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The Venezuelan national youth orchestra network, known in-
ternationally as el Sistema, represents a fascinating experiment
in music education. With over 400 associated music schools
across the country offering free ensemble-based instruction, Sis-
tema, or more properly the Fundación Musical Símon Bolívar,
has achieved tremendous geographic reach. Its programming is
rapidly expanding to encompass special needs groups and other
marginalized populations, including the incarcerated, and its ac-
tivities now regularly integrate multiple musical genres beyond
the Western European, including jazz and indigenous traditions.
In Venezuela Sistema has achieved the near-impossible by mak-
ing orchestral music not just popular but actually fashionable.
Programme participants see their association with its ensembles
as a source of genuine pride and socio-cultural capital. But what
is most intriguing and ambitious about the organization – and
the many emulations it has inspired internationally – is its self-
identification primarily as a social service. In making explicit an
association between ensemble music and positive human devel-
opment, el Sistema promises a new approach to music education
with the potential to transform society.

It is an extravagant claim, but one not without foundation.

In The Power of Music, essentially an annotated bibliography of
utility research, Susan Hallam enumerates the various estab-
lished individual and social benefits of group music making. The
paper mentions “discipline, teamwork, co-ordination, develop-
ment of skills, pride, lifetime skills, accomplishment, coopera-
tion, self-confidence, sense of belonging, responsibility,
self-expression, creativity, performance, companionship, build-
ing character and personality, improving self-esteem, social de-
velopment and enjoyment” as just a partial cross section of the
outcomes (Hallam, 2010). The list is remarkable, but in
strengthening Sistema’s fundamental premise, it simultaneously
reveals a critical weakness. The benefits Hallam cites are those
associated with established modes of music education, not spe-
cific or unique to Sistema. This leads directly to the major ques-
tion facing Sistema-style music education around the globe.
Given what existing music education can achieve, can Sistema
offer something more? 

In order to answer that, some definition or description of
the practice within Sistema is necessary. This is a surprisingly
challenging task. The Fundación in Venezuela operates in a ped-
agogically decentralized manner, allowing its faculty to address

The Challenges of Sistema
Jonathan Govias

Abstract: In this article the author poses the question: ‘Given what existing music education can achieve, can Sistema offer some-
thing more?’ In response, the author makes use of Bandura’s social learning principles as a lens to examine how the general prac-
tice in Venezuela reveals unique qualities that strongly suggest some innate understanding of social learning. The author suggests a
practice of Sistema rooted primarily in social learning could offer its participants a desperately needed counterpart to politically en-
trenched yet demonstrably ineffective traditional forms of schooling.
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local challenges as they see fit, and has as a matter of policy re-
sisted any efforts to formalize or systematize the national activ-
ities. This has resulted in an extremely varied practice
particularly between programmes beyond Venezuela describing
themselves as modeled after or inspired by Sistema. From a re-
search perspective, external efforts to deconstruct the work of
the Fundación therefore parse the structural attributes, the per-
ceived philosophical principles, or some combination of the two.
The model I proposed in 2011, entitled “The Five Fundamentals
of El Sistema” (Govias, 2011) was an attempt to differentiate the
work in Venezuela from the conservatory-style or private sector
approach to music education on a purely organizational level. In
the article I advanced five critical areas of distinction, the first
being the declared objective of the Fundación Musical Símon
Bolívar to achieve social transformation through the pursuit of
musical excellence. The remaining four constituted the following:
a focus on group music making; high frequency of contact; the
elimination of the twin barriers of aptitude and finance; and the
creation of a broad network of opportunities to allow students
long-term involvement in the programme. While the framework
succeeds in capturing accurately the operational characteristics
of the programme in Venezuela, what it does not do is define
specifically any mechanics that produce social action. This ele-
ment is communicated solely by intention, via the first Funda-
mental. Remove the expression of intent and any reference to
music, and the remaining bullet points may well describe the op-
erational premise of the average state-funded school system. In-
tention is critically important, but on its own it is insufficient to
distinguish the practice of Sistema, or social action through
music, from current in-school music education models.

If the Five Fundamentals and similar deconstructions might
be considered “operational” in nature, the contrasting approach
may best be described as “aspirational.” While citing many of
the same structural attributes, these latter models often place fur-
ther emphasis on intangible objectives, such as the need for
music-making to be a joyful pursuit in which passion for the art
should take precedence over technical considerations. A group of
el Sistema advocates at Boston’s New England Conservatory also
addressed the function of program leadership, identifying what
they believed to be a new professional archetype in which teach-
ers assume the multiple roles of “Citizen, Artist, Teacher and
Scholar” (ElSistemaUSA.org, 2010). Individually or collectively
these aspirations are laudable, but they become problematic, if
not offensive, if proposed as qualities unique to the practice in
Venezuela or within Sistema programmes. In such a context they
imply that conventional music educators have no interest in cul-
tivating a lifelong love of the discipline in their students, or pos-
sess no desire to develop their personal craft as performers and
pedagogues. Neither assertion is remotely true, and even if the
models were presented as a philosophical code to which every
teacher in every discipline should aspire, they remain statements
of intention only. Like the Five Fundamentals, they fall far short
of describing the mechanics in any specific manner.

