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Abstract: The increasing precarity of arts academic jobs, combined
with a much needed focus on equity and decolonisation, are de-
privileging and destabilising the experimental music tradition and
contemporary composer identity. As a result, composition depart-
ments are pursuing a paradox: scrambling to focus on specific mar-
ketable skills while also broadening the genres taught. After
teaching in a composition department, a generalised arts depart-
ment and a prison college programme, I describe methods to pro-
vide skills training for students interested in different genres, even
if those genres are not the specialty of a department’s faculty.
These include: (1) discrete ‘levels’ of creative thought, from
high-level questions of art’s purpose to ground-level skills training;
(2) creative process assignments, in which students plan and docu-
ment their way through a prompt, developing a practical discipline
into which desired skills can be incorporated; and (3) formal spaces
for students to learn from each other, one-on-one, getting deeper
into the similarities and differences they have. The goal is to
empower students not simply via marketability, but by developing
a sense of vocation without tethering creativity to employment, so
that students may more realistically and more potently design their
own lives in music.

In the early twenty-first century, experimental music is finally getting
the spotlight. It should have been careful what it wished for. In a
firmly postmodern and aspirationally postcolonial intellectual world,
occupying the niche of experimental Western music has thrust com-
posers and composition departments into mainstream arenas. Music
departments must now justify their existence to outsiders across the
political spectrum: to the right, they must demonstrate to private
and municipal funders that they are useful to the needs of capital; to
the left, they must demonstrate to activists against white-supremacist
imperialist patriarchy that they offer more than an expression of an
historically privileged hegemony. On top of this, the neoliberal dis-
mantling of the humanities has forced more music academics into
precarious careers partly or wholly outside academia.

Whether these anxieties trickle down into a composition teacher’s
studio depends on one’s own circumstances. One might ask: am I
training students in a field that practically guarantees precarity? If
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so, can I teach in a way truly valuable beyond employment prospects?
And if music departments are to diversify beyond new music, beyond
‘art’ music, can I teach rigorous and relevant composition practice to
students specialising in genres different from mine? Can we create
equitable departments of experimental music that are generalised
enough to include a variety of marginalised creators but rigorous
enough to give us pride in our pedagogy?

I am Assistant Professor and Director of the Arts Production and
Management programme at the University of Baltimore. I teach
music skills in a generalised arts curriculum and I give private com-
position lessons locally, often to recent graduates of the nearby
Peabody Conservatory. The questions in the previous paragraph
have rattled around my mind as I’ve designed curricula and techni-
ques for these different circumstances, and I bear them out in three
ways: (1) I divide creative practices into different ‘levels’ of engage-
ment, the loftiest being questions of purpose and the most grounded
being technical skills; (2) I foreground the creative process and
develop projects for general education students that are both rigorous
and specialised while being adaptable to the specific skill the student is
after; (3) I diversify and formalise the venues in which students are in
dialogue with and learn from each other.

Background
In his 2008 article ‘The Dissolution of the Avant-Garde’ Martin Iddon
succinctly described the condition of postmodern experimental music:
rather than the mid-century modernist position of the avant-garde,
that of an advancing army leading the way in one direction towards
a musical future, postmodern composers had to carve out their
own individual niches of experimentation. Iddon points out that
late-twentieth-century composers such as Brian Ferneyhough,
Wolfgang Rihm, Helmut Lachenmann and Gérard Grisey ‘studiously
avoid providing concrete procedural examples of how they have con-
structed their music.’1 Grisey’s particular hope, Iddon writes, ‘was not
to acquire disciples for his cause, but instead to cause composers oper-
ating within various stylistic categories and camps to ask questions
about what they were doing. The principal question, indeed, had to
be whether what they were doing was sufficiently individual.’2 For
Iddon, this ‘factionalisation’, or ‘ghettoisation’, of contemporary
music has, in a sense, stripped it of its meaning; experimentation
towards a common goal has been replaced with experimentation for
the sake of it, ‘it’ being left to each composer to figure out for
themselves.3

This factionalisation has agglutinated, especially in the US, with a
general reckoning around racial inequality driven by increased
media attention to killings of Black Americans by police. In June
2020, during what Lawrence Brown has called ‘The Great
Rebellion’ in the wake of the murder of George Floyd in
Minneapolis, nearly every musical institution in the US, great and
small, from Ivy League departments to saxophone quartets, was
moved to make a statement affirming their commitment to addressing

1 Martin Iddon, ‘The Dissolution of the Avant-Garde’, Search Journal for New Music and
Culture, 1 (2008), p. 5, www.searchnewmusic.org/index1.html (accessed 20 January 2022).

