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People may be surprised to learn that many of the great music Conservatoires of 

Europe began as orphanages. In the 17th century, when many of them were 

founded, the generous citizens who established these institutions wanted to 

ensure that their charges developed a ‘marketable’ skill for when they progressed 

into adult life. These were the days before universal education and such skills and 

knowledge as the children acquired were due entirely to the efforts of the 

orphanage. Different orphanages had different strategies, but some decided to 

focus on teaching music. 

 

This proved to be a highly successful strategy because, as the children 

developed their musical skills, they were hired out by the orphanages to perform 

for the aristocracy and, increasingly, the affluent merchant classes. Orphanages 

reinvested the income they derived from hiring out the children in recruiting 

excellent music tutors and so the talent, fame and value of the children soared. 

 

Eventually, the more affluent parents in the community began to approach the 

orphanages to ask whether, for a fee, their children may be included in the music 

lessons. The orphanages were glad to do this, but as the years passed the 

number of paying pupils increased and the number of orphans decreased, until 

there was neither time nor space for the orphans and full-time fee paying music 

education became the sole focus of these charitable institutions. 

 

What is more interesting is that the way in which the orphanages taught the 

children in those early years was fundamentally different to the way in which 

music is taught at the Conservatoires, and indeed more generally, today.  In 

those early days the children were taught from the start to develop their own 
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voice, whether literally singing, or through the instrument they played. They were 

not taught music, but musicality. Central to this tuition were the partimenti, many 

pages of detailed music notes which pose many questions, but leave the pupil to 

find the solutions. The music is not a literal transcript, which the musician reads 

and reproduces. The partimenti establish, at the start, a set of rules and then 

pose a set of conflicts for the musician to resolve, in their own way. The approach 

is more comparable to jazz improvisation, but required a long exploration of how 

music works, through playing rather than reading or listening. It is known that 

most of the composers of this era, including Mozart, Bach, Handel and Haydn, all 

studied and taught partimenti, and it lies at the heart of the astonishing richness 

of their musical voice. 

 

However, as the institutions began to change from orphanages to Conservatoires, 

so did the approach to teaching. Instead of learning how to develop their own 

musicality, they were taught how to reproduce other people’s music. While their 

level of dexterity determined the compositions they played, it was a question of 

working their way through a canon of existing music, not of developing their own 

voice. 

 

The dominance of this latter mode of teaching today explains a great deal. It 

explains why so many young people express a desire to play a musical 

instrument, but so few actually do. It explains why so many of those who do start 

music lessons give them up as quickly as they can. The experience of learning 

the instrument is so different from the aspiration the child had, not because it is 

technically complex, but because it is alienating. It also explains to me how, in so 

many ways, contemporary classical composition has lost its way. It veers 

between the simplistic, anachronistic or nostalgic, to musical forms weighed down 

by a consciousness of their own history - unable to create with confidence and 

verve in the way those trained in earlier ways had been able. 

 

I thought of those orphans as I read Darren Henley’s review of Cultural Education 

in England. There is but a single reference to the role of a cultural education in 

shaping a young person’s identity, a few references to the development of skills 
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which employers value, but the overriding narrative of his justification for a 

cultural education is: 

 

At its best, a sound cultural education should allow children to gain 

knowledge, through the learning of facts, understanding through the 

development of the critical facilities and skills through the opportunity to 

practise specific art forms….Over time they will get better get at doing 

each of these things as they build up skills and knowledge through 

repetitive practice.1 

 

Of course, knowledge, understanding and skills are integral to a cultural 

education, but it is hardly cultural education at its best.  

 

Firstly, you cannot engage with the arts and culture without engaging with 

emotion. Surely what is transporting about a Mozart aria is not the name of the 

composer, the year it was written or the particular musical form he chose to use. 

It is the way the music makes you feel. Henley does admit rather reluctantly later 

in his report that a cultural education can occasionally be fun. But is that the limit 

of its emotional impact? Is he so frightened of undermining the case that a 

cultural education is about academic rigour that he can’t admit that often it is 

about joy? Surely a real education also helps you develop and understand your 

emotional life and where else in school will this happen? In chemistry? 

 

Secondly, the way we come to relate to the world is through the concepts we 

create to explain to ourselves how the world works. These concepts are inevitably 

proxies, in that they are an interpretation of reality, and they keep changing as 

real life experience challenges and changes them. But they are central to how 

human beings have learned to cope. Developing a conceptual way of thinking is 

central to a good education and culture is the laboratory in which we can 

experiment with concepts. In this sense, all culture is conceptual. Cultural 

artefacts make visible the concepts of their makers and through this we come to 

understand them and then again us. The process of conceptualisation is central 

                                                 
1
 Darren Henley.  (2012) Cultural Education in England,  pp 12-15 



4 

 

to decoding the meaning of history or the universe, but the place we practice it is 

in culture. 

 

Thirdly, culture allows us to explore moral and ethical issues because they are 

implicit in the artefacts and objects it creates. While the location, period and 

qualities of a Greek tragedy or a 19th century novel are interesting, their 

fascination for us lies in the dramatic interplay of conflicting moral values and 

ethical issues brought to life within the dramas they portray. Constantly, in 

working with children and young people, I am astonished by their engagement 

and animation when confronted by the moral and ethical issues that lie beneath 

the educational material through which they are sifting. Rearranging the material 

in ways which support our search to live and experience good lives is a 

fundamental human need and one which education should give us the skills to 

achieve. 

 

None of this appears to figure in Henley’s dry concept of a cultural education. 

