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Abstract	

In	the	field	of	sound	studies,	a	medium	is	the	entire	contingent	network	of	recurring	

relations	between	people,	practices,	institutions	and	technologies.	This	article	

explores	sheet	music	as	a	medium	that	can	serve	to	expand	the	pedagogic	practices	

typically	pursued	in	music	education.	Understanding	the	medium	of	sheet	music	as	a	

network	also	can	encourage	music	educators	to	understand	and	critique	how	all	

practices	are	enmeshed	in	media.	The	theoretical	perspective	of	expanded	practices	

is	then	connected	to	two	examples	of	classes	exploring	Beck’s	sheet	music	project	

Song	Reader:	one,	a	class	at	Chicago’s	Old	Town	School	of	Folk	Music	(OTSFM);	and,	

two,	a	project	the	author	undertook	with	a	graduate	music	education	course.	Eight	

specific	practices	are	presented	through	these	two	examples:	one,	to	incorporate	

sheet	music	into	new	media	practices;	two,	to	connect	a	local	community	of	

musicians	to	an	online	community;	three,	to	move	sheet	music	beyond	face	to	face	

concerts;	four,	to	note	how	audiences	now	routinely	produce	content	consumed	by	

artists;	five,	to	connect	sheet	music	to	amateur	music-making;	six,	to	reclaim	

popular	music	for	participatory	music-making;	seven,	to	invite	music	educators	to	

participate	in	the	larger	renaissance	of	amateurism;	and,	eight,	for	educators	to	join	

in	the	joy	exemplified	by	Song	Reader.	
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Expanding	pedagogic	practices	with	digital	media	and	sheet	music	

	

I	think	there’s	something	human	in	sheet	music,	something	that	doesn’t	

depend	on	technology	to	facilitate	it	–	it’s	a	way	of	opening	music	up	to	what	

someone	else	is	able	to	bring	to	it.	(Hansen	2012b:	3)	

	

Standard	western	notation	experienced	via	sheet	music	is	generally	regarded	as	one	

of	the	most	important	innovations	in	the	history	of	music,	comparable	in	its	

importance	to	the	phonetic	alphabet.1	Musicians	around	the	world	continue	to	

interpret	compositions	via	notational	scores	hundreds	of	years	old.	Many	works	

have	a	complexity	and	length	that	make	their	performance	without	sheet	music	only	

dimly	imaginable.	

It	follows	that	sheet	music	is	important	in	music	learning	and	deserves	a	

place	within	music	education.	Curricular	standards	typically	include	a	requirement	

that	students	learn	to	read,	or	at	least	reckon	with,	standard	western	notation.	

Sight-reading	of	music	is	a	common	activity	for	music	competitions	and	festivals.	

Music	reading	is	frequently	an	entrance	requirement	for	college-level	study,	and	

music	schools	teach	music	theory	through	notation	and	sheet	music.	The	centrality	

of	reading	sheet	music	for	educators	is	captured	on	a	bumper	sticker	often	sold	at	

music	education	conferences,	which	states,	‘If	you	can	read	this	[five	measures	of	

Beethoven	piano	music]	thank	a	music	teacher’.	

Although	it	is	hard	to	imagine	where	the	world	would	be	without	sheet	

music,	some	do	question	the	prominence	of	sheet	music	in	music	education.	The	
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importance	of	sheet	music	is	commonly	questioned	on	several	fronts.	Even	a	

cursory	review	suggests	the	range	and	depth	of	concerns.	Reimer	writes,	‘For	the	

majority	of	people	in	our	culture,	music	notation	is	simply	irrelevant	to	the	musical	

experiences	they	seek	and	the	joy	they	receive	from	them’	(2011:	27).	Nettl	notes	

that	sheet	music	is	rare	around	the	world,	writing,	‘Given	that	in	all	societies	music	

is	created	and	transmitted	–	entirely	or	to	a	large	degree	–	aurally,	the	culture	of	

Western	classical	music	seems	to	represent	a	serious	departure	from	the	norm’	

(2005:	74).	Katz,	discusses	how	recorded	music	can	substitute	for	sheet	music	in	

learning,	using	examples	of	music	games,	mobile	phone	apps	and	karaoke,	

concluding,	‘One	of	the	clearest	changes…	is	the	transformation	of	an	amateurism	

dependent	on	sheet	music	to	one	dependent	on	recorded	and	synthesized	sound	

or…	the	transformation	of	a	written	musical	culture	into	an	oral	one’	(2012:	476).	

Furthermore,	approaches	that	might	once	have	been	dismissed	now	have	rigorous	

support	from	a	host	of	researchers,	certainly	Green	(2008,	2014)	prominently	

among	them.	In	the	popular	media,	Gennet	(2015)	presents	a	list	of	over	a	dozen	

famous	musicians	who	did	not	read	music	to	argue	that	sheet	music	is	no	longer	

necessary	for	music	education.	Echoing	Nettl,	Gennet	also	argues	that	many	musical	

styles	of	today	are	hindered	by	notation,	an	argument	put	more	succinctly	by	

Costello	(2015)	in	his	memoir,	‘You	really	don’t	need	musical	notation	for	rock	and	

roll.	I	always	said	it	was	all	hand	signals	and	threats’.	

While	recognizing	criticisms,	this	paper	proceeds	by	recommending	that,	

rather	than	abandoning	sheet	music,	a	more	robust	alternative	for	music	education	

is	to	expand	the	pedagogic	practices	and	possibilities	surrounding	sheet	music.	This	
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argument	is	grounded	in	the	reconsideration	of	sheet	music	as	a	medium	as	defined	

by	the	field	of	sound	studies.	This	position	draws	attention	to	the	larger	network	of	

people,	practices,	institutions	and	technologies	that,	taken	together,	constitute	the	

medium	of	sheet	music.	As	will	be	shown,	instead	of	dismissing	sheet	music	as	

irrelevant,	we	might	proceed	to	understand	that	it	is	an	overly	narrow	set	of	

practices	for	engaging	with	sheet	music	that	might	be	the	greatest	hindrance	for	

music	education.	The	examples	explored	in	the	second	half	of	the	article	suggest	that	

this	state	of	affairs	is	more	malleable	than	might	be	thought,	pointing	towards	a	

broader	set	of	practices	possible	with	sheet	music.		