2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
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racial justice in their particular field.4 The call to, at the very least,
diversify experimental-music institutions has persisted since then
(not least in the pages of TEMPO).5 For instance, at NewMusicBox,
Nebal Meysaud imagined a future for classical musicians where
‘instead of contributing to white culture and helping them erase my
own narrative, I. . . use my ability to create art to keep my culture
alive’.6 In The Wire, in July 2020, Tony Herrington argued for a
broader definition of experimental music: ‘[non-white musicians]
play jazz or ragas or make hip hop or grime or reggaeton or kuduro
or chicha, etc etc etc. But now I’ve mentioned them, why does this
industry never consider such musics to be experimental or art
anyway?’7 Ultimately the issue of equality in experimental music
moves beyond diversification and into decolonisation, into questions
about whether the genre itself has historically been defined specifically
to exclude non-white musical innovators. George Lewis’ well-known
1996 article ‘Improvisation after 1950’ posits that white experimental
musicians resisted stylistic labels in order to separate themselves
from improvisers in predominantly non-white genres.8 A quick search
finds writing about attempts to decolonise classical music academia at
NewMusicBox and even on Classic FM as far back as 2016.9

Institutions may now be moving characteristically glacially, but
some encouraging changes have been made, from the Harvard
University Department of Music’s major 2017 curriculum change,
which de-emphasised Western art music in its requirements, to the
2021 hiring of Camae Ayewa (stage name Moor Mother) as Assistant
Professor of Composition at the University of Southern California’s
Thornton School of Music.10 Ayewa’s hiring is encouraging in part for
being labelled ‘Professor of Composition’: her music is very much part
of both the high-art and dance-musicworlds, and being hired for ‘compos-
ition’ is a change from other appointments that reached beyond academic
newmusic but bestowed a title of ‘Professor ofCreative Practice’ or some-
thing similar. Recalling Herrington and Lewis, incorporating other forms
of experimental music-making into ‘composition’ edges open a long-
closed door in music academia.

It is here that the postmodernisation of new music meets its decol-
onisation. If the dissolution of the avant-garde pushed composers into
individualised factions, the decolonisation of the avant-garde reveals
the necessity of elevating marginalised genres into academia alongside

4 Lawrence Brown, The Black Butterfly: The Harmful Politics of Race and Space in America
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021).

5 See Joanna Ward, ‘Decentring and Dismantling: A Critical and Radical Approach to
Diversity in Tertiary Music Education’, TEMPO, 74, no. 294 (2020), pp. 65–76 and
Christopher Fox ‘Editorial: New Music and Old Colonials’, TEMPO, 75, no. 295 (2021),
pp. 3–4.

6 Nebal Meysaud, ‘It’s Time to Let Classical Music Die’, NewMusicBox, 24 June 2019,
https://nmbx.newmusicusa.org/its-time-to-let-classical-music-die/ (accessed 18 January
2022).

7 Tony Herrington, ‘White Out! Tony Herrington Calls Time on the Monoculture That Is
the Experimental Sound and Music Industry’, The Wire, July 2020, www.thewire.co.uk/
in-writing/essays/white-out-tony-herrington (accessed 20 January 2022).

8 George Lewis, ‘Improvisation after 1950: Afrological and Eurological Perspectives’, Black
Music Research Journal, 16, no. 1 (1996), pp. 91–122.

9 See Gary Ingle, ‘Decolonizing Our Music’, NewMusicBox, 16 November 2016, https://
nmbx.newmusicusa.org/decolonizing-our-music/ (accessed 24 January 2022) and Maddy
Shaw Roberts, ‘Oxford University Professor Suggests “Decolonising” Music Syllabus to
Make It Less “White European”’, Classic FM, 29 March 2021, www.classicfm.com/music-
news/oxford-university-decolonising-music-syllabus/ (accessed 24 January 2022).

