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1.0
INTRODUCTION
The study of sociology in music and music education has been of great interest amongst many researchers, particularly in the past two decades. Current literature suggests that issues such as social class, ethnicity and gender do influence the way individuals perceive themselves in a social environment. In addition, age, religion, nationality, subculture, political values, effect or are key factors when assessing ones perception within society and in respect to the sociology of music (Green, 2002b). According to Paul & Ballantine (2002), Green (2002a), Lamont (2002), Bennett (2000 & 2001), Clayton et al (2003), and others, suggest different social structures influence the type of music learnt or identify with, and that gender plays a role in shaping what type of music and instrument is learnt. Furthermore, Paul and Ballantine (2002), suggest that, “music experiences are closely related not only to education but also to group affiliations, family and socialisation, religious upbringing, and socio-economics and even socio-political status” (p566).

This essay will consider the potential for research from a sociological and socio-cultural perspective in my own teaching practice. The discussion will firstly outline my current teaching situation and examine the topic, “Students’ ability to improvise”. Secondly, the issue, “Are boys better at learning to improvise than girls” will be questioned and its significance in an educational environment. Thirdly, suggestions will be presented for conducting research on this issue, and finally, implications for further research will be considered.

2.0 POTENTIAL FOR RESEARCH IN MY CURRENT TEACHING PRACTICE

As a music teacher at both university and TAFE level, the reality is that higher education is consistently confronting the fact that not all students applying to study music at a post secondary level have undertaken any systematic music training. Two extremes are present, students with no systematic training and students that have undergone the complete AMEB examinations and VCE music. Gallagher and Gallagher (1994) indicate that this degree of imbalance tends to be present in lower socio-economic areas. Metcalfe (1987), Plummeridge (1991), Tellstrom (1971), Elliott (1986), Ferris (1993) and others, agree that the main reason for this imbalance can be narrowed down to three keys areas, 1) music being fee-paying; 2) music predominately being outsourced by parents from private music teachers; and 3) only schools in high socio-economic areas were in a position to offer VCE music within the regular curriculum.  Lamont (2002), indicates, “that children from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to develop positive attitudes towards music or to engage in musical activities, due perhaps to the lack of financial support that such activities require” (p54).

The potential for research from a sociological and sociol-cultural perspective in my current teaching practice is wide a varied. Primarily, issues such as, students’ access to quality music education; attitude/acceptance towards classical music; music creativity; and overall academic aptitude in music education at a post secondary level are some of the broader issues of most significance to me. Part of the solution to many of my concerns may be directly related to social environment and gender identity.

Callan et al (1991), suggests, “gender identity refers to the sex we think we are, no matter what other people think” (p86).  According to Callan et al (1991), by the time a child reaches the ages of eighteen months to two years, he or she will have developed a definite idea of himself as a boy or think of herself as a girl. Furthermore, within the first few years of life, children begin to acquire a sense of the behaviours that their society proclaims as appropriate and inappropriate on the basis of their gender identity, and act accordingly. Callan et al (1991) state three main processes for the development of the perceived sex role: identification with the same-sex parent; imitation, or modelling, of the same-sex others; and reinforcement, reward or punishment for appropriate or inappropriate behaviours (p87).

Gender identity in music demonstrates similar ideals. For example, Green (2002a & 2002b), Swanwick (1988), Lamont (2002), and others present the notion that music has fallen under the category of gender. Firstly, the consensus is that music education is commonly feminine. Green (2002a) indicates, “boys are understood, by both teachers and pupils, to emphatically denunciate most musical activities as ‘sissy’ and ‘un-macho’” (p61). Secondly, the study of classical music is stereotyped as feminine, and that females are more likely to undertake studies in classical music and orchestral instruments than males. Whereas popular music or “rock music” attracts the macho image of drums and electric guitars, a male dominated arena.  

Bennett (2000) advocates that music informs ways of being in a particular social space and music also functions as a resource whereby individuals are able to actively construct those spaces in which they live. Therefore, music not only informs the construction of the self, but also the social world in which the self operates. Green (2002a) after conducting a survey on secondary teachers and students concluded that, “for a boy to engage in vocal music or orchestral music, ‘slow’ music, or music that is associated with the classical style in school, this involves taking a risk with his symbolic masculinity. If these activities provide a suitable mantle for girls, then for boys, they are rather like putting on a dress. Just as girls negotiate a feminine gender identity through music, so boys negotiate a masculine gender identity; and they are often under a great deal of pressure to appear ‘macho’. In the context of the school, just as ‘classical music’ delineates an affirmative, conformist femininity, so ‘popular music’ interrupts femininity; and in this interruptive fissure a delineation of masculinity is able to assert itself. This interruption of femininity and the assertion of a masculine delineation again reproduce the historical legacy of women’s role in music” (p62).

