Studying Music in Australia - An Overview

by Professor Peter Roennfeldt
Australia has produced more fine musicians who are active on the world stage than its relatively small population might suggest.  Various theories have been proposed, including the mild climate, the healthy relaxed and mostly outdoors lifestyle, not to forget its multicultural background – mostly from Europe, but also the Americas and Asian cultures.  While formal training in music at university level has traditionally been offered in western classical music performance, composition and research, Australia’s music schools today offer a broad and diverse range of pathways.  These include music technology, jazz, popular and contemporary music, multimedia and world music including Australian indigenous music.  
Australia has long been the destination of choice for many international music students.  With its proximity to Asia, and its strong cultural ties to Chinese speaking countries, it is not surprising that Chinese students are attracted to the excellent study opportunities that are available in the various major centres of Australia.  The university music schools include the major state conservatoriums, some of which were established in the late 19th century.  Since the early 1990s, nearly all tertiary music schools have merged with larger universities.  This has brought many advantages, including the access to larger support networks for student services, the ability to include studies in other subject areas, and also the opportunity to mix socially with students of all backgrounds and specialisations.  
The Australian higher education system also includes a few private institutions, but these are located mainly in Sydney and Melbourne.  However, all institutions offering Bachelors and all other types of degrees must comply with certain minimum standards in terms of course content and structure.   There are some variations between institutions, but the usual pattern is for a three-year Bachelor’s degree followed by a fourth year leading to Honours.  Some institutions offer a four-year degree.  Postgraduate programs vary from one full-time semester in length (usually called a Graduate Certificate), to two or three semesters (Graduate Diploma or Masters), to two or three years of full-time study (Research Higher Degrees including Masters and Doctorates).  In most institutions it is possible to study for a Bachelor of Arts or Education with a music major.  

The size of institutions vary from more than 600 students to about 100 students.  The larger institutions normally have full orchestral, opera and jazz programs, while the smaller ones tend to specialise in a few types of music study only.  Some institutions have recently built modern facilities (Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University, Sydney University Conservatorium), while others include a historical building within its campus (Elder Conservatorium University of Adelaide, Faculty of Music University of Melbourne, University of Newcastle Conservatorium).  Other institutions which were established in the past 30 years have purpose built buildings (Australian National University School of Music, University of Tasmania Conservatorium, University of Western Australia School of Music, Queensland University of Technology School of Music).  Many of these have very fine performance and rehearsal venues, as well as modern recording studios.  

Currently more than 20 institutions offer music degrees, which are spread around the country.  Most are found in state capital cities, where many of the major performing arts organisations are based – students have the opportunity to hear much high quality music during their years of study.  The states of Queensland and New South Wales also each feature several regional universities with a music school – often these are part of a performing arts school.  The opportunities to interact with the local community will therefore be different, but equally satisfying.
But it is the people which really make up the identity and atmosphere of any institution.  Australian music schools feature many fine musicians as teachers, including a large number who are trained in other countries.  Quite often a specific style of performance is seen in the staff – for example Russian trained pianists, German trained string players, French trained wind players, American trained jazz musicians, Italian trained singers.  But because these staff live and work in Australia, which is a diverse multicultural society, the working environment also influences how they teach.  Therefore, in coming to an Australian music school, a student might expect to study with a range of distinguished musicians who themselves share an international perspective on musicianship.  It is not possible to generalise about the type of training a student might receive in Australian music school – it will vary depending on the location, the buildings, the list of staff, and the course structures and activities.
Australia’s cultural development has seen many changes in recent decades.  No longer does it have an exclusively European or American influenced outlook.  With so much interaction between Australian musicians and those from elsewhere, the university music system has been able to develop its own identity.  While being based on traditions from the northern hemisphere, the Australian talent for creativity and innovation means that the experience of a musician training in this country will be very exciting and rewarding. 
For more information about the music courses offered in Australia, go to the official government website at: http://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au
A few easy steps will take you to a menu requesting the ‘Field of Study’ – select ‘Visual and Performing Arts’
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