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Abstract: This study investigates how music education methods in Shanghai’s specialized and general high 

schools influence students’ musical skills, understanding, and creative development. Musical skills refer to 

technical proficiency in performance, music understanding involves theoretical knowledge and cultural 

awareness, and creative development reflects the ability to generate original musical ideas. Specialized high 

schools employ intensive, performance-driven methods that excel in fostering technical skills and deep 

understanding but may limit creativity due to their structured nature. Conversely, general high schools adopt 

broader, inclusive approaches that enhance creativity and cultural literacy, though often at the expense of 

technical depth. Through a qualitative synthesis of existing literature, this paper examines how curriculum 

design, pedagogical strategies, and learning environments shape these outcomes. The findings highlight the 

strengths and limitations of each approach, suggesting that a balanced integration of methods could optimize 

students’ holistic musical growth. These insights are critical for educators aiming to prepare students for both 

professional musicianship and personal enrichment in Shanghai’s vibrant cultural landscape. 
Keywords: Musical skills; Music understanding; Creative development; Music education methods; Shanghai 

high schools.  

 

1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 

 

Music education in Shanghai’s high schools plays a pivotal role in shaping students’ artistic and 

intellectual capacities. As an urban center where global influences merge with Chinese traditions, 

Shanghai presents an especially fertile ground for understanding how diverse educational philosophies 

intersect with longstanding cultural values. Specialized high schools, designed to train future 

professional musicians, emphasize rigorous technical training and theoretical mastery, aligning with 

China’s broader ambition to excel in the global arts arena (Law & Ho, 2011). These schools typically 

adopt structured curricula that revolve around performance disciplines—for instance, instrument 

mastery, ensemble rehearsals, and advanced theoretical instruction intended to nurture top-level 

musical competence. Students who attend these specialized institutions often participate in frequent 

recitals or competitive events, both of which can substantially enhance their performance skills and 

exposure to professional standards. 

 

https://h-tsp.com/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20301595
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


International Academic Journal of Social Science, Volume 2, 2026 

 

 90 

In contrast, general high schools in Shanghai take a more inclusive and holistic approach, integrating 

music education into a broader curriculum that values cultural understanding, social harmony, and 

creative exploration (Chen, 2017). While technical ability remains a consideration, these institutions 

generally prioritize community-building, personal expression, and accessibility. For example, students 

may spend a portion of each week learning basic instrumental or vocal skills, but they might also engage 

in projects linking music to literature, history, or social sciences. This practice fosters cross-disciplinary 

connections and may help students appreciate music’s multifaceted roles in society. Consequently, 

music education in general high schools is often less specialized and intensive, yet more expansive in 

scope and cultural significance. 

 

These contrasting methods—performance-driven rigor in specialized schools versus culturally 

embedded, broad-based instruction in general schools—have direct implications for three key outcomes: 

musical skills (technical ability), music understanding (theoretical comprehension and cultural 

awareness), and creative development (innovative expression). In an age where cultural industries and 

creative economies are increasingly central to Shanghai’s global identity, the question of how different 

educational strategies shape students’ learning trajectories gains greater importance. Traditional 

Chinese heritage, such as learning folk music forms and mastering indigenous instruments like the erhu 

or the guzheng, frequently intersects with Western classical repertoires, modern pop, jazz, and 

electronic music production. Understanding how these interactions manifest in the classroom sheds 

light on the holistic development of students. 

 

Moreover, Shanghai’s position as a metropolitan hub means that educational policies and practices in 

music often reflect emerging national and international priorities. Rapid technological advancements, 

the rising demand for creative skills, and cross-cultural collaborations all contribute to a dynamic 

educational environment. Whether a student aims to become a professional musician, a casually 

engaged music enthusiast, or an interdisciplinary innovator, the foundational experiences in high 

school can decisively influence lifelong engagement with the arts. As such, examining the distinct 

impacts of specialized and general schools on musical skills, understanding, and creative development 

is crucial not just for pedagogical improvement but for broader discussions about cultural policy, 

resource allocation, and the role of arts education in shaping socially and artistically conscious citizens. 

 

1.2 Problem Statement 

 

Despite the prominence of music education in Shanghai, the differential effects of specialized versus 

general methods on musical skills, understanding, and creativity remain underexplored in 

comprehensive scholarly analyses. Specialized schools may produce technically proficient students 

who can perform challenging repertoires with precision and virtuosity, yet these students may lack the 

improvisational fluency or creative spontaneity that contemporary music fields increasingly demand. 

While performance excellence elevates Shanghai’s status in national and international competitions, 

questions linger about how well these students adapt to evolving musical forms that prioritize 

innovation over replication (Green, 2008). 