10 Valia Leifer, ‘Music Department to Adopt New Curriculum Beginning Fall 2017’, The
Harvard Crimson, 22 March 2017, www.thecrimson.com/article/2017/3/22/music-
concentration-changes/ (accessed 20 January 2022).
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Eurocentric experimentalism. As I plan curricula for general music
courses, for specialised seminars and for composition training itself,
this is the challenge set: how can I be a teacher who cultivates skills
and expertise and at the same time teach musicians in various genres
– even genres in which I have little expertise – to maintain an inclusive
practice in our departments, whatever form they may take, within or
beyond our control?

The three levels
When I was a graduate student at the University of California, San
Diego and Harvard University, I noticed a commonality in the way
composers spoke about our own music in seminar presentations.
The music was mostly described in terms of the feelings an individual
piece or section was attempting to create, often using metaphor. I
used or heard such descriptions as ‘the feeling of sitting in a room
and having the refrigerator hum shut off, but you hadn’t noticed it
was on until then’; ‘as though you’re having a pleasant conversation
with a neighbour while one of you holds a madly yapping small
dog’; or a performer inhabiting the character of ‘a robot who may
not understand the point of their task but they are performing it
with unflinching diligence and care’. This vernacular is particularly
suited to a certain kind of experimentation and can break you out
of the stifling mindset of trying to write music that is ‘good’, that
‘works’ in a genre and will be well regarded by an imagined broader
audience. Using metaphor helped me take a tactile approach, crafting
a sensuous storyboard from sound.

However, I started to feel the lack of dialogue at other levels of the
creative process. Conspicuously absent were discussions of what moti-
vates us to create in the first place, what good we hope our work will
do in the world; it seemed to be assumed that we were already in
agreement about whatever this was. Also, especially in graduate
school, there was almost no discussion of technique in harmony,
orchestration, Max/MSP programming, etc., although, as Iddon sug-
gests, leaving individual composers to invent technique has been a fea-
ture of experimental music for decades. This can be both freeing and
isolating, and the discussion around technique is often awkward, both
because peers and mentors may be dancing around insecurity with a
given technique, and because some techniques might be considered
marketable skills, another topic that music departments rarely engage
head on.

I hypothesised three levels of consideration in compositional
creativity:

(1) The ‘high’ level: questions of motivation, of what art is for, of
what good your work does in the world or what good it does you.

(2) The ‘middle’ level: questions of desired affect, emotional con-
tent, phrase morphology and aesthetic goals for individual pieces.

(3) The ‘ground’ level: technique and skill in crafting the content of
the middle level: rhythm, orchestration, harmony, programming
audio production.

While focusing on the middle level put me in an experimental mind-
set that I still treasure in my compositional process to this day, most
composition students expect some explicit skills training, whether or
not it is provided. Composition departments lose nothing by honestly
assessing the ground-level skills of whatever genre for which they
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provide training (and, in the case of experimental music, admitting
that it is a genre they provide training in), and students encouraged
to think about skills might think more clearly about their craft and
the different roles it can play for them.

As a composition teacher I have a natural aversion to teaching skills
as a way of teaching ‘marketability’. However, we all traffic in some
marketability, just in different markets and on different scales. To cul-
tivate a reputation for ‘experimentation’, making you attractive for
prizes or commissions, or work in university departments, is still to
learn a genre skill in the same sense that becoming proficient at pop-
song writing makes you suitable for jobs in that field. To engage in the
middle-level rhetoric is, in some sense, to engage in marketability
within a milieu or a community but, rather than hoping that that rhet-
oric will trickle up into purpose or down into skills, we must fore-
ground conversations of employability and creative fulfilment, of
how community functions and overlaps with industry, genre, guild.
Learning which skills go to artistic identity and which go to employ-
ability can allow more space to open up for ‘creativity’ and non-
traditional, interdisciplinary conversation and experimentation.

While writing this piece I spoke with a friend who studied on the
same undergraduate programme in composition as me and then went
on to a master’s in Jazz Arranging at a conservatory that was explicit in
stating it would teach a range of traditional arranging skills. He
recounted that he sometimes chafed at the inflexibility of the pro-
gramme, especially when he was refused permission to arrange an ori-
ginal piece for an orchestra reading. Ultimately, however, he said that
he still gets work based on the recording of the Piazzolla piece that he
was required to arrange and that his teacher had a point about not
climbing two hills at the same time. Nevertheless, he also reports
that while being explicitly taught skills, there was almost no mention
of how to translate those skills into employment, and his current car-
eer as an arranger, producer and accompanist in New York has as
much to do with his flexibility and eagerness to take on work as any-
thing else. Encouraging these cross-disciplinary conversations about
creativity, skill and expectations would do a lot to help students in
a composition programme gain perspective on how they make deci-
sions about their own creative process.