	

The	medium	of	sheet	music	through	the	lens	of	sound	studies	

The	ability	to	read	music	that	is	hundreds	of	years	old	implies	a	stability	that	

obscures	a	fact	of	key	importance	for	this	article:	while	sheet	music	can	be	

considered	a	somewhat	static	and	settled	system	for	musical	representation,	it	

might	more	accurately	be	described	as	a	dynamic	and	ever-changing	medium.	

Consequently,	the	present	article	explores	sheet	music	through	the	particular	ways	

that	educators	might	extend	their	practices	by	deepening	an	understanding	of	sheet	

music	as	a	medium	as	defined	by	the	field	of	sound	studies,	which	Pinch	and	

Bijsterveld	define	as,	‘an	emerging	interdisciplinary	area	that	studies	the	material	

production	and	consumption	of	music,	sound,	noise,	and	silence	and	how	these	have	

changed	throughout	history	and	within	different	societies’	(2004:	636).	

Within	sound	studies,	a	medium	is	understood	as	a	network,	for	instance	in	

this	definition	by	Sterne:		
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A	medium	is	a	recurring	set	of	contingent	social	relations	and	social	

practices,	and	contingency	is	the	key	here.	As	the	larger	fields	of	economic	

and	cultural	relations	around	a	technology	or	technique	extend,	repeat,	and	

mutate,	they	become	recognizable	to	users	as	a	medium.	A	medium	is	

therefore	the	social	basis	that	allows	a	set	of	technologies	to	stand	out	as	a	

unified	thing	with	clearly	defined	functions.	(2003:	183)	

	

Within	this	definition,	sheets	of	music	are	only	the	most	visible	aspect	of	the	actual	

medium	of	sheet	music,	the	sheets	themselves	only,	‘a	placeholder	for	a	recurring	

relation	among	people,	practices,	institutions,	and	machines’	(2003:	226).	Three	

points	stand	out	from	Sterne’s	definition	for	our	purposes:	first,	that	sheet	music	is	a	

placeholder	for	the	actual	social	network	that	is	the	medium;	second,	the	network	

consists	of	such	things	as	people,	practices,	institutions	and	technologies;	and,	

consequently,	third,	because	they	are	socially	constituted,	media	are	contingent	and	

will	always	change	over	time.		

Considering	sheet	music	as	a	medium,	then,	refocuses	our	scholarly	

attention.	When	sheet	music	is	considered	a	static	system	and	not	dynamic	and	

contingent,	the	attention	falls	to	the	scores,	the	symbols,	and	their	meaning.	When	

considered	as	a	medium,	new	questions	naturally	emerge:		

• How	are	musicians	engaged	with	this	medium?		

• How	has	the	medium	changed	over	time?		
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• How	have	changes	in	people,	practices,	institutions,	and	technologies	

resulted	in	different	conceptions	of	the	medium	of	sheet	music?		

• How	have	educators	supported	the	engagement	with	various	aspects	of	

sheet	music	over	time?		

Because	the	medium	is	always	changing,	it	further	becomes	more	productive	to	

understand	the	medium	of	sheet	music	in	a	specific	context.	The	people	and	

practices	of	the	medium	as	Beethoven	knew	it	during	the	rise	of	publishing	houses	

is	very	different	than	the	one	known	to	Scott	Joplin,	which	is	very	different	than	that	

known	to	a	composer	like	Ellen	Taaffe	Zwilich	today.	Accordingly,	practices	have	

differed	across	time	as	the	medium	emerges	from	different	relations;	they	also	differ	

by	place	and	context.	Consider	how	the	music,	musical	skills	and	educational	

requirements	differ	across	practices	such	as	Baroque	figured	bass,	lead	sheets	for	

jazz	musicians,	the	Nashville	number	system,	guitar	tablature,	and	the	irrational	

time	signatures	used	by	composers	such	as	Ferneyhough	(1982).	The	ways	that	

musical	ideas	end	up	on	the	page	will	always	evolve,	an	evolution	enmeshed	with	

the	abilities	and	aims	of	musicians,	the	opportunities	in	society,	and	the	various	

ways	the	medium	is	engaged	with	by	business	and	educational	institutions,	all	of	

which	having	implications	for	pedagogic	practice.	

Recognizing	sheet	music	as	a	medium	with	a	social	basis,	as	a	network,	and	

as	contingent	creates	an	understanding	of	sheet	music	with	more	texture,	more	

richness.	This	understanding	opens	room	for	the	expansion	of	pedagogic	practices.	

Moreover,	as	most	music	and	most	music	learning	can	be	understood	as	deeply	

connected	with	various	media,	most	pedagogic	practices	could	be	conceived	and	
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applied	more	productively	when	viewed	as	emergent	from	and	already	enmeshed	

with	various	media.	Like	sheet	music,	this	expansive	view	could	be	applied	to	

traditional	music	education	activities	–	from	drop	the	needle	listening	tests	that	

depend	on	recordings,	to	sight-singing	practices	that	are	enmeshed	with	sheet	

music,	to	choral	practices	tied	to	the	cycle	of	rehearsals	and	concert	appearances.		

Returning	to	applications	of	this	idea	to	sheet	music,	simply	accepting	that	

sheet	music	is	more	than	a	stable	universal	system	opens	up	room	for	a	diversity	of	

ideas.	Pedagogy	can	extend	when	practitioners	come	to	understand	other	

orientations	to	sheet	music	as	a	medium,	with	an	understanding	of	the	practices	and	

people	involved	providing	a	model	for	new	ways	to	approach	notation	in	

classrooms.	Related	practices	such	as	shape	note	singing,	tablature	and	charts	that	

depict	chords	and	lyrics	can	be	understood	as	practices	related	to	notation	as	well.	

Taken	together,	these	practices	might	extend	efforts	by	music	educators	to	have	

more	students	involved	in	making	more	kinds	of	music,	precisely	the	kind	of	project	

where	models	of	community	music	thrive.		