 

Conversely, general schools often nurture imaginative thinkers, as their broader curricula allow creative 

experimentation, diverse cultural references, and cross-disciplinary projects. However, these students 

may find themselves at a disadvantage if they wish to pursue advanced music training at the tertiary 

level. With insufficient grounding in technical exercises, theoretical analysis, and rigorous practice 

routines, they risk falling short of the high-level competencies that specialized conservatories or 

professional programs require. This dichotomy points to an unresolved tension: how can Shanghai’s 

music education system balance the cultivation of advanced technique with broader cultural literacy 
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and creative freedom? 

 

Furthermore, as Chinese society continues to value artistic achievements—exemplified by the rise of 

reality TV talent shows, pop music festivals, and digital music platforms—young musicians find 

themselves in a rapidly changing landscape. They may need both solid fundamental skills and adaptive, 

innovative mindsets to flourish. This reality intensifies the importance of scrutinizing existing 

educational models. While some scholars have examined how specialized or general methods shape 

student outcomes (Chen, 2017; Bao, 2020), a holistic perspective that carefully dissects the interplay 

between musical skills, understanding, and creativity remains relatively scarce. Addressing this gap is 

vital for educators, policymakers, and researchers committed to ensuring that Shanghai’s music 

education system remains responsive to 21st-century artistic and cultural demands. 

 

1.3 Objectives 

 

This paper seeks to: 

 

- Evaluate how music education methods affect students’ musical skills in Shanghai’s high schools. 

 

The study will explore the extent to which rigorous, performance-based approaches in specialized 

schools enhance technical proficiency, as well as how broader pedagogical models in general schools 

facilitate foundational skill-building among a wide range of learners. 

 

- Analyze their impact on students’ music understanding, including theoretical and cultural dimensions. 

 

This involves examining how each school type fosters an appreciation for historical contexts, theoretical 

frameworks, and the cultural significance of musical styles. The inquiry extends to questions about 

whether specialized schools adequately integrate cultural studies and whether general schools provide 

enough analytical depth. 

 

- Investigate the influence of these methods on students’ creative development and capacity for 

innovation. 

 

The discussion will address the degree to which structured training in specialized schools inhibits or 

nurtures creativity, and conversely, how general schools’ flexible projects stimulate original musical 

thinking while maintaining essential rigor. 

 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

 

By examining these impacts, this study provides educators and policymakers with evidence-based 

insights to refine music education practices. The findings can help inform curriculum design decisions, 

resource allocations, and teacher-training programs. Specifically, the comparison highlights the 

strengths of each model—specialized schools’ ability to produce virtuosos and general schools’ capacity 

to foster cultural literacy and innovation. A nuanced understanding of both models can guide policy 

initiatives aimed at bridging the gap between technical excellence and creative exploration, ensuring 

that students are equipped for the evolving artistic domains of Shanghai and beyond (Law & Ho, 2011). 

In the broader context of arts education policy, the outcomes of this study align with ongoing national 

discussions about how to balance exam-oriented instruction with holistic, value-driven pedagogies. 

 

Furthermore, at a societal level, well-designed music education has implications for cross-cultural 
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communication, social cohesion, and the cultivation of an intellectually vibrant citizenry. Music has the 

capacity to transcend linguistic barriers, and when educational systems empower students to explore 

music deeply—both technically and creatively—they contribute to a more empathetic, culturally aware 

population. This is particularly pertinent in Shanghai, a global city seeking to position itself not just as 

an economic powerhouse but also as a cultural capital. Understanding how different high school music 

programs shape students’ aptitudes and interests can enrich the city’s cultural scene while promoting 

lifelong engagement with the arts. 

 

1.5 Scope 

 

The analysis centers on Shanghai’s specialized and general high schools, focusing on the dependent 

variable—musical skills, understanding, and creative development—as shaped by existing music 

education methods. It does not propose new frameworks but synthesizes current practices and their 

outcomes. While the study references national-level policies and international research findings for 

contextual relevance, the primary emphasis is on the unique environment of Shanghai, acknowledging 

that educational structures in other Chinese cities or regions may vary. Additionally, the paper refrains 

from conducting new empirical research; rather, it draws upon existing literature, thereby offering a 

conceptual synthesis that highlights the interplay between pedagogical philosophies and observable 

student outcomes. 

 

This scope delineation is important to keep the investigation manageable and directly relevant to 

Shanghai’s context. The findings and discussions may still resonate with broader audiences in China 

and other countries facing similar challenges around balancing specialization and inclusivity in music 

education. Nonetheless, any direct application of these insights elsewhere should consider local cultural 

values, resource availability, and governance structures that shape educational policies and school 

management practices. 

 

2. Literature Review 
 

2.1 Conceptual Framework 

 

The dependent variable in this study comprises three interconnected domains: musical skills, music 

understanding, and creative development. Each domain interacts with and is shaped by the educational 

methods employed in high schools, including curriculum design, pedagogical strategies, and the 

broader learning environment. 

 

- Musical skills involve technical proficiency, such as playing an instrument or reading notation (Hallam, 

2010). They encompass motor coordination, auditory discrimination, and the mastery of advanced 

techniques, all of which require consistent practice and specialized feedback. 