On the other end of the spectrum are the ‘high’ level questions,
those of motivation, of the utility of creativity, of art’s social role.
Creativity at the high level has to do with vocation, with our life’s rela-
tionship to work and action, in a way both cloven to and separate
from employment. I was never a composer for whom the ideas flo-
wed. I found the creative process laborious, and I realised I needed
answers both to high-level questions to maintain inspiration and to
low-level ones to maintain confidence. I spent my last year of graduate
school writing a dissertation – something not required at my institu-
tion – so that I could gather my musical and personal motivations,
articulate the justification of my strange sounds and provide myself
with a blueprint for the future.11 It was also useful because, when I
graduated, my life became a balance of applying for jobs, maintaining
a practice of writing and performing music, both for myself and for
my reputation, and teaching art and music courses as an adjunct

11 Ian Power, ‘Esthesic Becoming and Actualized Work: An Artist’s Statement’, Medium, 17
March 2017, https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-
work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b#.w31d47z99 (accessed 24 January
2022).

REFLECTIONS ON TEACHING COMPOSITION FOR CONFIDENCE, EQUITY AND COMMUNITY 65

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0040298222000353 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://medium.com/@ianpoweromg/esthesic-becoming-and-actualized-work-an-artists-statement-2015-preface-562c51cb102b%23.w31d47z99
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0040298222000353


professor at nearby colleges to make ends meet. Through the realities
of making a living, re-articulating my basic artistic and social principles
was something of a north star.

Although creative education is often portrayed as lacking relevance
in the modern world, working through questions of what art is, what
power it has and how its social function is wielded is one of the most
incisive inquiries one can make into the power of aesthetics in the
social organisation of life. I do not teach composition at University
of Baltimore, but I have had a steady stream of private students
over the past ten years, most often recent graduates of Peabody
Conservatory who are looking to continue their studies in a gap
year while they get their graduate school applications in order.
Social function became the lens through which I ask students to con-
sider the impact their music has. We step back and try to view the
concert ritual from the perspective of a neutral observer from the
‘high’ level. Is it raising awareness? How is it presenting and/or appro-
priating its source material? Does the piece lend itself more or less to
hierarchical listening experiences? Is there a way to make a piece ‘pol-
itical’ in a more productive way than it simply being associated with a
separate political cause?

In 2019, TEMPO published an extensive study of mine on the way
composers’ descriptions of their own music condition a piece’s presen-
tation and reception. Borrowing a framework from Michelle Le
Doeuff, I analysed how composers leverage the imagery they attach
to their work:

[t]o insiders, images are dispatched ‘upstream’ into their primordial history,
invoked as a quirk or tradition of the genre that has weight because it has
been that way forever; to outsiders, images work ‘downstream’ as an initiation,
simplified instructions about what must be learned in order to gain access to
insider status. In either case they locate meaning away from the work in
question.12

I argued that when composers use programme notes to, for example,
create metaphors for nature, they are creating an external object by
which their work can be judged, apart from the music itself, and in
some sense abdicating responsibility for what they have created. I
encourage my private students to justify in detail how the imagery
they attach to the work is borne out in the music and the listening
experience. Without the safety blanket of saying a piece was ‘inspired
by’ a pressing social issue or a beloved piece of literature, the student
is more likely to find their compositional raison d’être in their own
creative practice and the social situation it creates, which is a more
realistic estimation of the work the music is doing. Here I hope to
encourage composers to have a more personal stake, creating a rele-
vance that is not tied to an external concept but to their own practice.
Just as the principles of that practice can be a reassuring guidepost for
a composer, so too can the discipline of that practice, which also needs
maintenance.