As a result, gender identity and social environment influences the way a preference for a particular style of music is developed. Gender identity may also influence how other areas in music are learnt such as ability to learn to improvise and whether boys are better at improvising music than girls. This issue is one that is quite apparent in my current teaching practice.

2.1
Students’ Ability To Improvise
A fundamental dilemma I’m consistently confronting in my teaching practice is the degree of imbalance between student’s ability to spontaneously improvise or create music at a post secondary level. According to Webster (1996) and Rohwer (1997), creativity extends beyond the art of composition, involving performance, conducting, recomposition, arranging, and careful listening and analysis, all promoting the act of creative thinking.

Researchers in the field of creativity advocate that proficient or expert knowledge in a particular field is fundamental to a student’s creative output and further enables and promotes creativity (Elliott, 1995 and Webster, 1996). Rowher (1997), and Henry (1996), concur with Elliott and Webster further stating the importance of musicianship/craftsmanship and believe refinement skills are integral to the development growth and the educators’ role is to find a balance between encouragement and critical thinking. This may explain some of the challenges confronting secondary teachers, however, at a post secondary environment it would be assumed that students’ entering formal music studies would be at the level of embracing musical creativity.

In my experience I am surprised to discover the amount of difference between students that have had the opportunity to undertake formal and systematic music training and with student that have not. The common scenario I have seen is that students who have had formal “Classical Music” training are challenged with the concept of improvisation and creativity. Green (2000a) implies that this may be because everything is learnt by rote and following rules and may indicate a lack of true understanding of the musical concepts and low level of self-determination and initiative. On the other hand students that have not undergone any systematic music training and were self-taught, excelled on the art of improvising and creativity. These students fell under the category of “Popular Music” and where predominately guitarists and boys. Bennett (2000), Longhurst (1995) and Olsson (1997) state that popular music commonly attracts masculinity. Green (2000a) suggests a reason for boys displaying creative characteristics is that they have a stronger tendency towards risk-taking and have more self-initiative.

2.2
Significance In An Educational Environment 

So far, gender identity in music can demonstrate why students influenced by popular music find improvising easier compared to students that are trained in classical music. This imbalance can be associated with the type of tradition related to learning classical music and popular music. Classically trained musicians learn by reading a notated score, whereas popular musicians according to Moore (1993) learn by ear by listening to a sound recording, Moore calls this “the primary text”. 

Research into this area can assist teachers to evaluate their teaching methods to incorporate a broader mix of music, which will accommodate both genders so that they are exposed to both masculine and feminine music. Current evidence implies a need to make music less female oriented and to create a more uni-sex appeal in the regular classroom. The significance in promoting improvisation and creativity within music will encourage students’ to evaluate music beyond the printed score, promoting critical thinking, and educate students’ to evaluate their creativity and self-expression in music.

3.0
ARE BOYS BETTER AT IMPROVISING THAN GIRLS 
The distinction between organised and unorganised music training could play a key role in finding solutions as to why some students find improvising/creating music more easier than others. Although I could assume that the study of popular music could prove to be a solution to encouraging improvisation and creativity, the question still remains, are boys better at improvising than girls? 

The study conducted by Green (2002a) indicated, “the most striking thing about teachers’ response was that, despite their almost unanimous characterisation of boys as uninterested, unco-operative and negative towards music lessons, they regarded boys as excelling at composition. Contrastingly they saw girls as dull and lacking in creative spark (p62). Green (2002a) further pointed out similar responses with Walkerdine’s (1990) analysis of gender in the mathematics classroom. Although, girls where attributed with qualities such as perseverance, obedience and hard-working attitudes, they lack dexterity of autonomy, creativity, initiative. When girls do succeed, this is attributed to rule-following and rote-learning, which are distinguished from and even opposed to understanding. Boys on the other hand, although ‘naughty’ can ‘break set’, think independently, ‘reason’. Even though their actual attainment may be poor, they are seen to ‘understand’ properly (p62). The concept of understanding properly could support Webster (1996) and Elliott (1995) statement that proficient knowledge in a particular field is fundamental for students’ creative output.