 

- Music understanding entails both theoretical knowledge (e.g., harmony, form) and cultural awareness 

(e.g., historical contexts, stylistic nuances) (Campbell, 2004). This dimension is essential for students to 

appreciate music as an art form reflecting diverse traditions and for them to engage critically with 

musical works. Through analysis and contextualization, learners grasp how musical elements intersect 

with social, historical, and political realities. 

 

- Creative development reflects students’ ability to compose, improvise, or reinterpret music 

innovatively (Burnard, 2012). This domain involves cognitive flexibility, willingness to take artistic risks, 

and the integration of personal aesthetic preferences with technical skills. In settings that encourage 
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creativity, students may produce original compositions, experiment with unconventional timbres, or 

blend genres to form new expressive avenues. 

 

These outcomes are influenced by music education methods, defined by curriculum scope (what is 

taught and in what sequence), pedagogy (how instruction is delivered and assessed), and environment 

(the resources, social dynamics, and institutional values that shape learning). In Shanghai’s specialized 

high schools, the method is typically performance-centered and teacher-driven, geared toward 

professional standards. General high schools, meanwhile, tend to adopt broader, more diverse 

approaches, infusing cultural context and flexible learning modalities. In both scenarios, policies and 

socio-cultural factors, such as examinations or parental expectations, can further mediate how these 

methods operate (Law & Ho, 2011). 

 

2.2 Theoretical Foundations 

 

Several theories underpin this analysis, shedding light on how varying degrees of structure or openness 

in music education methods can shape distinct outcomes in skills, understanding, and creativity: 

 

- Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy theory: Proposes that mastery experiences (e.g., successfully performing 

a challenging piece), social persuasion (teacher encouragement), vicarious experiences (observing 

peers), and physiological states (managing performance anxiety) collectively determine a student’s 

belief in their capability. In specialized schools, regular public recitals or competitions may bolster self-

efficacy in technical areas, while in general schools, peer collaboration can reinforce confidence in 

creative tasks. 

 

- Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development: Highlights how scaffolding by more knowledgeable 

individuals—teachers, mentors, or advanced peers—enables students to progress beyond their current 

skill level. This is evident when specialized schools place students in intensive one-on-one lessons or 

masterclasses with experienced musicians, accelerating the development of advanced performance or 

analytical capabilities. General schools may rely on group-based scaffolding, where collaboration 

fosters communal learning in composition or improvisation projects. 

 

- Amabile’s (1983) componential theory of creativity: Emphasizes the role of intrinsic motivation, 

domain-relevant skills, and creative thinking processes. In specialized schools, domain-relevant skills—

such as advanced instrumental technique—are strongly nurtured, but the environment’s rigidity might 

diminish intrinsic motivation for risk-taking. Conversely, general schools often cultivate an open 

atmosphere supportive of exploration and experimentation, potentially increasing creative outcomes 

despite lower levels of technical rigor. 

 

Collectively, these theoretical perspectives suggest that educational environments designed to instill 

discipline and technical mastery may inadvertently constrict autonomy and intrinsic motivation for 

creative work, while those emphasizing creative play might compromise advanced skill development. 

The challenge lies in achieving a balance that addresses all three outcome areas effectively. 

 

2.3 Empirical Evidence 

 

Research highlights the distinct impacts of music education approaches on the dependent variable of 

musical skills, understanding, and creative development. Intensive training in specialized settings often 

correlates with superior technical skills and refined performance abilities. For instance, Elpus (2013) 

found that students with advanced musical training generally scored higher on standardized cognitive 
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assessments, possibly due to disciplined practice regimens that enhance concentration and memory. 

Neurological studies by Hyde et al. (2009) similarly report structural brain changes in areas related to 

auditory processing and motor control after rigorous instrumental instruction. 

 

When it comes to music understanding, integrated curricula that link performance, theory, and cultural 

contexts can deepen learners’ appreciation of the art form’s intricacies (Jorgensen, 2003). For example, 

a unit combining the analysis of a canonical Western classical work with a Chinese folk piece can 

sharpen students’ awareness of cross-cultural influences and historical developments (Campbell, 2004). 

In specialized schools, the presence of specialized coursework—like advanced harmony or 

ethnomusicology—often raises theoretical comprehension. Meanwhile, general schools may cover a 

broader cultural tapestry, though with less depth in musicological analysis, as time allocations and 

teacher expertise can be more generalized. 

 

Creative development flourishes in environments that allow open-ended tasks and substantial 

autonomy (Hargreaves et al., 2012; Kaschub & Smith, 2009). In general schools, group projects, 

compositional exercises, and student-led performances can stimulate innovation by granting learners 

latitude to explore personal musical interests. Nevertheless, a lack of robust technique or theoretical 

foundation sometimes restricts the complexity of student work. Conversely, specialized schools might 

limit unstructured creativity by placing strong emphasis on perfecting established repertoires. Studies 

suggest that while specialized students demonstrate high proficiency, they may struggle with tasks 

requiring improvisational skill or original composition if those skills have not been explicitly 

encouraged (Green, 2008). 