	

The	medium	of	sheet	music	in	Beck’s	Song	Reader	

To	describe	sheet	music	in	action	as	a	medium	in	one	present	day	context,	this	

article	will	now	turn	to	one	example:	the	popular	musician	Beck’s	work,	Song	Reader	

(Hansen	2012a).	Unlike	his	previous	efforts,	typically	albums	most	often	sold	as	CDs	

or	via	download,	Song	Reader	is	a	collection	of	twenty	songs	sold	as	a	box	of	sheet	

music	with	a	supplemental	preface	and	introductory	essay.	The	introduction	notes,	
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‘These	songs	are	being	recorded	by	artists	known	and	unknown.	To	hear	their	

versions,	and	to	find	out	how	to	contribute	your	own,	visit	www.songreader.net’	

(2012a:	4).	Beck	released	only	sheet	music,	deliberately	choosing	not	to	release	or	

perform	versions	so	as	to	not	influence	the	variety	of	versions	being	created	by	

amateur	and	professional	musicians.2	

Thousands	of	musicians	shared	their	takes	on	Song	Reader	compositions	via	

the	site	mentioned	in	the	previous	paragraph.	A	search	of	YouTube	on	23	July	2015,	

returned	over	10,000	videos	for	the	phrase	‘Beck	Song	Reader’.	A	quick	examination	

finds	highly	divergent	versions	–	from	mashups	and	remixes	to	recordings	of	live	

performances	in	cafes,	from	string	quartet	arrangements	to	jazz	bands	to	solitary	

singers.	The	performers	range	from	working	professionals	to	self-taught	musicians	

with	unconventional	technique	and	hesitant	versions.	Some	are	professionally	

produced	multi-track	recordings,	and	others	come	through	cheap	laptop	

microphones	recorded	in	acoustically	unfriendly	environments.	This	variety	is	a	

testament	to	the	success	of	Beck’s	invitation,	as	presented	in	his	preface:	

	

As	for	these	songs,	they	are	here	to	be	brought	to	life	–	or	at	least	to	remind	

us	that,	not	so	long	ago,	a	song	was	only	a	piece	of	paper	until	it	was	played	

by	someone.	Anyone.	Even	you.	(Hansen	2012b:	2)	

	

	 Song	Reader	is	steeped	in	nostalgia,	which	is	apparent	in	the	project’s	

stylistic	harkening	to	sheet	music	of	the	early	twentieth	century,	but	it	is	not	merely	

nostalgic.	The	exploration	of	sheet	music	during	that	period	is	a	deliberate	focus	of	
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Song	Reader,	a	nostalgia	for	a	time	when	a	song	or	collection	of	songs,	‘could	only	be	

heard	by	playing	the	songs’	(Hansen	2012b:	1)	on	an	acoustic	instrument	or	with	

one’s	voice.	Speaking	specifically	about	immense	size	of	the	sheet	music	industry	for	

popular	music	in	the	early	twentieth	century,	he	notes,		

	

I	wondered	if	there	was	a	way	to	explore	that	world	that	would	be	more	than	

an	exercise	in	nostalgia	–	a	way	to	represent	how	people	felt	about	music	

back	then,	and	to	speak	to	what	was	left,	in	our	nature,	of	that	instinct	to	play	

popular	music	ourselves.	(Hansen	2012b:	1)	

	

From	this	essay,	it	is	clear	that	Beck	is	interested	in	the	larger	world	of	sheet	music,	

the	dominant	medium	at	a	time	when	popular	music	flourished,	including	in	the	

hands	of	many	who	played	out	of	pleasure	and	at	home.	Song	Reader	is	a	thoughtful	

engagement	with	the	larger	economic	and	cultural	world	of	sheet	music	at	the	time,	

encompassing	artwork,	typography,	and	even	mimicking	the	advertisements	

characteristic	of	the	work	at	that	time.		

	 Whereas	Beck	typically	creates	with	recording	techniques	and	related	ideas	

in	mind,	composing	for	sheet	music	required	him	to	write	while	being	mindful	of	the	

constraints	and	affordances	of	the	medium	of	sheet	music	and	leaving	behind	the	

constraints	and	affordances	inherent	in	the	medium	of	recorded	sound.	He	wrote	of	

this	difference	directly,	noting	that,	‘recorded	music	was	no	longer	just	the	

document	of	a	performance	–	it	was	a	composite	of	style,	hooks,	and	production	
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techniques,	an	extension	of	a	popular	personality’s	image	within	a	current	sound’	

(Hansen	2012b:	1).	

	 Beck’s	preface	also	acknowledges	that	the	existence	of	the	recordings	he	

produces	may	make	the	kind	of	engagement	called	for	by	Song	Reader	less	likely,	

hinting	at	the	relationship	between	amateurism	and	media.	‘Learning	how	to	play	a	

song	is	its	own	category	of	experience;	recorded	music	made	much	of	that	

participation	unnecessary’	(Hansen	2012b:	2).	In	this	sentiment,	Beck	echoes	an	

argument	put	forward	by	John	Philip	Sousa	who	worried	that	sound	recording	

might	displace	music-making,	‘When	a	mother	can	turn	on	the	phonograph	with	the	

same	ease	that	she	applies	to	the	electric	light,	will	she	croon	her	baby	to	slumber	

with	sweet	lullabys	[sic],	or	will	the	infant	be	put	to	sleep	by	machinery?’	(1906:	

281).	Both	Beck	and	Sousa	worry	that	that	recordings	make	it	less	likely	that	

someone	will	pick	up	an	instrument	and	have	the	rich	experience	of	learning	how	to	

play	a	song.	Song	Reader,	then,	is	Beck’s	attempt	to	invite	the	public	to	play	with	the	

medium	of	sheet	music	by	harkening	back	to	the	medium	as	it	was	during	a	

particular	moment	–	one	when	a	diversity	of	interpretations	would	not	be	

discouraged	by	a	single	hit	version;	one	when	a	particular	set	of	practices,	

instruments,	and	opportunities	might	be	resurrected	and	called	forth.	However,	this	

harkening	back	could	also	utilize	modern	technology	as	these	realizations	of	sheet	

music	would	might	connect	with	people	throughout	the	world	through	being	shared	

on	the	Internet.	All	of	this	makes	prominent	the	question:	How	might	Song	Reader	

work	in	educational	settings?	
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Doing	Song	Reader	in	educational	settings	

	 Interested	in	seeing	educational	engagement	with	Song	Reader,	I	visited	

Chicago’s	Old	Town	School	of	Folk	Music	(OTSFM)	in	spring	of	2013	to	witness	their	

‘Beck’s	Song	Reader	Ensemble’.3	Nathaniel	Braddock,	the	faculty	member	who	

created	and	led	the	ensemble,	invited	me	to	watch	the	ensemble	practice	and	give	a	

short	performance	at	the	School,	and	I	conducted	a	follow-up	interview	to	better	

understand	the	group’s	approach	(Thibeault	2014a).	