Understanding how he has positioned himself is perhaps helped by considering 

UNESCO’s useful definition of the key elements of a successful education. They 

are: 

 

 Learning to know: acquiring knowledge; 

 Learning to do: developing skills;  

 Learning to be: providing self analytical and social skills to enable individuals 

to develop to their fullest potential psycho-socially, affectively as well as 

physically, for an all-round ‘complete person;  

 Learning to live together: exposing individuals to the values implicit within 

human rights, democratic principles, intercultural understanding and respect 

and peace at all levels of society and human relationships to enable 

individuals and societies to live in peace and harmony. 

 

What Henley does is restrict cultural education to the first two definitions, ignoring 

the second two, which are in fact of greater importance. Michael Gove, Secretary 

of State for Education, does the same in education more generally. What is 
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depressing is that, in so doing, they restrict the potential of education 

unnecessarily and, in fact, destructively. For there is a hierarchy within the 

UNESCO elements of education defined above. The first two cover what is 

referred to in academic literature as procedural knowledge,2 the ‘knowing what’ 

and the ‘knowing how’. But these are but the foothills of education. Young people 

need to progress on to the development of conceptual knowledge, which is about 

developing ideas and understanding their function and use. Of course this will be 

domain specific, in that you develop ideas within the context of specific subject 

areas. Ideas do not exist in vacuum, but it is a higher and deeper form of learning 

than the acquiring and repetition of facts and categories. And finally, young 

people must reach the mountain tops, developing the capacity to self-regulate 

their thinking processes. This requires self-knowledge and is shaped by the moral 

and ethical positions they adopt. As Maurice Galton has explained: 

 

In this model of educational progression children move from a point where 

they acquire knowledge that is already known by others, to a point where 

they can order that knowledge within particular frameworks, to a further 

point where they can, without too much assistance, interrogate their own 

thought processes in creating their personal frameworks or restructuring 

existing ones.3 

 

This form of learning requires a specific approach from teachers, which is deeply 

challenging and occasionally didactic, but does not reduce learning to Henley’s 

description of: “the build up of skills and knowledge through repetitive practice.” 

Henley is obviously only following Gove’s line, whose approach to the whole of 

education is similar. For instance, his determination to exclude teachers and 

pupils from having any input into the design of schools, as witnessed by the 

James Review, reveals his complete inability to understand what a wonderful 

educational opportunity being involved in the process would be for them, an 

opportunity for a deep exploration of learning. The educational counterpoint to 

                                                 
2
 Alexander, P, Schallert, D. and Hare, V. (1991) ‘Coming to Terms:  How Researchers in Learning and 

Literacy Talk About Knowledge’ in the Review of Educational Research, 61, 3, pp 315-343 
3
 Maurice Galton et al. (2005, Sage) Teaching and Learning in the Primary Classroom,  pp 5-6   
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Henley and Gove is captured in partimenti, as Robert Gjerdingen, a historian of 

partimenti from North Western University explains: 

 

Of course a student needed an insider, a maestro, as a guide through the 

labyrinth of partimenti….. Partimenti intentionally posed musical problems 

that not every student could have solved independently. It was assumed 

that a maestro would be there to help the student over these more difficult 

musical hurdles.  But one can see that while partimenti did provide 

students practice in keyboard accompaniment, harmony, and counterpoint, 

the students also gained a rich training of the musical imagination. One 

might say, without too much exaggeration, that for the eighteenth-century 

court musician, partimenti were a mode of musical thought.4 

 

This partimenti specifically developed the higher modes of learning a full 

education requires. 

 

Given his restricted concept of a cultural education, it comes as no surprise that 

Henley makes such superficial recommendations. What is really required is a 

paradigm shift in the classroom which ensures that solid foundations in literacy, 

numeracy and science are transformed into richer learning and deeper thinking 

processes through cultural education. In my experience, teachers understand 

this, want change, but need help in their classrooms, with their children and 

pupils, to develop a new teaching practice. This takes investment.  

 

There are 11 million children and young people in England who should have 

access to a rich cultural education. The cultural sector is too small to ever reach 

more than a tiny proportion of these, as Henley admits. Help is needed on the 

ground, in the classroom and in after school programmes. Henley ignores the fact 

that it is precisely these programmes which have borne the brunt of recent cuts, 

through the cutting of Creative Partnerships, Find Your Talent, after school 

programmes and local authority cultural and youth services. There is no 

suggestion anywhere that this investment in children and young people will ever 
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be replaced by this government, and Henley restricts himself largely to the 

bureaucratic trappings of a strategy: a national plan, a joint ministerial committee, 

a website, local hubs “encouraging good practice” and “achieving more through 

economies of scale”, more Ofsted reports, new qualifications for cultural 

practitioners, Downing Street medals - stuff that doesn’t cost any real money and 

will give the impression of activity without changing anything. 

 

Most startlingly, Henley suggests the introduction of “cultural passports”. There is 

a delightful irony that a party which campaigned on “small government” and the 

cancellation of the National Identity Card is now planning to issue 11 million 

cultural passports in which children and young people will be required to tick off, 

methodically, a list of cultural experiences they have been forced to endure. I will 

be with the young passportless cultural illegals breaking into our museums, 

theatres and concert out of interest and curiosity in pursuit of joy, truth and a real 

education. Finally, he suggests that Arts Awards should have a royal patron. I 

think that the Arts Award is a great programme and I agree with Henley that the 

Duke of Edinburgh Award is a worthwhile qualification, but they both succeed 

because of the quality of the content, not the fact that one is named after the 

Queen’s husband. Nothing better illustrates how out of touch this report, and 

indeed the government that commissioned it, is with the reality of education and 

the lives of young people than this recommendation. After all, that’s just what 

those poor orphans needed in the 17th Century – a royal moniker for their 

orphanage! 