 

In the context of China, research draws attention to specialized schools’ focus on professionalization 

(Bao, 2020) versus general schools’ emphasis on cultural equity (Sun, 2016). These institutional 

orientations manifest in distinct strengths and weaknesses. Specialized schools maintain close ties with 

conservatories or professional orchestras, often producing competition winners or future conservatory 

students. Yet, the risk of creative stagnation persists. By comparison, general schools aim to democratize 

music learning, ensuring that a broader student population experiences the cultural and social benefits 

of musical engagement, though less attention is paid to advanced technique (Chen, 2017). 

 

Against this backdrop, Shanghai stands out for its attempt to harmonize traditional Chinese music 

forms with Western classical and popular genres, reflecting the city’s international outlook. 

Understanding how different institutions in Shanghai navigate this dual heritage can help educators 

worldwide glean lessons on balancing specialization with inclusivity. Current research underscores the 

possibility of hybrid strategies—such as specialized-track modules within general schools or creative 

electives within specialized schools—that might integrate the advantages of both models, aligning well 

with Vygotsky’s and Amabile’s theoretical frameworks. 

 

3. Methodology 
 

3.1 Research Design 

 

This study adopts a qualitative, theoretical approach, synthesizing literature to explore how music 

education methods influence the dependent variable (musical skills, understanding, and creative 

development). Rather than gathering new empirical data, the research interprets existing scholarly 

works, curriculum documents, and theoretical models to elucidate the mechanisms by which 

specialized and general high schools in Shanghai produce differing outcomes. This approach is 

appropriate given the extensive array of studies already available on music education in China and 
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internationally, as well as the conceptual richness of theories like self-efficacy, the zone of proximal 

development, and componential creativity. 

 

The emphasis on a comparative perspective allows for a structured critique of each school type. By 

systematically analyzing relevant sources, the paper highlights patterns and consistencies in findings, 

while also identifying contradictions or gaps in existing research. This design also situates the study in 

the broader field of comparative education, which values cross-institutional and cross-cultural 

comparisons for revealing how context-specific factors—such as historical traditions, policy constraints, 

or cultural attitudes—shape educational practices (Law & Ho, 2011). 

 

3.2 Sample 

 

The theoretical population includes students in Shanghai’s specialized high schools (e.g., music 

conservatory affiliates) and general high schools, representing diverse educational contexts. While the 

study does not conduct field visits or surveys, it draws on documented practices within these schools, 

as described in academic articles, policy reports, and case studies. By focusing on Shanghai—a city 

recognized for its sophisticated music culture, advanced infrastructure, and policy innovations—this 

study can approximate how high school students experience divergent educational models in a fast-

paced urban environment. 

 

The choice of Shanghai is strategic: it is both a microcosm of China’s educational reforms and a unique 

locale where global cultural influences converge with local traditions. Specialized schools like those 

affiliated with the Shanghai Conservatory of Music have national reputations for excellence, while 

general high schools in Shanghai are considered among the most innovative in China (Chen, 2017). This 

dual representation of institutions aims to ensure that the analysis captures the full spectrum of 

educational methods. Although findings may not be universally generalizable to all regions, they can 

still shed light on broader trends in Chinese music education, especially in urban centers seeking to 

balance professionalization with inclusive cultural policies. 

 

3.3 Data Collection 

 

Data are sourced from the dissertation’s literature list, selecting works relevant to music education and 

the dependent variable, such as Hallam (2010), Campbell (2004), Burnard (2012), and Chinese-focused 

studies (e.g., Chen, 2017; Wang, 2015). Additional references include peer-reviewed journals addressing 

neuroscience (e.g., Hyde et al., 2009), creativity research (Amabile, 1983), and sociocultural perspectives 

on Chinese education (Li, 2010; Sun, 2016). Policy documents and official statements from the Chinese 

Ministry of Education offer insight into the institutional frameworks that guide high school curricula, 

though the analysis focuses primarily on how these policies translate into day-to-day teaching practices 

in specialized and general schools. 

 

Collecting and synthesizing these diverse sources allows the study to examine multiple facets: the 

historical evolution of music education in Shanghai, the pedagogical discourse surrounding specialized 

vs. general approaches, and empirical evidence of learning outcomes. The approach ensures a multi-

dimensional understanding, integrating theoretical propositions about learning and creativity with on-

the-ground realities of resource allocation, teacher expertise, student aspirations, and cultural 

expectations. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 
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Thematic analysis organizes findings by outcome—skills, understanding, and creativity—linking them 

to curriculum, pedagogy, and environment. This involves reading and re-reading relevant texts to 

identify recurring themes, such as “performance mastery,” “cultural literacy,” or “collaborative 

creativity.” Comparisons between school types highlight method-specific impacts, clarifying whether a 

particular approach—such as disciplined rehearsal protocols or project-based learning—tends to 

elevate technical ability or fosters improvisational thinking. By juxtaposing these themes with 

theoretical anchors (Bandura, Vygotsky, Amabile), the paper determines whether specialized or general 

methods align with or diverge from established models of skill acquisition, cognitive development, and 

creative growth. 

