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Blending Traditional & 
Contemporary Teaching Methods 

~ 
The Argument for Adding 
Commercial/Popular Music  

to Your Program 

 

As music education adapts to a new state of arts consumerism and 

technology, how do we combine the best practices of the past with 

proven, contemporary methods to modernize music education? Are 

traditional music education, jazz education, and commercial/popular 

music education one and the same? What are the similarities and 

differences between the three? How do we develop a cohesive, 

forward-thinking curriculum in an effort to instill not only musical 

abilities in, and an appreciation of, ALL genres, but also life skills 

As educators, we cannot turn a blind eye 
to the musical landscape as it stands 

today and where it’s trending towards in 
the future. 
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“Vivamus	porta	
est	sed	est.”	

It’s	not	a	matter	
of	reaching	kids	
where	they	are;	

it’s	simply	a	
matter	of	

reaching	kids.	

The vast majority of what is taught in a “traditional” setting is 

applicable to directing a jazz ensemble and is also relevant to coaching 

a commercial/popular ensemble. While this might be obvious to some, 

take a moment to think about the band director, with little or no jazz 

experience, who is hired to direct a program that includes a jazz band. 

While it might be overwhelming, at first, for a “traditionally” trained 

musician, with little performance in those 10 as a Venn diagram, with 

the vast majority of rehearsal preparation/execution and performance 

requirements being essentially the same for ALL styles of music. 

In the end, music is music—right? 

The skill set required to direct any musical ensemble can be viewed as 

a Venn diagram, with the vast majority of rehearsal 

preparation/execution and performance requirements being essentially 

the same for ALL styles of music. 

After top universities began to add jazz to their curriculum in the late 

1960s, it took years for jazz to be considered an educationally viable 

addition to a high school program. Now, as several universities (and in 

many cases, the same universities who led the charge for jazz 

education) have added, or are in the process of adding, 

commercial/popular offerings—including ensembles, songwriting, 

production, recording, music business, etc.—how long will it take 

before this non-traditional approach is considered educationally viable 

at the secondary level as well? I should say that I am not advocating 

we discontinue marching bands, concert bands, choirs, or wind 

ensembles. My mother was a band director for 35 years in the public  

PME utilizes a diversity of 

styles of music that the 

majority of our students 

already consume and enjoy! 
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Altering your curriculum to 
include facets of 
commercial/popular music 
education is not the end of 
western civilization!	

school system. I am a product of that system. Altering your curriculum 

to include facets of commercial/popular music education is not the end 

of western civilization! It is simply modifying what we’ve been taught 

(and, perhaps, what we’ve been teaching) to adapt to today’s musical 

and career environment; to say nothing of what the future holds! With 

that, we cannot continue to ignore the fact that jobs and gigs that 

were available 30 years ago, 20 years ago, even five years ago, 

continue to exist. As educators, we cannot turn a blind eye to the 

musical landscape as it stands today and where it’s trending towards in 

the future. 

Over the past 18 years, our Commercial Music Program at the Kent 

Denver School, an independent, 6-12 school in the suburbs of Denver, 

CO, has been able to reimagine the way we teach music. We strive to 

support our student musicians in three primary areas: 

• help develop an appreciation of, and competency in, a variety 
of musical styles 
 

• offer multiple once-in-a-lifetime experiences through travel and 
study with professional musicians and 
 

• utilize music as a vehicle to develop life skills including 
responsibility, leadership, confidence, attention to detail, 
teamwork, creativity, and professionalism, among others 

The primary differences between the approaches, in my mind, is that 

commercial/popular music education: 

• Utilizes a variety of styles of music that the majority of our 
students already consume and enjoy 
 

• Instills business skills, including knowledge of social media 
promotion/marketing, contracts, licensing, copyright, etc. 
 

• Includes multiple opportunities to write, arrange, perform, and 
record music – both existing and original material  
 

• Offers an opportunity to explore the social and cultural aspects 
of music as it relates to our student’s lives 
 

• provides a space for students who do not want to solely 
participate in traditional band, choir, or orchestra to pursue a 
love of music 
 

• uses more informal pedagogies that involve student-centered 
learning and peer-to-peer learning than traditional, teacher-
centered pedagogies 

	



		
	

In a large majority of secondary 

programs, the jazz/popular 

program is supplemental to the 

larger, traditional program. This 

is commonplace as jazz bands 

were added to the curriculum as 

demand for that type of program 

increased. Take comfort in the 

knowledge that many of the 

growing pains we’re 

experiencing, due to the growth 

of popular music education, are 

not new—not by a long shot! As 

with any change, it takes time to 

review, understand, implement, 

and adapt. 

In our case, the Commercial 

Music Program is not part of a 

larger program. Indeed, it is the 

program. We don’t have a 

marching band, a concert band, 

a wind ensemble, or an 

orchestra. We offer ensembles 

that focus on soul, bluegrass, 

R&B, Americana, salsa, pop, 

rock, and reggae, and country, 

among others. We also offer 

classes that focus on 

entrepreneurship, theory, 

composition, recording, history, 

and the business aspects of the 

industry. 

In developing our program, I 

used my experiences as a 

professional Memphis musician 

to design a curriculum that 

would extend beyond the 

classroom. I shaped the program 

based on what I wished I would 

have known as a young bass 

player when it comes to learning 

my instrument, getting a gig, 

keeping a gig, and furthering 

myself as an all-around musical 

entrepreneur. Teaching popular 

music also affords me the 

opportunity to discuss the history 

behind the song, the meaning of 

the lyric, and the social/cultural 

environment in which the song 

was written. 

A large component of my 

teaching philosophy is to support 

my students to better 

understand and develop the 

skills needed to lead a happy, 

fulfilled, and successful life, as 

the creative, personal, and 

business skills necessary to  

succeed in music are crucial no 

matter the occupation. Our 

students need a wide-ranging 

skill set to compete in today’s 

academic and career landscape; 

skills that will translate to ANY 

occupation. In my experience, 

music is the perfect vehicle to 

impart these, and other, much 

needed life skills. It’s not a 

matter of “reaching kids where 

they are”; it’s simply a matter of 

reaching kids.	

	

PME offers an 

opportunity to explore 

the social and cultural 

aspects of music as it 

relates to our students’ 

lives. 