General education and the creative process
My own creative process was born mostly of titbits I picked up from
teachers and friends. I started writing first thing in the morning, even
if only for 15 minutes. I cleared everything off my desk. I read the

12 Ian Power, ‘The New Musical Imaginary: Description as Distraction in New Music’,
TEMPO, 73, no. 289, (2019), pp. 6–20.
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piece in real time, from the beginning to where I was, every time I
started working on it. As an adult learner of a musical instrument,
I’ve learned that a creative process is, as much as anything else, a prac-
tice discipline, a physical discipline, and that learning is about creating
a discipline for productive repetition as much as it is about knowledge.
My colleague at the University of Baltimore, the poet Steven Leyva,
has said that the particular skill an artist has is the ability to make art
amid the pressures and time constraints of modern life. To him, his
skill as an artist is switching on and working on poems during the
few hours each week he has available to do so as a teacher and parent,
no matter his mood or motivation. I’m not sure it is a composition
teacher’s role to lay out these processes for a student but I do believe
we have a responsibility to formalise a student’s own examination of
their own creative life and habits.

Teaching general education, I have been able to experiment with
diversifying curricula and maintaining rigorous instruction, providing
students with opportunities to specialise in a way that could be a
model for music departments that want to do both. During a semester
teaching incarcerated students at a maximum-security prison in
Maryland, I developed a ‘Creative Process Project’ as a means of dis-
covering how an artistic social function would affect their life (and also
as a project that could be accomplished with no internet access and a
very limited library). It leads students through a series of prompts
designed to get them started on an artistic process in a medium of
their choosing to document their inner life and, just as importantly,
physical process along the way. Prompts prescribe a specific amount
of work each day, and move from ‘Before you start, what is the
part of the process you are most worried about? What is the part
you are most confident about’ to ‘Do you think this is something
worth encouraging people, especially young people, to do?’ The
experience of designing a ‘how to be an artist’ assignment from square
one reiterated the importance of considering the high-level social func-
tion of one’s work, as well as developing a physical discipline for one’s
creative routine. Discourse around both of these ideas can strengthen
community ties among composers, even acrosswide stylistic differences.

If the current trend of music departments attempting to reach
beyond Western art music continues, departments will be faced
with either picking a new genre in which to specialise or developing
a strategy for providing education to multiple students on different
stylistic paths. Even if current faculty were largely replaced, teachers
would still need to be useful at mentoring students who do different
kinds of music than they do, even if it requires giving up some of that
‘mentor–protégé’ prestige upon which some pedagogical egos still
rest. I teach a General Education course called Technology and the
Arts that, as the title indicates, has quite a broad remit. I realised
that if I cannot offer each student personalised training in numerous
artistic skills, it was my job to train them to find that training. I
designed a Learning Curve project in which a student gathers and
reviews the resources for learning a particular artistic technology
(from discussion forums to YouTube tutorials to hiring a teacher
the old-fashioned way) and then documents their process in a manner
similar to the Creative Process Project. Prompts include:

Choose a piece of technology, review the tutorials and resources you found in
week 1, and set goals for yourself. How can you arrange the tutorials in such a
way that you can complete 1–2 per week? What is a small project or goal you
have with this tech that you can work on weekly in this manner and finish by
the due date?
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After you’ve chosen your tech, make a 1-page guide (around 400 words) to
the different resources available for learning it – how to find them, which are
better for what kind of people, which you found the most useful, etc. – that is
clear and would be useful to other people in your position.

In some sense this technique is not dissimilar to what one might find
in first-year composition seminars: ‘write a three-minute piece in the
style of Varèse’ or something like this. But in addition to giving the
student flexibility in their stylistic choices, it encourages them to
learn not just skills but the discourse around those skills and the
ends to which this discourse is more broadly wielded in the
industry.

Formalised interaction
Whether talking about a marketplace, a department, a scene or a
social group, community is one of the most important things for a
contemporary musician. It is a not uncommon refrain that the most
valuable thing a person gains in graduate school is a network of
peers and collaborators. It may be true that you learn just as much
at the bar as in the classroom, but is there a way for departments
to lean into the social opportunities they afford their students?

As a salaried person during the pandemic, I was eager to help those
who rely on in-person events to pay the bills. As the first lockdown
wore on I sent out an announcement that I would give a composition
lesson to anyone who wanted one and donate the fee to an American
musician mutual aid fund. Unexpectedly, two peers with a similar
level of training to me asked if they could schedule a session that
would be more of a conversation, a formal space for two composers
to talk through creative issues they had been having in their lives. We
were able to address creative questions and disciplinary insecurities
that, somehow, felt as though they would have been too intense for
the seminar room or the bar. The dynamic had a hint of psychoanaly-
sis but only in the sense that, generally, I asked the questions. It was
invigorating and felt like a new and productive way to grow as non-
student composers.