Olsson’s research (1997) indicated a clear gender difference in the form of instrumental learning; where 71 per cent of the girls took lessons in music schools or privately; only 32 per cent of the boys did so. Instead the majority of boys (59 per cent) learned to play their instruments on their own or with help of peers, without participating in any form of organised music training. Furthermore, Olsson’s research concurred with many others such as Bennett (2000), Green (2000a), Swanwick (1988), Paul & Ballantine (2002), and DeNora (2003) implying boys mainly played popular music (rock genres with particular interest in heavy metal and punk), whereas girls were active in choirs and in playing traditional instruments like the piano or the flute, and showed a preference for rock ballads and mainstream music. Further investigation into Olsson’s work could help determine if self-taught students display high characteristics of improvisation compared to students’ undertaking formal lessons in music.

Green’s (2002a) research on girls and boys ability to compose music revealed that boys were overall better at composing than girls. Green concluded that this was due to the fact that “girls are seen to conform to the teacher’s and school’s values expectations and standard of behaviour” girls perform best with set guide lines and rules. Girls need to be informed what to do rather than employ self-initiative. Boys on the other display characteristics of “anti-conformist and over-confident in music lessons, refusing to take part and ‘mucking about’ with instruments in ways that contrasted starkly with the characterisation of girls as shy and co-operative” (p62).

Finally, I wish to add gender amongst music teachers. If current research suggests girls are less attracted to creativity, does this low level of interest in creativity continue into adulthood? And if so, does it or can it impact on their students’ ability to improvise and create music? The MENC (2001) conducted research into gender amongst music teachers, with results indicating that women preschool music teachers outnumber their male counterpart five to one; women elementary school teachers are double the number of men in that capacity. Male secondary school and college/university music teacher educators hold a smaller lead, with one-and-a-half males teachers for every female teacher. Overall, female teachers dominate at the preschool and elementary school levels in every teacher area, except for a minor variation in ‘jazz’ (hence the performance art of jazz relies totally on improvisation). Even in areas where the proportions are balanced overall, such as orchestra, female teachers outnumber male teachers at all levels up to and including junior high/middle school, while men predominate at the senior high school and college/university levels.   

In light of the above data researchers must question firstly, the influence music teachers have on the students preference in music? Considering up until middle high school a majority of the music teachers are female. And secondly, do the music preference of the music teachers reflect upon their students’ choice in music and gender? Research into the issue, “are boys better at improvising than girls” can encourage the investigation into three key areas of music learning; 1) students’ undergoing classical music training, 2) students’ undergoing popular music training, and 3) students’ that are learning music self-taught. Examining the above methods of learning may provide answers to the following questions: Do students that play popular music improvise/create music better than students that play classical music? Do students that are self-taught improvise more confidently than students that are systematically trained? And, what effect does gender have on students’ ability to improvise?

4.0 SUGGESTIONS FOR POSSIBLE INVESTIGATION 

Historically research in the field of sociology of education has revolved around two approaches, Quantitative Method and Qualitative Method. Quantitative methods employ information-collecting techniques, which allow the researcher to quantify results. Such collecting for data can be in the form of questionnaires, interviews, observations, and experiments. The quantitative approach according to Paul & Ballantine (2002) have been employed by functionalist and conflict theorists, primarily focusing on the macro-scale research, looking for trends and aspects of social behaviour in large populations.

Qualitative methods according to Kellehear (1990) employ information-gathering techniques, which allow the researcher to gain an understanding of social and personal experiences. Researchers employ techniques such as participant observation, ethnomethodolgy, and social experimentation. Paul & Ballantine (2002) further suggest techniques such as open-end questionnaires, various case study methods (historical, biographical, reflective), analysis of subject documents (diaries, journals, photographs), are also employed in collection of data. The aim of qualitative research is to gain an understanding of social motives, beliefs, values and experiences within a social group or particular culture on a micro-level. 

Sociologists employ three main theoretical perspectives in order to explain behaviour, Conflict, Functionalist and Interactionist. The conflict theory according to Kellehear (1990), Paul & Ballantine (2002), and others, is the general idea that society is in a continual state of change and conflict due to competing interests. Although the conflict theory can be viewed in two varieties, Marxist and the Weberian views, the basic idea according to Paul & Ballantine (2002) is that society is composed of competing economic and interest groups (The haves and the have-nots). Primarily, the difference between the Marx and Weber is the materialist versus idealistic views of the world.

The functionalist theory according to Kellehear (1990) and others, views society as having evolved into increasingly complex social systems serving more specialised and agreed functions. Paul & Ballantine (2002), agree stating, “functional theorists hold the view that social systems such as educational systems are normally in balance, meaning that all the parts of the system work together to create a functional system” (p568). 

