
Yesterday was great! I spent the day downhill skiing (one
of my favorite avocational pursuits) and the evening
playing a gig with a big band (another of my favorite

things!). As I stood in the lift line with my friend John, I
overheard a young snowboarder say to his friend, “Dude, that
pow [powder] was epic - I grabbed some phat flow!” The word
flow figured prominently throughout their conversation as they
waxed enthusiastically.

It was their repeated use of the word flow that caught my atten-
tion because I’ve become fascinated with flow theory lately. As I
continued to eavesdrop, I observed that, whether or not these
young men were familiar with Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s flow
theory, they definitely understood the concept. Somewhere
along the way flow had entered their boarder lexicon and they
were using the term essentially in the same manner as
Csikszentmihalyi. Their goal was flow. As I reflected on their
conversation, I realized that this too is often my goal, whether
on the ski hill, playing my horn, or engaging in a variety of
other pursuits.

Flow is characterized by intense concentration and intrinsic
motivation. In a flow state, self-consciousness disappears and the
sense of time is distorted (Time flies when you’re having fun!).
The activity produces such intrinsic gratification that people are
willing to do it for its own sake, with little concern for extrinsic
rewards (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997).

Recently, ‘rock star’ arts education advocate Sir Ken Robinson
presented a compelling case for placing more emphasis on the
arts in education instead of simply medicating kids who display
symptoms of Attention Deficit Disorder. He argues we should
provide students with more opportunities to engage in the arts as
an antidote to the over stimulation caused by hours in front of
the television, computers, iphones, ipads, ipods, and so on. His
premise is that the arts deal with aesthetics and awaken and chan-
nel feelings and emotions, while medications are an-esthetics that
deaden feelings. See:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDZFcDGpL4U&feature=yo
utube_gdata_player

Whether ADD is a myth as Sir Ken speculates; there is little
doubt that kids are tremendously over-stimulated by their envi-
ronment. In a best-case scenario, the arts, perhaps more than any
other discipline, promote flow, which is antithetical to ADD.

When I think of flow, I think of our second son, Michael. To say
Michael was an active child would be an understatement.
Michael now makes his living as a new media artist, which does-
n’t surprise us because from the time he was a toddler we knew
he was an artist. No matter what Michael does in life, he can’t
not be an artist. It simply is who he is. Michael is an artist in his
soul. As active as Michael was as a preschooler, he would sit qui-
etly for hours with nothing more than a piece of paper and a pen-
cil totally oblivious to the world and totally engaged in portray-
ing the world of his imagination. This is flow!

Lately, I have become increasingly convinced that flow is an
ideal to which all educators, but especially music educators,
should aspire. Imagine your students self-motivated, totally on-
task, and engrossed in their learning. According to
Csikszentmihalyi, flow occurs when an individual is involved in
an activity he or she perceives as interesting, relevant, and
enjoyable and when the level of challenge is appropriately bal-
anced with the individual’s skill level (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997,
2000). Flow happens most commonly when both skill level and
challenge level are high. Conversely, apathy and boredom result
when skill level is low and challenge is low. Not surprisingly,
anxiety and frustration occur when challenge is high but skill
level is low.

The conditions for flow hold important implications for educa-
tors (Csikszentmihalyi & Schneider, 2001; Shernoff,
Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider, & Shernoff, 2003). While musi-
cians often experience flow as individuals or in smaller groups,
this ideal is admittedly less likely with large school ensembles or
music classrooms populated by students of widely varying musi-
cal abilities and differing needs and interests. Nevertheless, if we
make decisions about what and how we teach to consciously cul-
tivate a learning environment that promotes flow, it makes the
possibility much more likely. For example, students are more
intrinsically motivated when the learning environment is under
their control. This implies using classroom management strate-
gies consistent with the new paradigm of classroom management
that promote self-regulation, autonomy, and sharing power and
responsibility (Weinstein, 1999). Students are also more likely to
experience flow when actively rather than passively engaged in
learning. This holds implications for our choices about the reper-
toire and music activities we use. Flow is much more likely to
occur when students are engaged in music learning with level-
appropriate repertoire and activities that meet their needs and
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