	 The	first	time	I	really	looked	at	Song	Reader	was	on	my	way	to	OTSFM	to	

hear	the	group.	As	I	rode	the	elevated	train	through	Chicago,	I	opened	my	copy	of	

Song	Reader.	Not	wanting	to	disturb	fellow	passengers,	I	imagined	the	song	

following	shape	note	pedagogy	and	working	my	way	through	each	phrase	first	with	

solfège	syllables	and	then	the	lyrics.	Gradually,	a	sense	of	the	song	emerged	–	dimly	

peeking	out	but	then	shining	harmoniously.	I	worked	my	way	through	it	again	–	this	

time	to	bring	it	to	life	more	as	a	song	instead	of	sight	singing	exercise	by	adding	

nuance	and	playing	with	phrasing.	It	slowly	became	music	in	my	mind,	starting	even	

to	sound	like	a	typical	Beck	song	with	certain	phrasings	and	rhythms	reminding	me	

of	his	album	Sea	Change	(Beck	2002).	I	was	curious	to	see	how	the	OTSFM	ensemble	

worked	with	Song	Reader.	

	 Braddock’s	group	consisted	of	several	acoustic	guitars,	ukulele,	cello,	

trumpet,	drum	set,	and	two	electric	bass	players.	The	player’s	abilities	ranged	from	

beginner	to	highly	accomplished,	yet	all	seemed	to	find	a	fulfilling	role	whether	

strumming	chords	or	playing	an	intricate	solo.	The	session	I	observed	took	place	on	

the	last	class	of	the	eight-week	unit,	so	the	songs	were	polished.	Still,	two	players	
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were	absent	and	the	group	had	to	reorganize	the	arrangement	on	the	spot	to	work	

with	the	available	players.	Classes	at	OTSFM	typically	perform	one	or	two	songs	the	

last	night	of	class,	and	I	had	a	chance	to	watch	the	performance.4	

	 Braddock’s	class	at	OTSFM	inspired	me	to	try	working	with	Song	Reader	in	

my	teaching.	In	the	summer	of	2013,	students	in	my	graduate	course	on	music	

education	technology	played	with	Song	Reader’s	‘Why	Did	You	Make	Me	Care?’.5	As	a	

smaller	part	of	a	larger	course,	our	process	was	less	in-depth	than	the	OTSFM	

ensemble.	We	came	up	with	a	basic	arrangement	that	included	all	the	primary	

instruments	of	the	members	of	the	class	(clarinet,	trumpets,	alto	saxophones,	

guitars,	acoustic	bass,	viola	and	singers).	Having	two	wonderful	singers,	we	

arranged	the	verses	to	be	a	duet,	discussing	the	various	possibilities	and	

combinations	and	how	the	text’s	meaning	might	be	altered	by	positing	two	

characters.	Our	trumpet	section	took	on	the	instrumental	interlude,	providing	a	

mariachi-like	sound	that	thrilled	our	group.		

	 To	work	within	the	limits	commonly	found	in	school	recording	gear,	we	

worked	with	a	two-microphone	set	up,	recording	each	instrument	or	section	

separately	through	a	series	of	overdubs	using	ORTF	or	spot	microphone	placement.	

Given	the	focus	the	course’s	focus	on	technology,	we	spent	time	editing,	producing,	

and	engineering	the	final	recording,	and	we	sent	the	final	mix	out	for	professional	

mastering.	While	I	often	include	creative	projects	in	my	music	technology	courses,	

there	was	something	distinctively	special	about	working	with	the	Song	Reader.	

Some	of	it	had	to	do	with	the	song	we	chose,	and	some	of	it	had	to	do	with	the	

connection	to	the	larger	Song	Reader	online	community.	Once	we	had	recorded	our	
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version,	I	found	myself	listening	to	dozens	of	versions	online	–	delighting	at	the	

creative	choices	made	by	others,	the	widely	contrasting	versions	and	editions,	and	

taking	pride	in	the	work	done	by	my	class.	It	may	simply	be	an	artefact	of	my	

experience,	but	few	graduate	courses	in	music	that	are	not	explicitly	ensembles	ever	

get	together	to	make	and	share	music.	The	kinds	of	pleasures,	opportunities	and	

lessons	foster	by	our	work	with	Song	Reader	will	be	the	focus	of	the	next	section	of	

this	article	in	hopes	of	suggesting	some	of	the	ways	that	educators	might	expand	

their	pedagogic	practices	to	a	more	generous	conception	of	the	medium	of	sheet	

music.		

	

Eight	lessons	from	the	medium	of	sheet	music	around	Beck’s	Song	Reader	

Song	Reader	is	a	specific	instance	of	the	medium	of	sheet	music	supporting	robust	

pedagogic	practices	enmeshed	in	digital	technologies.	In	this	section,	I	connect	the	

possibilities	of	Song	Reader	to	some	of	these	new	practices.	In	this	way,	the	specific	

example	of	Song	Reader	can	be	seen	as	providing	lessons,	a	specific	example	that	

illuminates	some	of	the	trends	noted	and	celebrated	by	researchers.	

	

New	media	can	incorporate	sheet	music	practices	

Writing	about	Song	Reader,	Tobias	notes,	

	

In	this	case	Beck	engaged	in,	what	might	be	considered,	a	traditional	process	

of	distributing	composed	music	via	standard	notation	while	embracing	the	
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ethic	of	people	posting	videos	of	themselves	performing	their	interpretations	

of	music	to	share	with	others.	(2015:	95)	

	

The	Reader	reminds	us	that	we	can	use	old	media	such	as	sheet	music	in	new	ways.	

Of	course,	as	educators,	the	idea	that	traditional	uses	of	notation	and	sheet	music	

represent	an	old	medium,	or,	worse,	a	legacy	technology	can	be	contentious.	