The interactionist theory implies the social life is based on the use of symbols and signs such as language, ritual and behaviour reading. According to Kellehear (1990), and others, interactionists study small groups of people who are actually interacting and they examine how those groups use their particular signs and symbols to know and live with each other and others outside their circle. Paul and Ballantine (2002) state the underlying themes of this approach are that individuals who share a culture are most likely to interpret and define social situations in similar ways because of their similar socialisation and cultural experiences. Paul and Ballantine (2002) further suggest two types of interaction theory, labelling theory and exchange theory. Labelling theory is useful in understanding how students perceive themselves and how this effects their decisions, behaviours, and interactions. Exchange theory assumes that there are costs and rewards for our actions and interactions.

In view of the above literature it would appear that the appropriate method for investigating improvisation amongst children would be to employ an interactionist perspective for assessing student behaviour and a Qualitative method for collecting data. The reason for this is interactionist is the best method of obtaining information on a one-to-one level. Furthermore, it will ensure the most accurate data in reference too both student and teachers thoughts, feelings, and behaviour in a small group environment. Although Paul and Ballantine (2002) suggest, “conflict theories are the underpinning for much research into issues of gender in music and into multicultural and popular music” (p569). 

However, Paul & Ballantine (2000) continue to state that, “the problem with functional and conflict theory is that both approaches focus on the macro level of society. While they are useful perspectives for studying large-scale social phenomena, they are hardly suitable for approaching small-group issues related to classroom, peer group, or student-teacher interactions” (p569). For the purpose of this research, a design centred on the micro level of society will prove to be most effective and reliable.

The research design will incorporate secondary students from years 10 to 12. Six schools will be studies with two schools selected from Private, Public and State to ensure an even mix of different socio-economic backgrounds. Students that are able to contribute in the study must participate in a musical activity (play or practice a musical instrument) on a weekly basis. This will allow all appropriate subjects to participate regardless, if they are enrolled in the music curriculum in their school, if the school offers music as part of the curriculum or not, and if students are engaged in systematic music instruction or not.

Research techniques may include both quantitative and qualitative methods and involve collecting data from students, teachers (where appropriate), and parents to ascertain the influence each may have in music and music education. In addition, further investigate into the students’ home, school, and social environment, as well as gender in music, the attraction both males and females have to particular musical style or gender, and the impact society, peer group pressure and media (radio, television, magazines, newspaper, internet) have on the influence in children’s choice in music. In addition, exercises will provided to students to complete in order to assess their attitude towards improvisation and their ability.

The approach outlined attempts to guarantee to include: students from different sociol-backgrounds, students involved in systematic music training and those that are not, and involve music teachers and parental influences. The research design outlined will provide answers to my concerns and present implications for further research.

5.0
IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
The suggestions presented for research raises the following questions, what effect does gender in music have on students’ ability to improvise? Does the concept of masculine and feminine music play a dominant role in students’ ability to improvise? Do students who are self-taught learn to improvise or improvise better than students’ who learn music formally? What impact do music teachers have on students’ ability to improvise and create music, especially female teachers? The latter question is of most interest if we refer back to Callan (1991) suggesting children are not only able to develop their identity as early as 2 years, but how socio-development of children is primarily based on identification, imitation/modelling and reinforcement. Furthermore, what effect do female primary schools teachers have on students’ create development. And the effect of parental music influence and societies promotion of music has on students’ interest in specific music genders.

Implications for further research may also incorporate studies in popular music culture and the influence of popular music in society, in relation, to cultural identity and the impact music has on the shaping of children’s self within society. In addition, teachers must continually review the current music curriculum to ensure it fulfils both genders. Such research can help determine if the level of difficulty students experience in learning to improvise is because of gender differences or because of different methods of learning music. Furthermore, it can determine if students exposed to popular music are better or more competent at improvising. 

6.0
CONCLUSION
In conclusion, the implications that I have identified will endeavour to contribute towards the study of students’ association with improvisation and creativity. In addition, understanding the differences between male and female learning behaviour will be of enormous benefit to the educational field in assessing gender differences in learning and curriculum approaches to educating boys and girls not only in music but also possibly in other academic fields. Furthermore, the investigation into societies influence (parental, schools, teachers, peers, media) on students’ will help assess students’ attitude towards music gender, music learning, and the benefits that organised and unorganised music training has on improvisation and music creativity.
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