.
However, the sudden need for ‘emergency remote teaching’ that many music educators
were faced with in 2020 throws up a whole other set of challenges, where there was a
sudden and unexpected need to adapt to a situation of social isolation and where some
form of online learning became the only way to sustain any sort of music education
practice. With the need for state-of-the art studio equipment down to home computer
systems of laptops and headsets, educators were faced with pedagogical demands never
before envisaged. Many of the authors in this collection point to the challenges of home
schooling, lack or preparedness, inconsistent availability of resources including devices
and reliable internet connection, all of which conspire in new ways to either facilitate or
thwart attempts to provide continuity in music education. As stated in Joseph &
Lennox’s paper: “using new technology was a steep learning curve for both authors
given the sudden move to online teaching due to the lockdown”.

Convergence
This increased use of technology by music educators in order to sustain their
practice through the crisis highlights another important feature to emerge, which we
might see as a convergence between recording and performing fields of music.
Especially for ensemble musical activity, playing and performing with other people is
what drives participation. However, the audio latency problems associated with
domestic online platforms mean that attempts at synchronous ‘music(k)ing’ are

ultimately disappointing. As Gibson highlights, one response to this situation is a
further ‘turn’ by music educators toward the use of recorded materials to give the
impression of live performance in online musical activity, through the use of high
fidelity recordings and / or recordings produced using studio audio software.
We might see this blending of musical fields as part of a broader process of
‘convergence’ i.e. an ongoing feature of the music industry since the digital distribution
of recorded music disrupted established means at the turn of the century (Anderson,
2009). Originally conceived as a term to describe ‘the flow of content across multiple
media platforms’ (Jenkins, 2008, p. 2), we might also see convergence as occurring
within and across the various sub-fields which characterise the field of music in its
broadest sense. As Gibson summarises in her article, Turino (2008) classifies these
various sub-fields into two categories: performing fields (presentational performance
and participatory performance) and recording fields (high fidelity and studio audio art).
Gibson’s article outlines in some detail the ways in which these fields converge in the
transition between an established offline experience of festivals of music-making into a
largely online experience of participatory music during the pandemic.
The experience of convergence within the field of music over the last twenty years
might have been more apparent within its performance domains, with the boundaries
between presentational performance or the ‘performance of works’ and participatory
performance or the ‘performance of relationships’ (Camlin, in pressa, in pressc, in
pressd; Camlin et al., 2020) increasingly blurred and contested, as evidenced by the rise
of disciplines such as community music (CM), music, health and wellbeing and the
social impact of music-making (SIMM) as subjects within the academy. What many of
the articles in this collection point to is also an accelerated convergence with recorded
fields of music as well – the use of high fidelity and studio audio art as increasingly

essential elements of an online music education practice. With effective online
synchronous music-making largely out of the reach of a domestic audience,
manipulating sounds using audio software to be able to re-create a musical experience
that resembles the memory of synchronous music-making has become one of the few
ways that offline group musical practices have been able to move online, as Gibson’s
article discusses, and as reflected in the growth in popularity of the phenomenon of
online ‘virtual’ choirs and music ensembles during the crisis.
Rather than seeing this convergence as a more straightforward drawing together of
disparate practices, it rather seems to be the case that these musical domains operate
with each other more like a complex constellation of inter-dependent dimensions, with
different shifts in emphasis occurring in different contexts, as illustrated in fig. 1. It is
with these complex and emergent multi-dimensional shifts in the broad field of music
that the papers in this special issue are grappling.

[insert fig. 1 about here]
Figure 1. Convergence between Turino’s (2008) categorisation of performance (in
black) and recorded (in grey) fields of music. Source: figure by authors

Disruptions to any field by information technology lead to changes in the way that the
field operates (Mason, 2016, pp. 109–145), as should be immediately apparent to
anyone who has lived through the last twenty years of dramatic changes to the field of
music resulting from the digital distribution of recorded music (Anderson, 2009). We
should therefore expect that this ongoing convergence between music’s various
domains should lead to further disruption, as well as opportunity. As technological
innovations begin to overcome the limitations of online musical experiences, consumers

and learners alike will be faced with an increasing array of choices about how to
consume or learn music. As the field of music re-constitutes itself around a ‘new
normal’ of increased hybridisation, music educators too need to adapt and innovate their
practice to respond to the new opportunities and challenges which emerge. What we
hope this issue presents is some of the ways in which those practices – and practitioners
- are already adapting and innovating.

Turning to One Another
In spite of these disruptions to practice, a common theme described by the
different studies is the extent to which addressing the challenges of emergency remote
teaching involved turning to others for practical, psychological, familial, peer and / or
collegiate support. Thorgersen & Mars’ article highlights the importance of collegiality
in developing professional resilience, while Salvador et al and Joseph & Lennox’ papers
illustrate this collegiality in practice. Both sets of authors also highlight the positive
experience of siblings and parents being more involved in students’ musical activities as
a way of strengthening family unity, especially during this period of adversity.
Interruptions by other family members, pets or other aspects of a students’ home life
might normally be considered a distraction to learning, but in these circumstances they
also serve to blur the boundaries between home and school, enlisting other family
members into a student’s musical development whilst simultaneously giving teachers
insights into students’ identities outside of a classroom setting. Furthermore, despite the
stresses of lockdowns during a pandemic with serious economic implications, there are
reports of music instrument sales doubling during the pandemic, even whilst shops were
closed (Breathnach, 2020), pointing to the possible resurgence of home-based musical
culture as a potentially valuable resource for individual musical development.