Furthermore,	it	remains	uncontestable	that	most	young	people	happily	go	about	

their	rich	musical	lives	without	sheet	music.	In	that	sense,	the	Reader	can	be	a	bit	of	

a	shock,	a	realization	that	some	of	the	things	that	music	educators	do	are	considered	

completely	outmoded	by	others.	This	was	apparent	even	in	the	OTSFM	Beck	Song	

Reader	Ensemble,	where	the	first	thing	the	teacher	did	was	prepare	the	kinds	of	

lyrics	and	chord	chart	one	commonly	finds	on	websites	for	guitarists	and	replace	the	

sheet	music	with	these	chord	charts.	This	practice,	of	course,	is	part	of	the	

broadening	of	notational	possibilities	that	should	be	embraced	as	part	of	the	

possible	expanded	practices	of	the	medium.	Braddock	spoke	to	these	possibilities	

when	discussing	how	the	group	creates	their	arrangement	during	his	interview:		

	

We	get	a	sense	of	the	chord	progression	and	then	start	playing	the	melody,	

which	takes	a	while	because	it	is	a	different	kind	of	experience	in	the	room.	

Once	that	has	happened,	we	will	sing	the	song.	We	will	play	the	verse	a	few	

times,	then	we	will	sing	the	verse,	then	play	the	chorus,	then	sing	the	chorus,	

and	so	on.	And	by	the	end	of	that	day,	we	have	put	the	whole	thing	together.	

And	now	we	know	what	it	sounds	like.	
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Once	we	have	that	learned,	we	go	back	to	the	score	and	start	to	pick	out	any	

kind	of	rhythmic	figures	that	we	need	to	include.	So,	we	look	at	the	piano	

accompaniment	[provided	in	the	Song	Reader]	to	see	if	there’s	a	specific	

rhythm.	A	good	example	of	that	would	be	‘Saint	Dude’.	The	opening	phrase	

has	a	very	specific	rhythm,	and	it	happens	wherever	the	A	to	A-sus	chord	

progression	happens.	And	in	other	songs,	we	added	some	hard	stops	to	the	

arrangement	to	emphasize	certain	structural	breaks.	And	then	we	start	to	

look	for	counterpoint	that	we	might	want	to	bring	into	the	arrangement.	One	

of	the	songs	had	a	piano	instrumental	solo,	which	we	wrote	out	for	the	

clarinet	and	the	guitar.	And	so	that	is	how	we	start	building	the	arrangement;	

and	in	some	instances,	I	started	changing	the	arrangement	a	little.	For	

example,	in	‘Do	We?	We	Do’,	I	put	more	hard	stops	in	than	there	actually	are	

in	the	score,	because	it	makes	it	simpler	if	it	is	more	uniform;	and	it	is	also	

more	dramatic	and	more	engaging	for	the	player.	And	we	also	added	a	tag	at	

the	end,	which	is	quite	useful	in	a	performance	context	and	it	makes	it	more	

engaging.	(Thibeault	2014a:	45)	

	

Connecting	creative	efforts	to	a	community	project	enhances	the	experience	

The	fact	that	Song	Reader	is	a	large-scale	project	is	central	to	its	appeal.	For	my	

class,	knowing	that	our	work	would	relate	to	hundreds	and	thousands	of	other	

versions	motivated	us	to	produce	a	quality	recording.	Connecting	with	musicians	

around	the	world,	even	if	only	enjoying	performances	via	the	Internet,	helped	us	to	
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understand	our	efforts	in	a	much	broader	context.	The	larger	community	of	creative	

work	around	Song	Reader	also	satisfied	my	curiosity	to	know	how	other	people	

might	interpret	this	sheet	music.	Having	wrestled	an	arrangement	from	our	

imaginations	and	abilities,	we	observed	other	versions	with	an	interpreter’s	mixture	

of	curiosity,	pride,	and	perhaps	just	a	touch	of	envy.	

	 The	community	available	enriched	our	participation,	and	it	is	important	to	

keep	in	mind	the	excitement	around	this	kind	of	work.	From	virtual	choirs	to	

collaborative	sing-alongs,	the	Internet	increasingly	allows	new	versions	of	

ensembles	as	well	as	new	ways	to	relate	the	contributions	of	one	ensemble	to	

countless	others	(Thibeault	2012).	One	reminder	for	educators	to	take	from	this	is	

that,	should	they	wish	to	emulate	Song	Reader	with	different	sheet	music,	for	

instance	using	old	public	domain	music,	they	should	keep	in	mind	this	importance	of	

connecting	this	work	with	a	larger	community	of	musicians.		

	

Sharing	music	is	moving	beyond	the	concert	for	all	musicians	

Concerts	are	still	an	important	way	to	experience	music,	and	there	are	certain	

pleasures	only	possible	when	we	are	in	the	same	room	with	performers.	However,	

as	intimated	in	the	previous,	Song	Reader	versions	flourish	through	a	variety	of	

virtual	venues.	In	particular,	musicians	have	shared	their	versions	through	

YouTube,	Spotify,	Pandora,	and	Beck’s	site	www.songreader.net.	Beck’s	project	

explicitly	invites	and	encourages	the	kinds	of	media-sharing	both	common	and	
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popular	today	in	society,	practices	that	are	increasingly	finding	a	place	in	schools	

(Cayari	2014).	

	 The	important	change	here	for	educators	is	how	easy	and	inexpensive	it	can	

be	to	share	creative	work	through	these	venues.	Many	young	people	already	post	

digital	versions	of	their	creative	poems,	stories	and	music	(Jenkins	2006),	and	

students	likely	can	assist	teachers	who	are	not	yet	familiar	with	posting	work.	While	

care	must	be	taken	to	ensure	students	do	not	violate	school	policies	or	community	

norms,	there	are	many	instances	where	posting	work	online	enriches	the	

experiences	of	students	and	expands	the	possibilities	of	reaching	a	broader	

audience.	

	

Audiences	increasingly	produce	content	to	be	consumed	by	artists	

One	striking	feature	of	new	media	and	the	Internet	is	the	rise	in	content	produced	

by	audiences	for	artists.	Baym	(2012)	discusses	how	social	media	are	increasingly	

used	by	fans	to	create	content	that	celebrate	and	support	artists,	and	artists	

increasingly	connect	and	interact	with	their	audiences.	This	is	possible	in	part	due	

to	the	ease	with	which	one	can	upload	a	cover	of	a	song	to	the	Internet	and	have	it	

easily	discovered,	shared	and	liked	through	via	social	networks	and	algorithms.	

Baym	describes	some	of	the	features	of	these	new	friendships,	new	rewards,	and	the	

changing	nature	of	‘rock	stars’	in	a	time	of	increasing	fan	participation.	Song	Reader,	

with	thousands	of	versions	of	Beck’s	songs,	is	emblematic	of	this	larger	trend.	