 

Throughout this analytic process, attention is paid to potential biases in the existing literature. For 

example, some studies may overemphasize the successes of specialized institutions due to focusing on 

high-profile competition winners, while others might champion the inclusivity of general schools 

without rigorously evaluating technical proficiency. Cross-referencing multiple sources mitigates these 

biases. The aim is to provide a balanced synthesis that acknowledges the advantages and drawbacks of 

each approach, culminating in an evidence-based discussion of how Shanghai’s music education 

landscape could evolve. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 
 

4.1 Impact on Musical Skills 

 

In specialized high schools, musical skills are honed through disciplined, performance-oriented 

methods. Students undergo daily practice on instruments like the erhu or piano, mastering techniques 

through repetition and expert critique (Hallam, 2010). For example, a violin student might spend hours 

perfecting intonation and bowing, guided by instructors trained in conservatory traditions (Bao, 2020). 

This immersive approach aligns with Bandura’s (1997) concept of mastery experiences, wherein 

repeated successful performances bolster self-efficacy and encourage further effort. Within this 

framework, students often learn standardized repertoires of classical or traditional pieces, culminating 

in recitals that test both technical proficiency and stage presence. 

 

Ensemble rehearsals further refine abilities like rhythm and dynamics, as collective music-making 

demands heightened listening skills and synchronization. Performances in front of peers, teachers, or 

external audiences add an element of pressure, potentially accelerating improvements in technique. 

Moreover, specialized schools typically offer advanced music theory and ear training classes that 

reinforce students’ ability to read complex scores, identify tonal relationships, and interpret stylistic 

nuances in various musical epochs. These deep dives into notation systems—ranging from staff notation 

for Western music to jianpu for Chinese music—equip students with transferable skills that facilitate 

learning a wide repertoire of works. 

 

However, this intense focus on structured repertoire can neglect improvisational skills, as noted by 

Green (2008). Students might excel in replicating canonical pieces with remarkable precision yet remain 

less adept at spontaneous music-making. In a city like Shanghai, where musical diversity extends to 

jazz clubs, electronic experimentation, and cross-genre collaborations, specialized graduates might find 

themselves out of step with contemporary demands for flexibility and improvisation. Some schools 

attempt to address this through optional electives or workshops, but these are often overshadowed by 

the core demands of competition preparation or high-stakes exams. As a result, while specialized 

programs score high on producing technically adept performers, they may offer fewer opportunities to 

cultivate on-the-spot creativity within performance contexts. 



International Academic Journal of Social Science, Volume 2, 2026 

 

 97 

 

General high schools adopt a less intensive approach, teaching skills through group activities like choir, 

instrumental ensembles, or even digital music labs (Chen, 2017). A student might learn to play a simple 

melody on the guzheng, focusing on communal participation rather than mastery. This broader 

accessibility aligns with policies promoting cultural equity, ensuring that every student gains at least 

rudimentary musical experience. Such inclusivity fosters an environment where students from diverse 

backgrounds feel comfortable exploring music without the pressure of perfection. However, the same 

ethos that embraces novices also means that highly skilled or ambitious students may lack the rigorous 

training needed for advanced proficiency. Without daily practice schedules or specialized instructors, 

progress can plateau. Additionally, large class sizes in general schools sometimes hamper 

individualized feedback, further limiting the possibility of nurturing extraordinary technical talent 

within that setting (Sun, 2016). 

 

Overall, specialized methods excel at building technique, agility, and ensemble coordination, fulfilling 

the classical paradigm of structured music education. General methods, by contrast, make music more 

broadly accessible and enjoyable, albeit with less emphasis on sustained technical development. A 

potential future direction might involve bridging these models—e.g., allowing interested general high 

school students to attend specialized lessons part-time or creating specialized tracks within general 

schools for those who display exceptional aptitude. Such cross-pollination could mitigate the existing 

trade-off between skill intensity and inclusivity. 

 

4.2 Impact on Music Understanding 

 

Specialized schools cultivate deep music understanding through advanced coursework in theory, 

history, and analysis. Students explore topics like counterpoint, harmonic progression, and the 

evolution of Chinese opera, linking theoretical insights to practical performance (Campbell, 2004). For 

instance, analyzing a Bach fugue alongside a pentatonic folk tune sharpens learners’ recognition of 

stylistic contrasts—tonal systems, melodic patterns, and textural layering (Jorgensen, 2003). By 

encountering these diverse forms, students gradually appreciate how cultural contexts inform 

compositional decisions. This integrative approach often includes exposure to ethnomusicology, 

enabling learners to see music as a reflection of socio-political events, geographical variations, and 

community identities. Teachers, often professional musicians with advanced academic qualifications, 

scaffold learning within Vygotsky’s (1978) framework, guiding students toward higher understanding 

by building on established knowledge and introducing increasingly complex theoretical concepts. 