The failure of existing models to outline a workable the-
ory for the practice of Sistema or to define a unique result raises
an extremely difficult question. If structurally Sistema is no dif-
ferent in its activities from public school music education sys-

tems, can it claim a different outcome? And if the intention is
only to intensify or refine the existing benefits of music educa-
tion, results in fact borne out by some of the formal evaluations
of Sistema programmes, could the ends then be better and more
cost-effectively served through improvement and expansion of
the existing systems?

The absence of a testable hypothesis of Sistema does not
dispel the idea that something more, something special might
still be accomplished. One final model of some popular traction
is the belief that Sistema entails some element of magic. If this
is truly the case, then by definition it requires the intervention of
the supernatural for the purposes of explanation or reproduc-
tion, and thus lies beyond the purview of most music educators
and researchers. There is something ineffably inspiring about
the Venezuelan orchestras in performance, particularly their
physical intensity, but the idea of Sistema as magic is in practi-
cality an expression of the failure of our imagination, a conces-
sion that the mechanics or even the potential of the practice are
not yet understood. As the third of Arthur C. Clarke’s Three
Laws states, “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistin-
guishable from magic” (Clarke, 1962). Perhaps Sistema is sim-
ply too new a technology.

Certainly, the children in Kalkaji, a slum in suburban New
Delhi, must have originally considered the Windows desktop
they found embedded in a wall in 1999 to be of supernatural
origin and functionality. Its capacity to capture ideas graphically
or in text, deliver entertainment in the form of interactive games,
or retrieve knowledge via its internet connection would have
seemed miraculous to a demographic group entirely bypassed
by the early information era. Yet over the course of the experi-
ment, the magic of the machine was demystified as the children
playing with it developed a real understanding of both the tool
and the knowledge to which it connected them. In the absence
of any formal teacher or guide, the learning processes for these
youth were those of exploration and experimentation, driven
by the children’s natural instinct to share and show, if not show
off to one another. The brainchild of researcher Sugata Mitra,
this combined social, technological and educational experiment
and its subsequent iterations offer an intriguing insight into the
vast potential of new modes of learning in which the primary ve-
hicle is informal social interaction, instead of formal instructor
intervention (Mitra, 2003).

Mitra’s experiments do more than reintroduce the social el-
ement to the process of learning: they reveal the critical impor-
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tance of time. In a subsequent, more controlled version of his orig-
inal experiment, researchers observed that over an average two-
hour daily session of shared computer usage, the children devoted
only twenty percent of the time (barely twelve minutes!) to the
available academic content, using the remainder for activities such
as gaming or browsing (Mitra & Dangwal, 2010). Such a per-
ceived waste of time would drive any teacher to distraction, even
though the educational outcomes were eventually measured as
equivalent or superior to those of the public school system over
the 150 days of the study. Mitra’s research established that with
the right setting and the right balance of resources, children in-
stinctively organize informal learning environments that can be as
effective as classrooms with qualified teachers.

At their heart, Mitra’s experiments reflect the fundamental
nature of learning. Humans are biologically hardwired to acquire
knowledge through frequent, long-term social interactions with
competence models: in short, we learn best through observation,
imitation and repetition. This simple rubric forms in part the
basis of Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, in which he
ascribes learning to the four codependent elements of attention,
retention, repetition and motivation (Bandura, 1971). Bandura’s
choice of terminology is not just an academic paraphrasing, but
emphasizes the cognitive processes involved over the physical,
hence his inclusion of the critical element of motivation.

Bandura’s psychological framework for learning stands in
stark contrast to the reality of most musical or academic teach-
ing. The predominant modus operandi is one of “telling,” a
model rooted in millennia of tradition. A respected elder talks,
the supplicants listen; a teacher instructs, the students obey.
Whether in the lecture hall or music studio this method retains
the benefit of tremendous efficiency, assuming a sufficiently ad-
vanced and self-motivated student body. But as a means of
schooling, this model is in fact an entirely artificial construct,
bearing no resemblance to how children naturally learn things
like how to walk, talk, or play games. This is why the school
system, for all its frequency, group classes, accessibility and con-
nectivity (Four out of Five Fundamentals), generally produces
negligible or occasionally negative social impact: the historic so-
cialization process requires passive obedience, not active col-
laboration. No criticism of teachers should be inferred from this
statement. In an era marked by a paucity of resources and an ex-
cess of high-stakes testing, educators often have very few alter-
natives, and have done wonders with what choices they have.

