Creating the level playing field

Dr Judy McGregor, Equal Employment Opportunities Commissioner, Human Rights Commission
Koutou nga rangatira maha

I mihi ana ki a koutou

Kia toa, Kia kaha, Kia manawanui

Tena koutou, tena koutou, tena koutou katoa.

Thank you for the opportunity to be here.
Metaphor
I’m very wary of the level playing field metaphor. Not because it isn’t evocative, but because it is seldom a reality. Not surprisingly it has a somewhat murky genesis. The figurative use of the phrase popped up in 1977 in an obscure American newspaper. It is attributable to a lobbyist of the US Bankers Association who indicated commercial banks were happy to compete with mutual savings banks as long as the basis of competition was the “level playing field”. 

So how do we ensure fairness when the field slopes, as it inevitably will?
I want to briefly comment on three aspects of the level playing field:

· why should we care about equality in access to appropriate and quality music education? 
· what can we do to promote equality of access to quality and effective music education ?
· how do we ensure equality of opportunity in music-related employment?. 
First, what is the rationale for equality to, and in, music generally?

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the highest expression of the international community’s commitment to humanity, states in Article 2 that everyone is entitled to the rights and freedoms outlined in the declaration regardless of the usual suspects such as race, colour, sex, language. 
It also adds in property, birth or other status and therefore anticipates discrimination on the basis of socio-economic status. Article 26 establishes the right of everyone to education and that education should be directed to the full development of the human personality. Article 27 unequivocally states that everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community and to enjoy the arts. 

Education, the arts and culture are inalienable and indivisible rights that belong to everyone of us and should be insisted on in legislation, policy and practice and in the allocation of public resources. This begs the question of why is it that some of us have access to quality music education and the opportunity eventually to make a living from it on the basis of exceptional merit and some of us don’t, unless there is vision and leadership like that surrounding the Buskaid and Southern Cross School initiatives?
Equality of access
American clinical neurologist Oliver Sacks in his wonderful book Musicophilia, Tales of Music and the Brain, asks whether musical competence can be seen as a universal human potential in the same way as linguistic competence. He says there is exposure to language in every household and virtually all children develop some form of linguistic competence by four or five. 
This may not be the case with regard to music, since some households may be almost devoid of music. Music potential, like other potentials, needs stimulation to develop fully. In the absence of encouragement or stimulation, musical talents may not develop. Sacks is optimistic, however, and states that while there is a fairly well-defined critical period for language acquisition in the first years of life, this is less so for music. To be music-less at an early age does not necessarily predict a music-less future. 
The home and school are the logical vantage points for early musical competence. Many in the room will be able to pinpoint precisely, parental influence in the development of their musical interest.  My father was a lover of Liszt and my mother did the ironing to some of the greatest sopranos of the day. I  also remember a row of epic proportions when my siblings and I ruined the gramophone needle on “Stupid Cupid, He’s a Real Mean Guy” by chart-topping Connie Francis but that’s a different story.
What happens, though, if there is no music on the radio, no CDs or iPods, no instruments in the house, no books on music, no concert going, no intergenerational heat about rap versus the classics, or whether Fat Freddy’s Drop is a group or an out-house? The school then becomes absolutely critical to introducing young people to the power of music. 

I am not an expert in music education, my expertise lies in human rights but   two relevant human rights issues relate to access and to diversity. 

