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Introduction 

The digital age has transformed every aspect of media.  From production, consumption, 

distribution and knowledge, the way we interact with media changes “the way that we think 

and also has a profound impact upon the ways in which we communicate and express 

ourselves” (Dubber:2012).  This shift in communication has led to a new generation of 

people who take these changes for granted, where technology is integrated into almost 

every aspect of life and has become second nature to them.  The rise of the digital musician 

is a direct result of these changes.  

The advent of industrialisation towards the end of the nineteenth century brought about 

massive changes in access to education and knowledge, in order to create a workforce 

literate enough to work effectively in a new media age. Similarly, the digital age has brought 

about a shift from an industrial society to a knowledge society, but the “massive and 

sustained public investment in schools and (later on) universities” of the previous era “has 

not been matched” (Hartley, 2008).  The ways in which digital musicians learn, create and 

share their knowledge in the virtual world of the internet differs greatly from the previous 

generation, yet very little of these new skills are taught in formal education settings.   There 

is a knowledge gap opening between this generation and the last, between those who are 

digitally illiterate and those who are digitally fluent. In this essay I will discuss how digital 

musicians use new technology to learn and to create, and the role of music education 

infrastructure in the digital age.   
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The Digital Musician  

The latest global estimates of internet access stand at approximately 2.4 billion people, an 

increase of 500% since the turn of the century (Internet World Stats, 2012).  This 

phenomenal development has produced new paradigms of knowledge and pedagogy by the 

wide spread dissemination of free information, open source software, user-created content, 

and social media.  Youtube is the embodiment of this idea, an experiment in ‘bottom up’ 

participatory culture made possible only by the proliferation of the internet and the digital 

age.  It is a complex “scale-free” network (Hartley, 2008) with established “nodes” and 

“hubs” that are not only changing the way media is consumed, but also the way it’s 

produced, published and the way that people learn.  This is the world of the digital musician.   

Being digitally literate is “an essential part of contemporary musical life” (Hugill, 2008).  

Digital musicians are those that use technology, specifically computers and handheld 

devices, to create music and consume it.  But young people don’t just use these tools, they 

are actively creating the new language of the digital age, whilst navigating their own way 

through the vast knowledge structure of the internet by blind experimentation and 

participation, “instead of needing to rely on the expertise of others” (Hartley, 2008).  This 

has led to a situation where typical music education institutions such as schools and 

universities have entered a knowledge gap, where it is “quite common… to find school 

pupils who have greater access to, and better understanding of, the technology than their 

teachers” (Hugill, 2008). These digitally literate musicians also possess many other attributes 

that define them as part of the digital age. Veen (2006) calls this new generation ‘Homo-

Zappiens’, stating that they are almost like a new species of human, “born with a PC mouse 

in its hands and a computer screen as a window to the world”.  Non-linear multi-tasking at 
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high speed, learning by searching and playing, collaborating, and the externalization of 

information are all key attributes that Veen gives to ‘Homo-Zappiens’. Hartley (2008) adds to 

these attributes: 

They can share their life story on Facebook, entertain each other on YouTube, muse 

philosophically in the blogosphere, contribute to knowledge on Wikipedia, create cutting edge 

art on Flickr, and compile archives on Del.icio.us.  Some can do most of these things at once, 

and then submit their efforts to an online ethic of collective intelligence… (Hartley, 2008) 

Being a digital musician, then, is more than just using a computer to compose music.  It is a 

shift in lifestyle and values, using every aspect of technology available to enhance their 

creative output, connect with others and derive meaning from information, “it is not just 

the technologies that are defining: it is the way they are used…driven on by a relentless 

curiosity” (Hugill, 2008).  A profound change in the nature of musicians will invariably lead 

to a change in the music itself, and ultimately its value, culturally and economically.  Music 

education, therefore, must adapt to this development if it is to have any relevance or worth.  

What role should the existing formal education structure have in this new era of 

technology?  Can it hope to keep up with the rapidly evolving world of the digital musician 

and the new media landscape? 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

The Knowledge Gap in Education 

When these attributes of the digital musician are placed into the context of the classroom, 

they highlight the problems facing music education in schools.  The multi-tasking, learning 

by playing, collaborative qualities of young people becomes a lack of attention span, 

mischief and disruption in the classroom, as the linear absorption of information model of 

traditional teaching  simply bores them, and they “switch off” (Hartley:2008).   