 

The robust emphasis on analytical skills means that specialized school students can decipher complex 

scores, identify historical influences, and articulate nuanced critical evaluations of different works. This 

skill set is advantageous for those aspiring to academic careers in musicology or for performers who 

wish to interpret music with depth and authenticity. Over time, students develop a refined interpretive 

lens, connecting performance decisions to broader conceptual frameworks, such as how to phrase a 

passage to highlight a composer’s harmonic innovation or reflect the cultural significance of a folk motif. 

 

In general schools, understanding centers on cultural appreciation rather than technical depth. Lessons 

might cover the guqin’s role in Confucian rituals, the symbolic function of music in traditional 

ceremonies, or the global spread of Western pop in modern China (Chen, 2017). Such broadening of 

horizons aligns with educational philosophies that prioritize well-rounded development, championing 

music as a vehicle for empathy, intercultural awareness, and aesthetic appreciation. Students may 

engage in comparative discussions—e.g., contrasting popular ballads with regional Chinese folk 

songs—to see how music can serve as a cultural marker of identity and belonging. This approach 
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resonates with the “music for all” ideology, ensuring that each learner, regardless of prior skill level, 

has the chance to encounter music from local and global perspectives (Law & Ho, 2011). 

 

Nevertheless, the reduced emphasis on theoretical rigor in general schools can limit deep analytical 

proficiency. Students may be able to discuss broad cultural elements—like how a piece contributes to a 

festival tradition—but struggle with advanced harmonic analysis, orchestration techniques, or the 

detailed nuances of compositional styles. If they wish to transition to higher-level musical studies, 

bridging this theoretical gap can be challenging. Some general schools might remedy this by offering 

extracurricular clubs for music theory or by encouraging collaborative programs with specialized 

teachers, though these initiatives vary in consistency and effectiveness (Li, 2010). 

 

One promising solution is to incorporate modules that blend the strengths of both approaches. For 

instance, a unit combining specialized-level theory instruction—taught by a visiting educator 

experienced in advanced harmony—with culturally oriented lessons on local traditions could yield a 

richer educational tapestry. This would allow students to appreciate music’s complexity intellectually 

and culturally, bridging theory-heavy instruction with broader contextual understanding. Such 

initiatives could bolster the capacity of general school students to interpret music beyond superficial 

listening, equipping them to engage critically with a wide range of musical genres. 

 

4.3 Impact on Creative Development 

 

Creative development in specialized schools is often secondary to technical goals. Students might 

perform pre-composed works—classical concertos, Chinese solos, or standardized ensemble pieces—

within strict parameters, such as replicating a composer’s indicated articulations and dynamics 

(Burnard, 2012). While some specialized schools do offer improvisation or composition electives (Wang, 

2015), the dominant culture emphasizes precision and faithful interpretation. The necessity of meeting 

high-level performance benchmarks can inadvertently discourage risk-taking. A violinist may feel 

compelled to adhere strictly to a teacher’s instructions regarding phrasing or bowing style, stifling any 

inclination to innovate or deviate from established norms. 

 

Furthermore, external factors like competitions and conservatory auditions reinforce this focus on 

correctness. Competition judges typically reward technical mastery and stylistic fidelity, leaving limited 

room for personal interpretation unless it aligns with accepted conventions. According to Amabile’s 

(1983) theory, creative thinking benefits from autonomy and intrinsic motivation, both of which can be 

undermined by extrinsic rewards such as competition rankings or fear of teacher criticism. Over time, 

students might internalize the belief that creativity is less valuable than technical prowess, diminishing 

their ability or willingness to experiment musically. 

 

By contrast, general schools prioritize creativity through flexible, student-led projects. A class might 

collectively compose a short musical about a historical event, each student contributing melodies, 

rhythms, or lyrics, drawing from their diverse cultural backgrounds (Hargreaves et al., 2012). Others 

may work on digital audio workstations (DAWs), exploring electronic music production as a form of 

sonic experimentation. This autonomy fosters creative confidence, encouraging learners to see 

themselves as co-creators rather than mere executors of pre-existing compositions. Teachers in such 

contexts often guide students in group critiques—positively reinforcing unique musical ideas and 

gently steering them toward more coherent structures or expressive clarity (Kaschub & Smith, 2009). 

 

However, the lack of rigorous technique in general schools can cap the sophistication of creative outputs 

(Liu, 2018). Students might have imaginative ideas but face obstacles executing them due to insufficient 
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command of instruments or theoretical knowledge. For instance, a group might wish to incorporate 

complex jazz chord progressions into a composition but lack the theoretical background to realize it 

effectively. If teachers are also generalists with only a moderate level of musical training, bridging that 

gap can be challenging. The result may be a final product that is highly original but musically unrefined. 