	SHEET	MUSIC	20	

	

Sheet	music	can	connect	with	new	media	in	supporting	amateur	music-making	

Katz	(2012)	discusses	how	musical	amateurs	have	always	been	connected	to	media,	

from	player	pianos	through	mobile	phone	music.	In	his	essay,	he	concludes	that	

amateurism	is	increasingly	tied	to	mediation,	‘We	must	understand,	then,	that	the	

flourishing	of	musical	amateurism	is	in	fact	deeply	tied	to	the	rise	of	mechanical	

music’	(2012:	476).	

One	implication	for	music	education	is	that	we	might	wish	to	offer	support	

for	amateurism	tied	to	mediated	practices	such	as	musical	games	(Miller	2012;	

Smith	et	al.	2012).	Song	Reader	also	shows	how	these	new	media	practices	can	also	

include	sheet	music,	and	sheet	music	can	even	be	a	central	support	for	these	

practices	–	news	many	music	educators	will	rightfully	celebrate.	

	

Popular	music	can	be	reclaimed	for	participatory	music-making	

A	recent	dissertation	(Lee	2011)	examining	the	OTSFM	has	a	chapter	on	the	Beatles	

ensemble.	She	notes	how	this	corporate	music	allows	fans	to	create	experiences	in	

what	Turino	refers	to	as	the	participatory	field,	

	

The	Beatles	Ensemble	present	performances	of	participation	onstage,	

performances	created	through	participatory	principles	where	every	one	of	

the	absurd	number	of	individuals	onstage	has	a	role	to	play,	and	yet	which	

evoke	for	the	audience	the	uniquely	twentieth-century	pleasure	of	listening	
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to	studio	art,	ultimately	encouraging	them	to	imagine	their	own	

participation.	(2008:	465–66)	

	

Lee’s	work	helps	to	break	the	too-often	firm	association	between	mass-marketed	

culture	and	participation	that	can	lead	educators	to	dismiss	popular	artists	and	

tunes	as	entirely	for	passive	consumption.	Instead,	the	Beatles	Ensemble,	like	those	

who	participate	in	Song	Reader,	find	unique	opportunities	for	participation	within	

larger	structures.	

	

Music	educators	can	participate	in	the	larger	renaissance	of	amateurism	

A	class	similar	to	the	Song	Reader	class	offered	at	OTSFM	can	help	to	rehabilitate	an	

older	sense	of	the	amateur	as	one	who	does	something	for	love,	not	merely	one	not	

up	to	professional	standards.	Music	education	as	a	profession	is	at	times	still	

ambivalent	about	this	kind	of	amateurism.	We	have	many	structures	of	

professionalism	and	specialization,	including	a	curriculum	where	standard	notation	

serves	a	gate-keeper,	ensembles	where	students	not	only	enter	into	solo	and	

ensemble	competitions	but	routinely	challenge	each	other	for	seating	position,	and	

curricula	that	privilege	the	music	of	perceived	as	being	enjoyed	and	supported	by	

the	privileged	classes.	Amateur	musical	repertoire,	the	ways	that	amateurs	make	

music,	and	even	the	very	instruments	popular	to	amateurism	are	too	often	in	short	

supply	in	classrooms,	but	we	educators	can	change	this	state	of	affairs.	

	 Song	Reader	speaks	to	attempts	already	underway	to	renew	amateurism	in	

the	older	sense,	the	sense	in	which	something	is	done	for	the	love	and	pleasure	of	



	SHEET	MUSIC	22	

doing	it	outside	of	any	competition	with	professionals.	By	letting	his	performer	and	

recording	artist	personae	step	aside,	Beck	created	an	invitation	for	amateurs	to	

work	alongside	him	in	devising	opportunities	for	creativity	that	are	often	hard	to	

come	by	in	today’s	classrooms.		

	 Educators	can	join	the	efforts	of	professional	musicians	who	are	working	to	

make	space	for	amateurs	within	their	work,	part	of	a	broader	interest	in	amateurs	

such	as	Byrne’s	(2012)	arguments	celebrating	amateurism.	The	thoughtful	

reengagement	with	sheet	music,	or	other	gestures	to	welcome	audience	input	and	

creativity,	can	be	a	reminder	to	music	educators	that	the	superstar	class	of	artists	

can	be	wonderful	allies	in	our	efforts	to	make	music	a	rich	part	of	the	lives	of	all	

people.	Too	often,	in	part	because	of	copyright	concerns,	this	professional	music	has	

been	left	out	of	the	curriculum	(redacted	for	anonymity).	

	

Music	education	can	join	the	joys	of	activities	like	Song	Reader	

Organizations	such	as	Musical	Futures	or	the	National	Association	for	Music	

Education	(NAfME)	might	sponsor	a	project	similar	to	Song	Reader,	finding	sheet	

music	that	is	in	the	public	domain	or	under	Creative	Commons	license	and	putting	it	

forward	to	invite	multiple	ensembles	around	the	world	to	create	and	contribute	

their	own	new	versions	over	a	certain	timeframe	(in	the	United	States	perhaps	for	

NAfME’s	Music	in	Our	Schools	Month).	

	 If	a	project	like	Song	Reader	were	to	emerge,	perhaps	explicitly	geared	

towards	beginning	learners	in	schools,	it	would	support	having	students	work	with	



	SHEET	MUSIC	23	

sheet	music	in	multiple	ways:	reading,	arranging,	improvising,	harmonizing.	It	

would	also	encourage	the	variety	of	approaches	to	producing	and	sharing	music	

such	as	jamming,	performing	in	a	concert,	recording	in	a	studio,	sampling,	remixing.		

	

Conclusion	

The	projects	around	Song	Reader	exemplify	what	can	be	understood	when	

considering	sheet	music	as	a	socially	constructed	medium.	In	contrast	with	uses	of	

sheet	music	more	commonly	found	in	schools,	Beck	oriented	his	project	towards	a	

period	when	amateur	engagement	with	sheet	music	was	prevalent,	a	time	that	was	

replete	with	characteristics	that	also	resonate	with	current	new	media	practices	

increasingly	popular	in	society	and	schools.	The	lessons	drawn	from	Song	Reader	

are	perhaps	a	herald	of	the	kinds	of	things	musicians	will	increasingly	find	

themselves	doing	for	fun,	exploring	some	of	the	possible	lessons	for	music	educators	

as	they	work	to	diversify	their	teaching.	The	amateurs	at	the	OTSFM’s	Beck	Song	

Reader	Ensemble	are	engaged	in	exactly	the	kinds	of	creativity	our	profession	

increasingly	seeks:	reading,	arranging,	creating,	performing,	improvising	in	a	

collaborative	group	setting.	The	group	also	allows	things	sometimes	uncommon	in	

music	education	such	as	meaningful	inclusion	of	those	with	a	more	traditional	

school	background	who	read	standard	notation	alongside	those	who	play	by	ear.	