The problem arises when we examine how these ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ communities 

interact.  How exactly does the expert engage the user, and how does the user find the 

expert?  Schools (both private and public), universities and colleges are increasingly offering 

music technology based curriculum, where learning about music is centred on electronic 

instruments, sequencers and DAW software.   A detailed analysis of how schools are 

interacting with and using technology to teach music is beyond the scope of this paper, 

however, much research in this area can be found in the work of Barrett (2009), Veen 

(2006), Burnard (2009), Mitchell (2002) and Hargeaves et. al (2003), amongst others.  The 

general idea, though, is that whilst schools are embracing new technologies as the costs of 

equipping them becomes lower, they are largely taught simple IT skills that are self-

contained and do not fit into a wider context of learning.  Holistic digital literacy is the key to 

unlocking the potential of the new generation, as our economies shift from the old 

industrial to knowledge-based creative societies where “digital fluency will become a 

prerequisite for obtaining jobs, participating meaningfully in society, and learning 

throughout a lifetime” (Mitchell:2002).  Currently, formal music education is not digitally 

fluent. 
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Socio-economic problems also arise when looking at these technological changes, for it is 

the richest in society that obtain these technologies first, leaving the rest to catch up, 

opening a further knowledge gap (Tichenor et al: 1970).  Whilst this is becoming increasingly 

irrelevant at home, with almost 83% of the UK’s population having access to the internet 

(Internet World Stats:2012) the gap is noticeable in schools.  Only the most privileged 

private schools and universities can afford to adopt the changes needed in curriculum and 

the financial expense of kitting out classrooms, whilst many will be “reluctant to accept new 

diplomas which they cannot yet properly value” (Veen:2007).   

When considering music education in these times, it is also worthwhile for the teacher to 

consider how music itself has changed, rather than holding on to the traditional ‘dead white 

European male’ western tradition of ‘high art’ above all else – here we see another 

knowledge gap.  Whilst the old forms of music and musician, such as classical and folk, will 

not disappear, the rise of the digital musician will continue, and subsequently change the 

very nature of music and its meaning in culture. The digital musician approaches 

composition from “timbre” rather than from “pitch” or “rhythm” (Hugill:2008), relying on 

social and cultural cues obtained from a digital education to create music using electronic 

technology  that is hugely different from anything before.  Failing to understand the 

significance of this change by sticking to the historical norms of music will only further the 

gap in knowledge between teacher and digital musician.   Indeed, “the question was not 

‘how do, could, or should schools use music technology to teach music?’ but ‘what is 

music?’” (Barrett: 2009).   
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New Approaches to Education 

Musical education has always had elements of this form of exploratory, play-based learning 

as characterized by Veen’s ‘Homo-Zappiens’, especially in popular styles and subcultures.  

Traditionally, music education could be obtained in three separate ways: formally in school, 

informally with a private tutor at home and increasingly recognised is ‘the third 

environment’ (Hargreaves et al, 2003).  In a study of 14 different musicians, Green (2002) 

acknowledged that this third environment, where no formal supervision or training was 

given was one of the main areas where musicians developed style and musical knowledge 

by learning directly from their peers.  Similarly, Cohen (1991) describes a situation where 

musicians in Liverpool with little to no musical training form bands and groups in order to 

learn from each other and obtain meaningful experiences - like being part of a ‘scene’ - very 

early on.  This informal, peer-to-peer style of learning is taken for granted by the digital 

musician not only because of the amount of knowledge freely and instantly available online, 

but also because of the way in which many popular musicians have always learned; by ear.  

Self-taught musicians who played by ear before digitisation were prototypes of the digital 

musician; obtaining information from each other at their own behest, and learning by 

playing.  

