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Tony Green, a 7th grade teacher in Largo, Florida, wrote an article that was posted to Slate’s website 
on July 12 (http://slate.msn.com/id/2122512/fr/rss/).  A friend of mine brought it to my attention, and 
now I share it, along with a few thoughts of my own, with you. 
 
Mr. Green’s article is intended to expose a practice among many popular musicians (and by that 
moniker I’m including all non-classical forms of music) of beefing up their credibility by touting 
“classical training” on their resumes.  To quote Mr. Green: “Tossed into a bio or regurgitated in a 
feature article, that phrase—along with its cousins “classical background” and “classical studies”—can 
add depth to the frilliest of pop-culture images, leading some to think that a million-dollar contract is 
the only thing keeping their favorite artist from the recital hall.” 
 
A definition of “classical training” might be in order now.  How should we define it?  Anyone who has 
taken traditional piano lessons, for even a few months, technically, has “classical training.”  This is 
often the level of classical training, in fact, that most of these pop musicians have.  It should not be 
taken to mean, at any level, “classical mastery.”  (You’ll note none of them toss around the term 
virtuoso)  I’ve often said the ability to play an instrument doesn’t make one a musician any more than 
my ability to apply a bandage to a cut makes me a physician. 
 
Being a musician means much, much more.  It requires a depth of understanding about the art form, 
and how to create the art form, that goes well beyond technique.  Again, Mr. Green: 
… classical training doesn’t necessarily make nonclassical [sic] music better. It merely means that a 
pop musician has better technical control of his instrument than most of his peers, though not as much 
as a true classical musician.  [Ed note: assuming they took “classical” lessons for any decent length of 
time]  Furthermore, technique and pedagogical accomplishment don't necessarily make good music. 
It's Alicia Keys’ overall creativity and musicality—more than her classical-piano chops—that sell her 
records. Bill Melin, a professor of music at Lafayette College, claims that some of the worst students 
in his electronic music class had “years of classical training” but were very limited in their ability to 
stretch beyond their experience. This was especially true of the pianists, who had very rigid ideas 
about what “music” is. [Ed note: Does that sound familiar to anyone?  I’ve also been saying how 
much of a detriment that 88-key monster can be if you don’t learn to think outside the box!!] That’s 
one reason why Bunky Green, the director of jazz studies at the University of North Florida, is 
opposed to the “classical über alles” philosophy. Since technique is usually defined by musical 
idiom—there’s a classical way and a rock way of playing the guitar, for example—you’d have to be a 
hard-core monoculturalist to assume that European classical pedagogy is the overarching standard 
for all types of musical skills. “A lot of time, people assume that because someone has a classical 
background, they have more ability,” says Green. “But I don’t buy that because there are great 
musicians, like John Coltrane, who studied with classical players, but to actually play the music, had 
to go down to the ‘hood and participate in the oral tradition that is the foundation of American music. 
I hear a lot of kids with classical sax training, and when I hear them, I think to myself ‘Oh God, let me 
just get up there and play these kids some blues.’” 
 
Maybe there’s some hope for Academia, yet. 
 
The “classical über alles” philosophy is prevalent in mainstream Academia.  The musicians graduating 
from these programs, we hope, are specialists in classical music.  That should be a good thing, but I 
question its validity.  Too often the goal of “classical training” is nothing more than the acquisition of 



technique.  Technique only goes so far.  True musicianship goes much, much deeper. 

 
Am I saying classical training is bad, is a hindrance?  No.  I’m saying the model of mainstream 
classical training falls short of the mark, in my opinion.  The classical training, in terms of technique, I 
provide my students imparts the technical tools they need to play their instruments better than the 
untrained.  Hopefully, I also provide, even on a classical level, strategies, approaches, philosophies, 
which enable the musician to interpret and present music more intelligently as well.  But, even that 
only goes so far.  Ultimately, I’m looking to nurture the talent/ability of the student by teaching 
technique and uncovering and encouraging their expressiveness, their artistic sensibilities. 
 
I am the musician I am today because of the gestalt of my classical training and the countless hours I 
spent playing in rock bands, blues bands, big bands, pit orchestras, jazz combos, etc.  I’ve expanded 
upon my classical abilities by immersing myself in these other forms of music.  I’ve stretched myself 
to think about music in as many different ways as I can so that my interpretive skills are not limited by 
only one approach.  And I apply all of these sensibilities every time I make music – regardless of 
genre. 
 
I can’t turn off my jazz background just because I’m singing a Bach aria any more than I think I 
should inhibit my classical perceptions when I’m playing Miles Davis. 
 
And that is why all of my students also learn how to interpret and present jazz and pop music – not 
just memorization of blues scales and modes.  I believe unequivocally it will help them to be better 
classical musicians, too. 
 
Now, I may need to modify my language somewhat as I discuss what I do.  I have always said I teach 
voice from a “primarily classical” basis.  What do I mean?  Well, I have used that to mean I teach a 
healthy technique grounded in the tenets and precepts of classical / operatic training.   I do not, 
however, teach singing only on a classical level.  It might be better to say the basis of the way I teach 
phonation is classical. 
 
I think, by now, you get the point (maybe a few paragraphs ago!).  Open your mind, broaden your 
horizons.  Study all of it, play all of it, learn as much as you can, stretch yourself beyond what you 
think your limits are – then stretch some more. 
 


