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Music for Life

Music is the single thing that connects the world. No matter where we are from and no matter where we are going, music encircles us. It has become an international language. It surrounds us always; influencing our emotions, moving our actions. Music has become a permanent part of our lives. There are those who have embraced music fully, and this is their story. 

The Comparison


The systems of music education in France and in Oklahoma are not so fundamentally different. The basic goal of the systems is to impart in children a love of a truly international language – music. But once levels of language and country are added, more differences emerge. At Westmoore High School in Oklahoma City, the facilities are grand – the room where the band rehearsed was specially designed for the purpose of large-scale rehearsals. The school owns many of the larger instruments and students have a wide arrange of instruments from which they can choose. At le Lycée Boucher de Perthes in Abbeville, France, the facilities are not quite the same. The room was like any other classroom – a small space with the typical desks. It was not especially designed for music education. The school classes were small and had a unique array of instruments. There were a few trumpets, a French horn, a trombone, a few percussionists, and some piano students. Also, there were a handful of woodwind players – some flutes and clarinets. At Westmoore High School, the instrumentation was much like that of an orchestra – without the stringed instruments. There were many students in each section and the school was able to provide a typical band arrangement for band music. The ensembles at le Lycée had music specially arranged for its unique groups. 
The Westmoore High School Band program, like the program of le Lycée Boucher de Perthes, has two different concert bands. At the Oklahoma school, there is a small wind ensemble consisting of forty to fifty students who audition to gain a seat in the group. They work every morning with the head band director of the school, Michael Westbrook. Because of the audition process, this group tends to play more difficult music than its sister group. The second band at Westmoore High School is the symphonic band. This group consists of around seventy to eighty students who work every morning with the assistant band director, Stephen Smith. In each ensemble, there is a mixture of all ages – from freshman to seniors. Each member is expected to work diligently to learn his or her part and to participate fully in the rehearsals. It is in this way that the school has obtained its reputation for its excellent band program. Many of the students thrive in this setting. There were many students who expressed a desire to continue music to the professional level. “To me, music is the most beautiful thing out there,” one Oklahoman student said. “My whole life has revolved around it and once I realized that, I knew I would be studying music the rest of my life.”


At le Lycée Boucher de Perthes, there are also two different ensembles. But the ensembles are arranged in a different manner. One group, called Terminale L, rehearses for five hours a week. The other group, called Terminale – Option Facultative, rehearses for a mere three hours a week. Each ensemble works with the music teacher, Madame Ducrocq, on their specific track of music study. The groups have their own music that they rehearse and different styles and time periods of music that they study. One was placed in a group depending on their future plans. If one was planning on studying music at the college level, meaning they would apply to a Conservatory of Music, then they were placed in Terminale L. The other group, Terminale – Option Facultative, was meant for those who loved music, but had no plans to continue their studies at the college level.

The ensembles at le Lycée Boucher de Perthes are set up in a manner I’ve never seen.  The Westmoore High School Bands were arranged in a semicircle with the woodwinds in the front, percussion in the back, and brass in the middle – much like a professional orchestra only without the strings. The students at le Lycée Boucher de Perthes were not set up in this manner. In fact, I did not see any particular fashion to the manner in which the students sat. In the front of the class, by the teacher’s desk, is a piano where the few piano students sit. There is a drum set along the side wall by the door, where one drummer could jam. Other than those places, the students could sit anywhere they wished. When it came time to rehearse the music, the students played right where they had chosen to sit. 
A Difference in Style

At le Lycée Boucher de Perthes, as throughout France, a fundamental element of music education is the use of solfege as opposed to the alphabetic system used at Westmoore High School and in the majority of the United States. Both of the systems are methods of naming the notes on the staff. Solfege is the use the syllables do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, and ti while the alphabetic system uses a, b, c, d, e, f, and g to create a music alphabet. Many people who learned the alphabetic system have a difficult time learning and using solfege. Students who learn solfege usually have an easier time with intervals and usually have better success at sight-singing than individuals that use the alphabetic system. 

In Westmoore High School, the head band director, Michael Westbrook, works every morning with the Westmoore High School Wind Ensemble. His rehearsals are highly disciplined and the students seem to enjoy every minute of the hour.  Because of the wind ensemble’s reputation around the state, there exist very high standards. “We are,” Mr. Westbrook remarked to his students, “intelligent people making music.” There is a dedication of the students and this teacher to perfection. His emphasis on the attack, the sustain, and the release of every note conveys his microscopic attention to detail. Even though there are high expectations in the group, Mr. Westbrook does not wish to frighten anyone of his students. “Learning out of fear is not learning the heart of music – or learning anything at all.”  His thirty-one years of teaching have given him some advantages that younger directors do not yet have – he knows what must get done and he knows how it can be accomplished. 

Madame Ducrocq has taught for some time too. She began teaching in 1986 and teaches not only at le Lycée Boucher de Perthes, but also at the Conservatory of Music in Amiens, France. Her expertise has also inspired her students. “My favorite part of music,” one student said, “is being able to express your feelings that cannot be expressed with words.” Her students are exposed to a wide variety of music styles – from classical to jazz to modern. With each different piece she chooses, Madam Ducrocq hands her students a new challenge and a new adventure. Each student seemed to love the diversity of music she placed in front of them.

Even with the systems’ accomplishments, students in Oklahoma and France expressed frustrations with some problems. Many of the students were aggravated at the funding given to the programs. Others felt that the accomplishments they achieved were not given any recognition at all. One student from Oklahoma summed up her frustration. “The problems I see with music education are that most people outside of music see it as easy and music is being cut from some schools. I think that we should show people that we aren’t just blowing into instruments, but that we are working hard to maintain everything we have already worked on. Show people that there is something more than sound coming out of the instruments; there is motivation, hard work, and passion. Passion for what we do.” 
The Professionals

There are very few people who have the opportunity to do for a living that which they have always wanted to do. Professional musicians are among those numbers. While in Abbeville, I was privileged enough to have been able to attend a performance of the Picardie Orchestra and to have observed the professional rehearsal a few days before-hand. The rehearsal was held in Amiens, France and was apparently open to young children to attend. When I arrived with Madame Ducrocq, the seating place was filled with young children – all there to see the professionals play. I was very touched to see this and very happy to notice that the children were listening attentively to the music and to the conductor when he addressed them to explain a part of the music. 


During the break, I had the chance to visit with the two bassoonists – Alain Mussafia and Gilles Claraz. We spoke for a time of bassoons and composers and then I asked them how long they had been involved with music. One started at the age of ten, the other at age eleven. I was inspired for these men were not exactly the youngest men around town. They had dedicated their lives to the study of music and they had perfected their talents. 


When I returned to Oklahoma, I had another wonderful opportunity given to me. I was chosen to participate in the Oklahoma City Philharmonic’s Side by Side Program. In this program, high school students were chosen to play with the Oklahoma City Philharmonic. They sat with professionals of their instrument and learned all they could. This wonderful opportunity allowed me to again see the glorious results that come from a life of dedication to music.  Joy seemed to pour into the air, just as it seemed to with the Picardie Orchestra. 


There are many obvious differences between the music programs of le Lycée Boucher de Perthes and Westmoore High School. Do, re, mi as opposed to a, b, c; the classical setup of an orchestra compared to one with no obvious system at all; but even through all the differences, it becomes apparent that, eventually, all the basics fall away and what is left is music – real, heartfelt, soulful music.