“Previously accepted constructions of music in education have become challenged by new 

technologies, which can be understood to close the circle for an historical, linear, process of 

literation.”  (Barrett:2009) 

These traditional models of education require fixed locations, fixed curriculum, and finite 

resources, all of which are based on a model of society that has changed beyond recognition 

since their inception, even as recently as the introduction of the National Curriculum in 
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19881.  They also require teachers to supply and present information in a linear way, with 

very little choice in what they learn.  All these physical limitations are overcome by the 

internet.   For example, if a person wants to learn to play jazz lead guitar, they can simply 

search for ‘Jazz Lead Guitar’ and Google presents them with a wealth of results, one of 

which is a free 75 page .pdf file entitled ‘Jazz Hanon for Guitar2’.  All this information was 

available within seconds of the initial thought. There are no barriers to the information bar 

access to the internet.  Said person didn’t need to enrol on a course, make a financial 

transaction, travel to any geographical point or even speak to anyone about it.  The 

enquiring person was in total control of the flow of information, attained from a pool of 

resources created by and made available for an online community.    

However, in this scenario, self-taught musicians still rely on the provision of expert 

information, either directly or indirectly to achieve their goals.   

“The idea is simple: to publish all of our course materials online and make them widely 

available to everyone.” (Dick: 2013) 

This ‘simple’ idea - quoted from MIT’s OpenSourceWare website - is revolutionary for 

modern civilized society.  Access to skilled and expert information has always been from the 

few to the many who can afford it, and this concept applies to the music industry – content 

is produced and disseminated top-down through ‘gatekeepers’ (Shuker:2001). But now it 

seems that this elitism has transformed into a non-linear on-going ‘conversation’, one that 

rewards collaboration and experimentation above competitiveness and perpetuating the 

status quo. The gatekeepers are no longer always cultural figures such as journalists/critics, 

                                                           
1
 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/40/contents 

2
 http://imt.carlinowebdesign.com/assets/Uploads/hanonvirtuoso.pdf 
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A&R types and experts, they are technological institutions such as ISP’s, Social Media Sites, 

and the Blogosphere, amongst others.  

The hundreds of thousands of educational and tutorial videos available on YouTube and 

Vimeo represent ‘analogue’ style internet based learning, which is simply the presentation 

of old forms of education in a digital format.  It is the presentation of information for 

absorption from an expert to a beginner to be copied and memorized. It represents only a 

small portion of where, and how, digital musicians obtain their knowledge. Digital learning is 

multi-disciplinary and resourceful; something that is practiced, is creative, and relies on the 

collective knowledge of others to derive meaning and experience from information (Resnick, 

2002).  This is an area where schools and universities can provide support for musicians who 

are learning more independently than ever before, by providing worthwhile content, expert 

information and access to technology.      

Expert knowledge still has its place, but it is no longer a one way process:  “The internet has 

rapidly evolved into a new ‘enabling social technology’ for knowledge. And just as ‘new’ 

media typically supplement rather than supplant their predecessors, it relies on both 

experts and everyone” (Hartley, 2008). For an esteemed university such as MIT, taking the 

bold step of publishing all their course materials online is indicative of their awareness of 

how people’s expectations of education are changing, and how their own role in educating 

the population is changing.   
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Conclusion  

Perhaps the very idea of making schools adapt to this new paradigm of knowledge is futile, 

and that the universities of the future are already represented by the class-less and teacher-

less peer reviewed social networks of the internet. The hubs and nodes of individuals and 

organisations that make up this vast network are already established and continue to thrive, 

so to expect an institution that was designed for socio-economic purposes 150 years ago to 

catch up to these changes may seem unfeasible.  However, schools and universities need to 

adapt to remain relevant, and perhaps they can achieve this by not just providing access to 

technology, but pioneering new uses of it; sharing expert knowledge and content openly 

and freely, much like MIT’s OpenSourceWare project; and by establishing their own nodes 

and hubs in the social networks of tomorrow by participating in this great conversation of 

the digital age.    Teachers may become “coaches supplying expert support to children who 

are learning more independently” (Veen: 2007), acknowledging the cultural, technological 

and artistic shift in the very nature of music and what it means to be a musician. By closing 

these knowledge gaps the musicians of tomorrow may be better equipped to deal with an 

ever changing digital music industry that demands a multi-skilled and multi-platform 

approach.  
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