The composer Bonnie Jones and I devised a similar solution to an
interdisciplinary collaboration. I am a person who writes scores and
then performs them or has others perform them; Jones is a person
who has a toolbox of electronic techniques from which she either
improvises or creates loose formal structures to work from. We
knew we wanted to collaborate and were presented with the problem
of how to do so given our somewhat unrelated modes of working. To
bridge the gap we held sessions where, in turn, we introduced each
other to our practices, showed our tricks and talked about our moti-
vations. I might characterise these sessions as private artist talks; they
were another formalised space where I felt I had unique insight into
another’s creative practice, again different from a lesson or a
masterclass.

When I was at the Sommerakademie at Schloss Solitude in 2007,
there was something akin to this: in addition to private lessons and
group presentations, each student composer was scheduled for a
one-on-one with another. For the short two weeks of the academy,
however, these sessions amounted to more of a sussing out than an
honest conversation. Over the course of the two to six years of a uni-
versity music programme, there are more opportunities to experiment
with setting, format and vulnerability in ways that might encourage
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students to spend more time grappling with the high-level questions
that might dog them after graduation.

Conclusion
When teaching composition in the twenty-first century, the issues
steadily humming in the background for me are the increasing precar-
ity of arts workers internationally and the necessary decolonisation of
academia and experimentalism. We can react by equipping students
with the acumen to separate and combine their creative pursuits
with entrepreneurial ones, as benefits them, with a confidence in
their creative process that can sustain them in hard times, and by set-
ting up our departments to accept students working in marginalised
styles and genres, who have just as much right to study in an educa-
tional setting somewhat removed from the broader marketplace.
Rather than resist the mainstreaming of experimental creativity, we
can learn and teach how to move through it, to dodge it, to lean
into it, as need be.

Of course, the precarity affecting the arts market has entered arts
departments as well. In addition to the above techniques to flex in
our departments and classrooms, there is the responsibility to fight
the material conditions that make academia an exclusive, if not preda-
tory, place. A recent study by the Wall Street Journal highlighted pres-
tigious master’s programmes, including those in the arts, across the
US that saddle students with debts that far outweigh potential
earnings.13 The value of education, no matter the field, is larger
than the earnings for which its graduates are certified. To dislodge
the notion that experimental music is for the wealthy with time on
their hands, our curricula must become more inclusive without
becoming less rigorous, and schools need simply to be less materially
difficult to be admitted to and attend.

A personal anecdote: in 2017, I lay on my couch, arm over my eyes,
ready to be done. It was my fourth year of being an adjunct professor,
which in the US can pay as little as $2,500 per semester-long course,
with no health benefits or promise of future employment. I was over
this lifestyle; I was ready for a nine-to-five job; I didn’t want to deal
with the precarity of academia anymore. But I was reacting against
the job, not against composition or being a composer. In fact, I argued
to my partner that taking a nine-to-five job would actually improve
my composer life, decoupling it from academic job anxiety. I was
lucky enough to be hired for the job I now have soon after, but if I
had left academia I don’t think I would have seen my training as a
waste. The fact that we in US universities must constantly justify
our existence to university administration makes it hard to talk
about the fact that what we’re training people for might not be exactly
a job. As I examined the social role of composition and new music, I
found things that I could practise no matter how circumstances
shifted, that would always enrich my life: physical discipline, artistic
community, liveness. As we work towards industry conditions that

13 ‘The Columbia [film] program offers the most extreme example of how elite universities in
recent years have awarded thousands of master’s degrees that don’t provide graduates
enough early career earnings to begin paying down their federal student loans, according
to a Wall Street Journal analysis of Education Department data.’ Melissa Korn and Andrea
Fuller, ‘“ Financially Hobbled for Life”: The Elite Master’s Degrees That Don’t Pay Off’,
Wall Street Journal, 8 July 2021, www.wsj.com/articles/financially-hobbled-for-life-
the-elite-masters-degrees-that-dont-pay-off-11625752773 (accessed 24 January 2022).
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dismantle those oppressive structures, we can also be explicit about
the high level and ground level, about discipline, practice and skills,
and about the fact that you are developing a vocation that may or
may not end up being a career. We can serve students well, if only
in terms of self-knowledge and constructing a supportive community
for when they will need it, in the future.
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