 

Balancing freedom with foundational training could elevate these efforts. Ideally, students should have 

enough technical skill to explore advanced creative ideas while still enjoying the latitude to infuse 

personal expression. Hybrid models might include a structured technical foundation in the first years, 

followed by project-based learning that encourages original composition, improvisation, or cross-

cultural fusion. Indeed, some educators in Shanghai have begun experimenting with such blended 

approaches—allowing specialized instructors to run occasional workshops in general schools and 

encouraging specialized students to attend open jam sessions or cultural exchange events in general 

school settings. Preliminary reports suggest that exposure to different pedagogical philosophies can 

spark new forms of innovation among students who straddle both worlds. 

 

4.4 Comparative Analysis 

 

Specialized methods excel in building skills and understanding but risk stifling creativity due to their 

rigidity. General methods nurture creativity and cultural breadth yet often fall short in technical rigor. 

These findings reflect Shanghai’s dual educational aims: professional excellence versus holistic 

development (Law & Ho, 2011). In specialized schools, an environment dominated by exacting 

standards and frequent performance assessments cultivates a high level of discipline and skill mastery. 

Students who thrive in this structure often develop intense focus, impeccable technique, and a deep 

grasp of theoretical frameworks. Nevertheless, the environmental ethos can overshadow personal 

exploration, inhibiting students who might wish to develop a distinctive musical voice or venture into 

contemporary, genre-blending avenues. 

 

On the opposite end, general schools champion a more democratic approach. Their inclusive ethos and 

flexible curriculums give rise to a classroom culture that values collaborative creativity, cultural literacy, 

and experiential learning. While students discover a broader palette of global and local music 

traditions—often forging emotional and intellectual bonds with diverse styles—they may not receive 

enough guidance to refine advanced instrumental or compositional techniques. For those aiming for 

professional music careers, the path from general school to conservatory or specialized university 

programs might involve bridging coursework or supplementary private lessons, creating an equity 

concern if students lack the financial or social resources to secure extra training. 

 

A potential resolution emerges through policies encouraging cross-model integration. Specialized 

schools could integrate improvisation workshops, technology-based composition modules, or cross-

genre ensembles. This expansion can stimulate creativity without undermining existing strengths in 

technique. General schools, in turn, could create “concentrations” or “tracks” within the music 

curriculum for students interested in elevated rigor, perhaps taught by specialized instructors. Evidence 

suggests that short-term intensives or masterclasses can significantly boost advanced students’ skill sets 

while preserving the inclusive nature of the overall program (Sun, 2016). Encouraging teacher 

exchanges between specialized and general schools might also cross-fertilize pedagogical practices, 

aligning with Vygotsky’s emphasis on social learning and scaffolding. For instance, a specialized 

instructor leading an eight-week music theory intensive at a general school can elevate the theoretical 

discourse, while a general-school educator facilitating collaborative songwriting sessions at a 

specialized school can spark creative confidence in advanced performers. 
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Such synergy resonates with contemporary shifts in arts education policy, as many metropolitan areas 

worldwide struggle to balance tradition with innovation. Shanghai’s situation, wherein both 

international classical music circuits and indigenous cultural forms command respect, provides a case 

study in how robust technique and creative openness might co-exist under carefully designed 

frameworks. This co-existence is increasingly vital as younger generations look to music not only as a 

performance art but as a forum for personal expression, digital media creation, and social activism. The 

city’s educational decision-makers thus stand at a crossroads, tasked with nurturing the next generation 

of exceptional performers while fostering a new wave of creators who can respond to global cultural 

currents. 

 

4.5 Broader Implications 

 

These impacts extend beyond the classroom and permeate Shanghai’s cultural identity, social fabric, 

and economic development. Technically skilled students from specialized schools contribute to 

Shanghai’s reputation as a cultural hub, potentially joining prestigious orchestras, performing in concert 

halls, or representing China in international competitions (Zhao, 2019). Their mastery fortifies 

traditional conceptions of excellence, elevating the city’s standing among worldwide music circles. 

Moreover, the synergy of classical Western technique and Chinese musical heritage can yield hybrid 

forms that enrich global repertoires. 

 

Creatively engaged students from general schools bring a different kind of contribution, often through 

grassroots art initiatives, community ensembles, and innovative digital media projects. Their cultural 

literacy can foster inclusive cultural events that resonate with local communities. The openness to 

experimentation may produce new musical genres or interdisciplinary collaborations—such as pairing 

music with dance, visual arts, or film—that reflect Shanghai’s diverse, cosmopolitan ethos. As these 

young creators become community leaders, teachers, or entrepreneurs, they can inspire fresh audiences 

and facilitate cross-generational dialogues around music’s role in social issues, cultural preservation, 

and creative economies. 