Their	leader	facilitated	learning	without	dictating	what	would	happen,	producing	

the	kinds	of	support	materials	that	learners	needed	by	helping	to	structure	the	

process,	and	doing	the	grunt	work	in	order	to	let	music	blossom.	I	expect	that	many	
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music	educators	who	explore	Song	Reader	might	feel	as	I	did	–	that	it	would	be	a	

pleasure	to	join	in.	

	 What	Beck	has	done	seems	fresh;	but	in	his	gesturing	towards	amateurism,	

he	connects	with	a	deep	yearning	in	music	education.	One	hundred	years	before	the	

Song	Reader	was	published,	Emilé	Jaques-Dalcroze	wrote,	‘What	a	pity	that	tuition	in	

the	colleges	of	music	the	world	over	tends	to	produce	virtuosos	instead	of	good	

amateurs!’	([1914]	1972:	55).	Today’s	resurgence	of	amateur	culture	is	part	of	a	

desire	for	the	cultivation	of	good	amateurs	among	educators.	Beck’s	Song	Reader	

and	the	Beck	ensemble	at	the	OTSFM	serve	as	a	concrete	example	of	some	of	the	

ways	music	educators	can	cultivate	good	amateurs.	

	 In	revisiting	older	versions	of	the	medium	of	sheet	music,	we	ought	to	

acknowledge	that	there	are	aspects	that	are	difficult	or	impossible	to	bring	back.	

The	majority	of	the	American	public	no	longer	can	read	music	and	no	longer	make	

music	for	entertainment	in	their	homes.	We	also	no	longer	knit	our	clothes	or	grow	

much	of	our	food	or	build	our	homes,	and	fewer	of	us	are	able	to	fix	our	cars.	

However,	to	engage	again	in	these	kinds	of	practices	such	as	gardening	or	learning	a	

musical	instrument	need	not	be	thought	of	as	a	step	backward	into	the	past.	

Philosopher	Albert	Borgmann	suggests	that	one	of	the	only	ways	to	bring	meaning	

back	into	contemporary	lives	hollowed	out	by	technology	is	to	reengage	in	what	he	

calls	‘focal	practices’	(1984:	196).	Focal	practices	are	a	deliberate	attempt	to	regain	

a	sense	of	the	richer	connections	that	exist	before	technologies	replace	rich	

practices	like	performing	on	a	piano	with	commodities	to	be	experienced	via	

devices	such	recordings	on	an	iPod	(Thibeault	2014b).	Beck	may	have	published	
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sheet	music,	but	many	will	learn	these	songs	off	the	Internet,	either	from	listening	

and	learning	by	rote	via	YouTube	or	from	guitar	chord	and	tablature	versions	such	

as	the	song	sheets	used	at	the	OTSFM.	

	 The	quote	that	opens	this	article	talks	about	sheet	music	as	‘a	way	of	opening	

music	up	to	what	someone	else	is	able	to	bring	to	it’	(Hansen	2012b:	3).	Music	

educators	are	a	critical	resource	in	expanding	the	abilities	that	students	need	in	

order	to	bring	something	to	sheet	music.	The	wonderful	combination	of	sheet	music	

with	new	media	possibilities	exemplified	in	Song	Reader	are	good	fit	for	music	

educators	hoping	to	expand	the	opportunities	in	their	programme.	In	fact,	many	

educators	today	are	striving	to	find	ways	to	not	only	to	bring	the	pleasures	of	sheet	

music	to	their	students,	but	to	connect	their	classrooms	to	the	kinds	of	

opportunities	available	through	new	media	and	the	Internet.	There	are	lessons	for	

all	of	us	in	the	work	of	Beck	and	the	thousands	of	artists	playing	with	Song	Reader.	

	

References	

Baym,	N.	K.	(2012),	‘Fans	or	friends?:	Seeing	social	media	audiences	as	musicians	

do’,	Participations:	Journal	of	Audience	&	Reception	Studies,	9:2,	pp.	286–316.	

	

Beck	(2002),	Sea	Change,	Santa	Monica,	CA:	DGC.	

	

Pinch,	T.,	&	Bijsterveld,	K.	(2004).	Sound	Studies:	New	Technologies	and	Music.	

Social	Studies	of	Science,	34(5),	635–648.	

http://doi.org/10.1177/0306312704047615	



	SHEET	MUSIC	26	

	

	
	

Borgmann,	A.	(1984),	Technology	and	the	Character	of	Contemporary	Life:	A	

Philosophical	Inquiry,	Chicago,	IL:	University	of	Chicago	Press.	

	

Byrne,	D.	(2012),	How	Music	Works,	San	Francisco,	CA:	McSweeney’s.	

	

Cayari,	C.	(2014),	‘Using	informal	education	through	music	video	creation’,	General	

Music	Today,	27:3,	pp.	17–22.	

	
Coleman,	M.	(2013),	‘Beck	and	friends	perform	“Song	Reader”’,	rollingstone.com,	7	

July,	http://www.rollingstone.com/music/videos/beck-performs-song-

reader-with-jarvis-cocker-franz-ferdinand-and-more-20130707.	Accessed	

24	August	2013.	

	
Costello,	E.	(2015),	Unfaithful	Music	&	Disappearing	Ink,	New	York,	NY:	Penguin.	

	

Ferneyhough,	B.	(1982),	Superscriptio:	Solo	Piccolo,	London:	Edition	Peters.	

	
Gennet,	R.	(2015,	August	12),	‘Why	is	sheet	music	still	considered	necessary	for	

music	education?’	[Web	log	post].	Retrieved	from		

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robbie-gennet/why-is-sheet-music-still-

_b_7975400.html.	Accessed	2	August,	2016.	

	



	SHEET	MUSIC	27	

Green,	L.	(2008),	Music,	Informal	Learning	and	the	School:	A	New	Classroom	

Pedagogy,	Cornwall,	England:	Ashgate.	

