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“Think men, think.”   This was the advise of Professor Harold Hill to the new members of the River City Boys Band of Gary Indiana in the musical “The Music Man.”  Miraculously the boys began to play their instruments even though they had not received any formal instruction from the self-acclaimed instructor Prof. Hill.  Bands and choirs around the world would flourish if all it took was the “think system” to get young musicians to play an instrument or sing.  Unfortunately playing an instrument and learning to sing require a more personal and hands on approach.  

Music education by its’ nature encourages an active learning environment.  Students learn music best when they are experiencing the process of making music, not just reading about it, listening to it or just “thinking”  about it.  Music does have courses that are less performance based such as music history and music theory but even in these there are at times elements of performance.  

The best form of instruction when learning to play an instrument or learning how to sing is to have an instructor and student meet face-to-face.  This allows an instructor to demonstrate and have the student imitate the correct quality of sound and playing or singing technique.  A student can certainly read about quality of sound and technique but the end result may be a very incorrect interpretation.  

As school budgets shrink and music teachers become harder to find schools are being forced to look for alternative ways to provide instruction in many academic areas not just music.  Distance education has become the solution for many school districts because they have access to a qualified instructor for a course that may not otherwise be made available for their local students.  Many small schools are offering foreign language, science and math via distant education.  In a rural state such as South Dakota geographic disadvantages are minimized in the education setting because technology is providing the means for educators to reach students miles away.  

Music is still in its’ infancy of using distance education.  In the state of South Dakota music education by distance is almost non-existent. In fact Michelle Mehlberg of the Education Technology Department of the South Dakota Department of Education knows of only two cases in South Dakota.
   She indicated that music education is just beginning to make its’ way toward distance learning.  Ms. Mehlberg did say that she thought states such as New York, Ohio, and Georgia may be pursuing distance music education to a greater degree than South Dakota.  However, she did not know to what extent distance courses for music had been developed in any of the three states.  

One of the distance learning applications for music in South Dakota is taking place on the campus of Northern State University in Aberdeen.  Dr. Grant Manhart has been involved in distance education for the past two years.
  Dr. Manhart has delivered a master class series on brass and a lecture series on brass pedagogy over the DDN system.  Both series were geared toward high school students and teachers.  Dr. Manhart has also taught private lessons to numerous students in over 20 schools.  Two students from Mitchell Senior High took part in a one hour distance lesson with Dr. Manhart.  The lesson covered some basic playing techniques and tone production.  The sound quality was not ideal but overall the lesson was effective for both students.  Dr. Manhart has had so many requests for long distance lessons that he is not able to accommodate all of the requests.  

The second known application of distance learning in music in South Dakota is a Music Appreciation course being taught by Mike Nepodal of the Stickney/Corsica school district.
  This is the first year this course has been offered and there are currently three students enrolled in grades 9-12.  Mr. Nepodal has not met with the students face-to-face in any way.  Students must access assignments and information on a web site.  http://mn007.k12.sd.us/Fine%20Arts%20Course/Fine%20Arts%20Course.htm  The web sight is laid out well and easy to use.  Mr. Nepodal has addressed the important educational issues and made the information interesting with the use of appropriate humor.  Some assignments are done on the site and other assignments such as quizzes and tests must be typed and sent to Mr. Nepodal via snail mail.  Communication occurs frequently over the phone between the Principal at the remote site and Mr. Nepodal and the Principal does observe the students in the class  room when necessary.  Because this is the first year for this course Mr. Nepodal does expect revisions will be made if the course is offered again in the future.  The DIAL Corp. has provided some funding to make this course possible. 

On a national scale the use of distance education in music education seems to be limited at this time.  One of the reasons for this is cost.  A collaboration in distant music education that is performance based and that involves multiple performers requires high quality audio equipment.  Naturally this equipment is very expensive and very few institutions, private or public can afford the equipment.  

Illinois State University and at Duquesne University have been offering music education courses via long distance and seem to have been successful.
   One of the programs links a group of musicians, actors, and dancers from the US and Canada over the internet.  The other program is a graduate music education program that uses a statewide ITVI system much like the South Dakota SIVN system.  The two programs have been in existence since 1996 and 1993 respectively.  

November 27-29, 2000 marked the date of a seminar held in Bhopal India to discuss the possibilities of teaching Indian Classical Music over distance.  Music education experts came from South Africa and Finland as well as Mumbat, Chennai, Pune, and Calcutta.  The idea behind the seminar was to put to rest the argument over whether music, in this case Indian Classical Music could be taught over distance.  

Throughout the three day event a multitude of experts gave information about programs that were currently in place and were providing music instruction both in an academic realm and in a performance realm.  One such program has been in place since 1984.  Chennai University has offered a degree in music through correspondence.  As part of the course work students receive printed material and audiocassettes that demonstrate how to sing and some students do not train in person with a teacher but they reach a very competent level of performance. 

By the end of the seminar it was decided that distance learning courses in music should begin with the following objectives:

1. Formal courses, for students residing beyond the geographical scope of universities, leading to similar degree/certification.

2. Informal courses dealing with various applied aspects of music.

3. Short courses that supplement knowledge pursued in other streams.

4. Seminars, workshops and Projects be devised to transcribe, after due process of analysis and objective selection, the existing information in the form of print, audio, video and human expertise to the fast developing media of digital communication, that ensuring real time interaction, paves the way for collaborative and individualized learning.

At the present time it is not known how prevalent distance education in music is in the United States. Most public schools try to offer at least two performance based music classes usually band and choir.  Over the years some districts have cut the music programs altogether because of either funding problems or because they did not have a qualified teacher.  As with any profession there are music education purists who believe that every effort, regardless of cost, should be made to ensure that quality is maintained and distance education is detrimental to the cause.   However, given the plight of many music programs over the past few decades music educators may need to band together and consider distance learning as an alternative to exitinction
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