 

Balancing these outcomes could enhance both individual growth and societal benefits, aligning with 

China’s educational reforms (Li, 2010). Policymakers who recognize the multifaceted nature of music 

education may advocate for increased funding, enabling general schools to upgrade instruments and 

technology or specialized schools to broaden creative curricula. They may also launch pilot programs 

that merge performance-driven training with collaborative composition, cross-cultural workshops, or 

even partnerships with local music industries. These systemic initiatives can help shape a new 

generation of musicians who are both technically refined and visionary, thereby encapsulating 

Shanghai’s aspiration to be a forward-thinking cultural metropolis. 

 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

5.1 Conclusion 

 

Music education methods in Shanghai’s high schools distinctly shape musical skills, understanding, 

and creative development. Specialized approaches, which emphasize disciplined practice, robust 

theoretical grounding, and high-stakes performance assessments, produce technically proficient, 

knowledgeable students who excel in standardized repertoires. These students typically exhibit well-

developed self-efficacy in performance contexts and possess the analytical skills to interpret complex 

pieces. Nonetheless, the structured nature of specialized schools may inadvertently limit creative risk-

taking, restricting improvisation or compositional freedom. 
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General approaches, in contrast, nurture imaginative, culturally aware students who see music as an 

inclusive, exploratory art form. By privileging flexibility and collaboration, these schools often foster a 

supportive atmosphere that encourages personal expression and experimental projects. However, the 

trade-off involves lower technical rigor, which might hinder advanced students from attaining the skill 

levels required for professional careers or specialized academic tracks. As a result, many musically 

ambitious adolescents must seek external instruction or pivot into specialized institutions later. 

 

These differences underscore the need for tailored strategies to optimize all three outcomes—skills, 

understanding, and creativity—rather than prioritizing one at the expense of the others. Shanghai’s dual 

educational models each offer strengths: specialized schools cultivate excellence in technique and 

knowledge, while general schools champion broad accessibility and creative expression. In a city that 

aspires to be a global cultural powerhouse, harnessing both strengths could yield a more holistic and 

vibrant music education landscape. This synthesis resonates with broader educational reforms in China, 

which aim to reconcile academic achievement with holistic development, creativity, and social 

responsibility. 

 

5.2 Recommendations 

 

1) Specialized Schools 

 

- Integrate creative tasks: Incorporate structured improvisation sessions, composition assignments, or 

cross-genre fusion projects into the main curriculum. Offering these opportunities within the regular 

timetable, rather than as extracurricular add-ons, can legitimize creativity as a valued dimension of 

musicianship. This could help students see improvisation or composition as integral to their training, 

enhancing their adaptability and originality. 

 

- Broaden repertoire: Expand beyond classical Western and traditional Chinese works to include 

contemporary genres like jazz, pop, or world music. This repertoire diversification can expose students 

to different musical languages, prompting fresh interpretive approaches and bridging the gap between 

formal training and modern musical realities. 

 

2) General Schools 

 

- Provide optional technical workshops: Set up short-term intensives led by specialized educators. 

Topics could range from advanced finger technique for string instruments to advanced vocal warm-up 

regimens, ensuring that interested students receive additional scaffolding. By hosting these workshops 

on weekends or school breaks, general schools maintain their inclusive ethos while accommodating the 

needs of dedicated learners. 

 

- Access to expert instructors: Collaborate with local conservatories, universities, or community music 

organizations to invite guest lecturers or performers. This exposure can augment teacher expertise and 

offer students insights into higher-level music theory, performance etiquette, and professional career 

pathways. 

 

3) Policy 

 

- Promote collaboration between school types: Encourage resource sharing—for example, specialized 

schools could open practice rooms during off-hours to talented general-school students. In return, 
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specialized students might join general-school ensemble projects to experiment with diverse styles. 

Government incentives, such as grants or recognition programs, could motivate these cross-pollination 

efforts. 

 

- Standardize quality benchmarks: Develop clear yet flexible criteria for assessing musical achievement 

that encompass both technical proficiency and creative exploration. Such criteria should acknowledge 

the legitimacy of original composition or collaborative projects while still recognizing the importance 

of performance standards. 

 

4) Future Research 

 

- Empirical studies in Shanghai: Although this paper draws on existing literature, field research—such 

as classroom observations, interviews, or longitudinal tracking—could provide granular data on how 

students evolve in each system. Qualitative interviews might reveal personal testimonies about 

navigating the tension between technical demands and creative urges. 

 

- Assessing outcomes: Future work could quantify the relative impact of specialized vs. general training 

on variables like college admission in music programs, success in professional auditions, or students’ 

long-term engagement with music as adults. Researchers might also explore how teacher beliefs, 

parental expectations, and socio-economic factors influence students’ trajectory within each system. 

 

- Cultural cross-comparisons: Comparative analyses involving other major cities in China—or even 

international locations—could illuminate whether Shanghai’s situation is unique or reflective of broader 

global trends. For instance, examining how top-tier music conservatories in Beijing or Guangzhou 

interface with local general schools might highlight different institutional collaborations or policy 

frameworks. 
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