It is through Bandura’s lens that we see the potential con-
vergence of the worlds of music and Mitra. What Mitra pro-
poses, in his words a “Self Organized Learning Environment”
(SOLE) (Mitra & Dangwal, 2010), could well also be called a
Social Learning Environment. The former emphasizes the man-
agerial aspects, the latter the cognitive, but pragmatically the
differences are nominal. These environments are a natural ex-
tension of how children instinctively learn: by first watching
others model a behaviour or action, then remembering it, and fi-
nally trying it repeatedly on their own. The environments re-
main Self-Organized in that leadership within the group must be
implicit, highly dynamic and very context-sensitive, granted on
the basis of knowledge or ability to meet a specific need. Such
environments could theoretically be effected in many disciplines,

but ensemble instrumental music is the only one that can easily
accommodate many students, is fundamentally physical, and in-
herently motivational thanks to the repertoire.

Unfortunately, moving from theory to practice remains a
major challenge, with the element of self-organization present-
ing the most difficulty. Contrary to current Sistema-sector
thought, the use of an orchestra or other ensemble does not in
itself automatically create the optimal context for social learn-
ing. Historically the orchestra is perhaps the most anti-social
model of group action and cultural expression, both nature and
source of the problem succinctly captured in the title of David
Ewen’s book Dictators of the Baton. But the tyranny of the or-
chestra is ultimately no different than the tyranny of the class-
room. Both are products of the extreme premium placed on
time. Conversely, Sistema programmes are justifiably proud of
the immersive nature of the experience they offer students, with
contact several hours a day, multiple days a week over the year.
This luxury of time presents a tremendous opportunity, as yet
unrealized, to create a true practice of social action through
music, rooted first and foremost in social learning.

Such a practice entails unfamiliar roles and responsibilities
for teachers. Mitra’s research established the need for what he
described as a ‘mediator,’ an observer whose sole function is to
inquire about the progress of the activities, or to supply an ap-
preciative audience for learner demonstrations. This model of
minimal intervention, which helps keep students on task with-
out dictating their activities or externally imposing a hierarchy,
may work best in an environment where the content can be pre-
moderated through technology, or in small groups of focused
physical activity such as instrumental practice. How it might
apply to a musical ensemble of any composition or size remains
an area of great potential for future research.

In defense of the orchestra’s potential as a medium of social
change, its problems, or that of any musical ensemble, are in-
herently social problems. Issues of intonation, balance, or syn-
chronization all imply a failed relation; a musician must be out
of tune or too loud or soft in comparison to another musician,
a section must be rushing or dragging in contrast with another.
It is the manner in which the problems are resolved that makes
the difference. In this context the function of a mediator, or
more accurately, a facilitator, may be to re-establish failed con-
nections both aurally and visually – the latter not by demand-
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ing obedience and obeisance to the focal point of the baton, but
by clarifying textures or isolating groups whose successful inte-
gration lays the foundation for a cohesive performance. 

A full investigation and exploration of this concept would
require a separate article, but a cursory examination of the gen-
eral practice in Venezuela reveals unique qualities of the work
there that strongly suggest some innate understanding of social
learning principles. The incredibly physical vitality with which
the Venezuelan orchestras perform is not a spontaneous ex-
pression of passion and engagement, but a choreography that is
trained in the musicians from an early age until it becomes nat-
ural and organic – like any instrumental technique. With a mode
of learning based on observation of motions, it simply makes
sense to make those motions larger and easier to observe. The
gestures may also help students connect better with the reper-
toire as well as each other: research has demonstrated that a
two-way relationship between external physicality and internal
emotion exists, and that the mere act of synchronizing move-
ments can produce a social bonding effect. It is also important
to remember that for the first three decades of its existence, the
Fundación operated and grew largely in a vacuum, without the
music education or conservatory training infrastructure found in
many developed nations, and yet was still able to build a na-
tional orchestral programme that is the envy of the world.
Clearly they accomplished much just through collaboration and
great sense of purpose. Should the Fundación incorporate so-
cial learning principles scientifically and strategically across its
network, the results would strain the imagination.

The idea of minimal teacher or conductor intervention may
not be original, nor by itself does it constitute the practice of so-
cial action through music, but an emphasis on social learning
represents the most logical first step towards any pro-social ob-
jective. Social learning also provides a rudimentary potential an-
swer to the question posed earlier: how is Sistema different? A
practice of Sistema rooted primarily in social learning could
offer its participants a desperately needed counterpart, if not
counterpoint, to politically entrenched yet demonstrably inef-
fective forms of schooling. Sistema in this incarnation could
have the potential to offer children the rare chance to learn and
grow in the most cognitively consonant way.

The fact that a clear, definable practice for social action
through music has not yet emerged in no way negates the power
of the idea. Music educators across the globe have accepted Sis-
tema’s fundamental premise on its logical proposition alone –
the surest proof of this is the hundreds of programs inspired by
Venezuela that have proliferated beyond its borders. As an idea
it is bursting with promise. Its challenge extends to many musi-
cians, far beyond its direct advocates: could music educators in
all disciplines imbue their practice with the tools to transform
society? If its challenge is met, the potential may be limitless.
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