	

____	(2014),	Hear,	Listen,	Play!:	How	to	free	your	Student’s	Aural,	Improvisation	and	

Performance	Skills,	New	York,	NY:	Oxford	University	Press.	

	

Jaques-Dalcroze,	E.	([1914]	1972),	‘Music	and	the	child’,	in	Rhythm,	Music,	and	

Education	(H.	Rubenstein,	Trans.),	New	York,	NY:	Arno	Press,	pp.	47–59.	

	
Hansen,	B.	(2012a),	Song	Reader:	Twenty	New	Songs	by	Beck,	San	Francisco,	CA:	

McSweeney’s	Publishing.	

	

____	(2012b),	‘A	preface	to	a	Song	Reader’,	in	Song	Reader:	Twenty	New	Songs	by	

Beck,	San	Francisco,	CA:	McSweeney’s,	pp.	1–4.	

	

____	(2006),	Convergence	Culture:	Where	Old	and	New	Media	Collide,	New	York,	NY:	

New	York	University	Press.	

	

Katz,	M.	(2012),	‘The	amateur	in	the	age	of	mechanical	music’,	in	K.	Bijsterveld	and	

T.	J.	Pinch	(eds),	The	Oxford	Handbook	of	Sound	Studies,	New	York,	NY:	Oxford	

University	Press,	pp.	459–79.	

	

Lee,	T.	S.	(2011),	Music	as	a	birthright:	Chicago’s	Old	Town	School	of	Folk	Music	and	

participatory	music	making	in	the	twenty-first	century	(Unpublished	doctoral	



	SHEET	MUSIC	28	

dissertation).	University	of	Illinois,	Urbana-Champaign.	Retrieved	from	

https://www.ideals.illinois.edu/handle/2142/24105.	Accessed	4	August,	

2016.	

	
Miller,	K.	(2012),	Playing	Along:	Digital	Games,	YouTube,	and	Virtual	Performance,	

New	York,	NY:	Oxford	University	Press.	

Nettl,	B.	(2005).	The	study	of	ethnomusicology:	Thirty-one	issues	and	concepts	

(Revised	ed.).	Urbana:	University	of	Illinois	Press.	

	
Reimer,	B.	(2011).	Professional	Notes	President	Shuler’s	Guiding	Principles—Big	

Steps	in	the	Right	Direction.	Music	Educators	Journal,	97(4),	27–28.	

doi:10.1177/0027432111409855	

	

Smith,	B.	D.,	Thibeault,	M.	D.	and	Jaworski,	N.	(2012),	‘Developing	games	that	can	

create	real	heroes	on	real	guitars:	Using	acoustic	musical	instruments	and	

the	human	voice	as	controllers’,	in	Crystle	Martin,	Amanda	Ochsner	and	Kurt	

Squire	(eds),	Proceedings	GLS	8.0:	Games	+	Learning	+	Society	Conference,	

Pittsburgh,	PA:	Entertainment	Technology	Center	Press,	pp.	269–74,	

Retrieved	from:	http://press.etc.cmu.edu/content/gls-80-conference-

proceedings.	Accessed	4	August,	2016.	

	
Sousa,	J.	P.	(1906),	‘The	menace	of	mechanical	music’,	Appleton’s	Magazine,	8	

September,	pp.	278–84.	

	



	SHEET	MUSIC	29	

Sterne,	J.	(2003),	The	Audible	Past:	Cultural	Origins	of	Sound	Reproduction,	Durham,	

NC:	Duke	University	Press.	

	
Thibeault,	M.	D.	(2012),	‘From	compliance	to	creative	rights	in	music	education:	

Rethinking	intellectual	property	in	the	age	of	new	media’,	Music	Education	

Research,	14:1,	pp.	103–17,	http://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2012.657165.	

Accessed	4	August,	2016.	

	
____	(2014a),	‘Exploring	the	Old	Town	School	of	Folk	Music’s	Beck	Song	Reader	

ensemble:	An	interview	with	Nathaniel	Braddock’,	General	Music	Today,	27:2,	

pp.	43–47,	http://doi.org/10.1177/1048371313507278.	Accessed	4	August,	

2016.	

	
____	(2014b),	‘Media	as	an	invitation	to	rethink	music	education’,	General	Music	

Today,	27:3,	pp.	36–39,	http://doi.org/10.1177/1048371314522646.	

Accessed	4	August,	2016.	

	
Tobias,	E.	S.	(2015),	‘Inter/trans/multi/cross/new	media(ting):	Navigating	an	

emerging	landscape	of	digital	media	for	music	education’,	in	C.	Randles	(ed.),	

Music	Education:	Navigating	the	Future,	New	York,	NY:	Routledge,	pp.	91–

121.	

	
Turino,	T.	(2008),	Music	as	Social	Life:	The	Politics	of	Participation,	Chicago,	IL:	

University	of	Chicago	Press.	

	

	 	



	SHEET	MUSIC	30	

Contributor	details	

Matthew	D.	Thibeault	lives	in	Toyama,	Japan.	He	is	an	Adjunct	Assistant	Professor	

for	the	University	of	Florida’s	Online	Master	of	Music	in	Music	Education	

programme.	Thibeault	serves	as	Chair	for	the	Philosophy	Special	Research	Interest	

Group	for	the	National	Association	for	Music	Education.	

	

Contact:		

University	of	Florida	School	of	Music,	FL	32611,	United	States.	

E-mail:	mthibeault@ufl.edu	

Wed	address:	www.matthewthibeault.com	

	

Notes	

																																																								
1	The	comparison	between	musical	notation	and	the	phonetic	alphabet	is	fraught	

with	problems	related	to	discussions	of	whether	music	is	a	language.	I	mean	here	to	

suggest	that	they	have	similar	importance	in	how	they	afforded	a	revolution	in	

practices	to	emerge.	

2	Rolling	Stone	(Coleman	2013)	reports	that	Beck	eventually	performed	all	the	

songs,	first	in	London	in	July	2013.	

3	See	https://www.oldtownschool.org.	
4	Two	short	excerpts	are	viewable	here:	

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XBq9M1ji9-Q.	
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5	A	description	and	the	final	recording	can	be	found	here:	

http://matthewthibeault.com/2013/08/02/music-education-and-becks-song-

reader/.	

	