The first issue is the cost of quality music education and the advantage of money. How “free” is it? One of three case studies being promoted as good practice in music teaching by the Education Review Office on its website concerns a decile 7 contributing primary school. Parents initially paid an extra donation to enrich music education at the school through employment of a part time specialist. What happens if parents can’t or won’t pay such “extra donations”, or where the school is resource poor? Does this mean there is impoverished music activity in the school? 
The second issue concerns meeting the needs of diverse students, especially Maori, Pacific and students from non-English speaking backgrounds. The 2004 results of the ERO report “Quality of Music Teaching in Years 4 to 8” are eye opening. On the positive side the report concludes there was no significant difference between overall teaching quality ratings by decile groupings. But the report states only 11 per cent of teachers had effectively implemented strategies to meet the needs of Maori students and none had effectively implemented strategies in relation to Pacific students.
Music is a core component of the Arts Learning Area in the new Curriculum Framework  - and aims to “acknowledge the musical heritages of New Zealand’s diverse cultures, including traditional and contemporary Māori musical arts” What is the role of the State in resourcing core curriculum areas? How reliant should schools be on parents and communities to enable equitable access to quality music education? The Commission’s Human Rights Action Plan showed that cost is a barrier to participation in subjects that cost extra money.  
The capacity of the education curriculum and infrastructure to deliver good outcomes is critical. But success ultimately lies in the personal commitment of skilled, compassionate and innovative teachers and children’s access to those teachers. Inspirational  teachers who love music will put rhythm in students’ bodies, pitch in their singing and playing and foster special skills in music. 
 Equality of opportunity
As EEO Commissioner I’m interested in the question, how level is the playing field for those with extraordinary talent who want to make a living from music? 
First, there is a rich legacy of gifted musicians who have overcome barriers and physical disabilities–Beethoven’s deafness, Viennese pianist Paul Wittgenstein who lost his right arm in World War 1, Itzhak Perlman who plays  violin while seated as a result of contracting polio at the age of 4 years and who also conducts the Detroit Symphony Orchestra. The many blind musicians have assumed an almost mythic resonance because as Oliver Sacks writes, it is as if the gods have given the gift of music in compensation for the sense they have taken away. 

Blind musicians have through the ages been wandering minstrels, court performers, religious cantors and church organists. Gospel, blues and jazz claims Ray Charles, Stevie Wonder, Art Tatum and Jose Feliciano and blind  has become an honorific for  individuals and groups such as Blind Lemon Jefferson, Blind Willie Johnson and  the soulful Blind Boys of Alabama. The Hi-Fives, the famous sixties New Zealand entertainment group boasted Kawana Pohe, a trained piano tuner with limited vision who played saxophone, clarinet, piano, bass and guitar. 
Precocious music ability can compensate for individual physical disability.

More difficult to overcome is structural, systemic discrimination in music-related  employment. For centuries female musicians have been fighting over the right to play in orchestras. The International Alliance for Women in Music have organised massive international protest over discriminatory employment practices, particularly those of some European orchestras. 
William Osborne has brilliantly examined the moral myopia of the gender and racial ideology of the Vienna Philharmonic. The Philarmonic’s former chairman reported that a Japanese applicant had stood out from the rest after a blind audition undertaken behind a screen but was not hired because his face did not fit with the “Pizzicato-Polka” of the New Year’s Concert. The former 2nd violinist said women destroyed orchestral unity because of romantic intrigue, “you have people falling in love with each other and all kind of jealousies.”  
The Director of the Vienna State Opera went further to claim gender status for certain instruments. He said there were different lung constellations between men and women, different mouth constructions and naturally there were different lips between men and women. Some instruments were masculine only.
For some reason Bob Dylan’s song “Blowing in the Wind” comes to mind.
Princeton and Harvard university economists who’ve studied blind auditions conclude that they significantly boost the chances of women to succeed and Malcolm Gladwell in his book “Blink” says the use of screens have increased five fold the number of women in top United States orchestras.

The New Zealand Symphony Orchestra’s annual report says the NZSO ensures gender balance on all appointment panels. For the selection of players, all applicants are invited to audition, and to ensure impartiality the first and second rounds of auditions are held behind screens. Which is fantastic and as it should be. The website shows 37.5% of the orchestra are female. Horn player Heather Thompson returned after raising children on a high country farm when more brass was needed for Mahler and Bruckner. Trumpet player Cheryl Holinger includes heavy weight training as a hobby and has played with Nine Inch Nails ( a group!).
Which brings us to the music. I’ve taken some of Bach’s works for trumpet. There are four short excerpts from familiar concertos. As you listen could you make a mental note of the gender of the trumpeter.

Special measures
A final note about what are called special measures. In the promotion of human rights it has always been acceptable and desirable to think about special measures, sometimes called affirmative action, so that those who are disadvantaged can run onto the level playing field to start the game. 
Special measures are not about crimping on merit but about compensating for structural disadvantage and are generally temporary. The Human Rights Commission will defend the rights of those who use special measures to overcome discrimination on grounds such as ethnicity and sex to ensure individuals and groups can live up to their potential in employment. Those with exceptional musical talent should be allowed the ambition to foster and release it. The exquisite power of music should be indifferent to wealth and status and sometimes it is. All of us here have the responsibility of opening up a world of possibility for those locked out of opportunity.

Buskaid is inspirational and it is a privilege to know the story, hear the music, admire the Kiwi connection and to be here today.  Ka kite ano.
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