Recovery
Finally, we turn to questions of recovery. Hess’ article points to a number of
related current crises – climate crisis, racial injustice, economic instability - which face
human society in the present moment, but even this view is only partial. Forecasting
over the next thirty years points to a complex cocktail of ageing populations, reduced
Potential Support ratios (PSR), ongoing population growth and attendant mass
migration alongside environmental degradation and increasing inequality which have
been known about since the Brundtland report (Brundtland, 1987) and which can be
recognized in the current policy of the United Nations toward sustainable development
(United Nations, 2015). Awareness of these complex global issues, alongside the
potential of future zoonotic outbreaks as a feature of a ‘pandemic age’ (UN
Environment, 2020) may come to define the way humans are able to co-exist on an
increasingly fragile planet for some time to come. In many ways, the current pandemic
crisis has highlighted the fragility of global systems, and therefore research of all kinds
– including music education research – needs to have these existential complexities in
mind as our focus turns to questions of recovery. Hess’ invokes perspectives such as
Critical Reconstructionism, Abolitionism, and Critical Pedagogy as valuable
frameworks to re-imagine the function of music education research going forward.
However, we need to be cautious about glorifying the potential value of music
education to ‘imagine’ alternative futures. The problem with using our imagination to
conceive of better worlds is that, as Rickie Lee Jones expresses it, “the world that you
make inside your head is the one you see around you; but the one that you see is the one
that you make” (Lee-Jones, 1989). In other words, imagining any future from within a
given system may be prone to recreating at least some of the inconsistencies or
inequalities of that system. Hess cautions vigilance in ensuring our approaches to music
education are grounded in an ethical praxis, although remaining ‘vigilant’ to the ways in

which our practices might contribute to unequal distribution of cultural resources may
be easier said than done (Camlin, 2021b). Centring such vigilance within a cautiously
embodied experience of music, as Hess suggests, perhaps provides more of an
assurance of authentic and empathic connection.
We should also perhaps take comfort from the assumption that as well as providing the
potential for metaphorical recovery in the way that it offers opportunities to experience
particular social realities which may differ from those of everyday life, music making
offers us a more literal potential for ‘mutual recovery’ (Camlin et al., 2020) through the
way in which our neurobiology may come to resonate with that of others through the act
of musical entrainment (Camlin, in pressd). As Schiavio et al highlight, ‘online
collaborations, dialogue, and open communication among students may not be enough
when compared to the live presence of others’, and it is to the re-emergence of face-toface ‘music(k)ing’ that we must surely now turn with hope.

Implications for Future Practice
Clearly, the pandemic crisis has disrupted music education practice
considerably, and some of these disruptions are explored in detail by the contributions
to this special issue. What is also clear is that the pandemic crisis has also prompted
important conceptual and epistemological shifts in both theory and practice.
Practitioners and researchers are both acting and thinking their way beyond these
disruptions. It is a valuable observation that ‘music teachers are realising that they need
to transform themselves from instructors into facilitators of students’ learning’ (Cheng
& Lam) in response to the crisis, echoed in the observations of (Schiavio et al) into
students’ experience of conservatoire teaching. As the online world contains many more
resources than just the teacher, understanding the role of the teacher amidst that
complexity becomes a matter of considerable ‘pedagogical sensitivity’ (Huhtinen-

Hildén & Pitt, 2018; van Manen, 2008). Inconsistencies both in provision of resources
and in support for educators themselves, can inevitably lead to compromises in the
student experience, a theme picked up by a number of articles in this special issue,
highlighting the importance of technological resourcing, training and support to enable
educators to provide the best possible experience for their students.
Similarly, it is important to recognize that any ‘turn’ toward online music education
necessitated by the pandemic should not contribute to any unhelpful binary thinking
about online and offline experiences. As this collection of articles illustrates, there are
clear benefits of both online and offline music education, and both domains need to be
considered in the devising of music curricula, and in how those curricula are
provisioned.
At the time of going to press, the disruptions and shifts discussed herein are only
partially evolved and resolved. This special issue represents some initial insights into
the impact of the global pandemic on music education, but that impact is likely to be
played out over many years. We hope that the various perspectives presented highlight
the critical importance of an ethical praxis (Elliott & Silverman, 2014; Regelski, 2009)
of music education, with research and practice closely ‘imbricated’ (Nelson, 2013)
throughout the period of recovery. As changes in practice continue to occur in response
to the conditions of uncertain recovery, research plays a vital role in articulating,
transmitting, critiquing and indeed influencing those shifts, emphases and practices.
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