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She is seventeen, perhaps eighteen years old at most, 
but she speaks with an assurance beyond her years as 
she describes a childhood and adolescence of abuse, 
neglect, state custody, and inevitably, incarceration. 
Yet her voice fills with promise and optimism as 
she describes the impact music has had on her life, 
how it brought order to chaos, how it is helping heal 
emotional wounds that cut more deeply than the 
scars, still too recent to have faded, on her face. !is 
old song, of equal parts tragedy and hope, is painfully 
familiar to many music therapists apart from one key 
detail: the girl in question has never experienced 
conventional music therapy. She’s only one of over 
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Composing New Endings

300,000 participants in Venezuela’s national youth 
orchestra program, popularly known as el Sistema.
It’s hard to believe that a country ranked number 77 
in the latest United Nations Human Development 
Index has a national classical music education 
program that is the envy of the world. Finding 
resources for the promotion of culture–and in this 
case, predominantly western European artistic 
traditions–is politically and financially challenging 
for governments dealing with issues of disease, 
disaster or endemic poverty. But therein lies one 
of the great strategic and conceptual innovations 
behind the program: since its inception 37 years 
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ago, el Sistema has focused on the promotion of 
positive social growth through the pursuit of artistic 
excellence. It is a highly ambitious mandate, and one 
not achieved by uniform pedagogy or curricula, but 
by creating and maintaining a culture of culture, 
a context for music-making in which the social 
benefits are emphasized.
!e idea that music-making has social implications 
is hardly new. Sociologists like Christopher Small 
might argue that it’s perhaps one of the oldest 
dimensions to music. !ere’s no question that as 
an art form, music has powerful mental, emotional 
and physical benefits; while music therapists 

structure and target those influences to the greatest 
rehabilitative or therapeutic e6ect for individuals, 
el Sistema is nothing less than an e6ort to o6er 
them on the national level to a broad cross-section 
of Venezuela’s youth. !e program may not model 
conventional music therapy, but it shares similar 
goals and characteristics, primarily the improvement 
of quality of life for participants and similar extra-
musical benefits, achieved through musical means.
In the shortest of summaries, el Sistema is an after-
school music program that leverages the orchestral 
or choral experience to e6ect positive social growth. 
All activities within the program, and those in its 
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most faithful international incarnations, are guided 
by five fundamental principles, values that strongly 
di6erentiate the Venezuelan approach from the 
western European pedagogical tradition.
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1. !e program objective is social change through 
the pursuit of musical excellence, not musical 
excellence as an end unto itself.

2. !e focus is on the ensemble or group, not the 
individual.

3. !ere is high frequency of contact between 
program and participant.

4. !ere are no barriers in terms of fees or 
proficiency for program entry.

5. Activity is aligned in regional or even national 
networks to build capacity, allow most e7cient 
sharing of resources and generate greater 
opportunities for participants.

It’s important to point out that the fundamentals 
above neither dictate nor describe practice except in 
the most general of terms. !ere are over 240 music 
centres or núcleos in Venezuela, with programs 
at 10 000 ft above sea level in the Andes, in the 
labyrinthine barrios of suburban Caracas, all the 
way to the Amazonian rainforests in the southeast, 
where faculty must take a combination of plane and 
boat twice a week to reach the site. Each núcleo has 
the freedom and flexibility to build its programs to 
suit the local economic and cultural contexts best, to 
be most responsive to local need. But while day-to-
day activities can di6er significantly, the overarching 
concept remains the same: bring young people 
together to share challenging artistic experiences, 
inspire them to cooperate and collaborate, and they 
will apply the derivative values to every aspect of 
their lives. Rather than maintaining the orchestra as 
a bastion of elitism or cultural colonialism, el Sistema 
turns it into a framework in which a broader sense 
of social responsibility is instilled. It is a rejection, 
if not a complete inversion, of the established music 
pedagogy paradigm: instead of emphasizing the 
development of artistic excellence in the individual, 
the program focuses on crafting strong, supportive 

musical communities first and foremost, knowing 
that they will in turn foster strong citizens.
Described that way, it might also sound like an 
inversion of the music therapy paradigm, but that 
would be a tremendous oversimplification of the 
symbiosis between person and society. Despite 
having the same aim of accomplishing non-musical 
objectives through musical intervention, el Sistema 
is not conventional music therapy, lacking the 
focused diagnostic and assessment processes, and 
careful individualization and scientific evaluation of 
treatment that characterizes the profession. However, 
as the program has grown and matured, its focus 
has turned increasingly to expanding access, with 
faculty encouraged to explore new ways to engage 
individuals with mental or physical disabilities. !e 
intention is rarely therapeutic in the most scientific 
or clinical sense: the teachers in Venezuela generally 
do not possess specialized training and expertise in 
this field, so their primary objective remains the same 
as for any other student in their care: to improve self-
esteem and quality of life.
Despite the lack of formal educational opportunities, 
the teachers in Venezuela have still produced 
some highly creative solutions to the challenges 
of working with disabled persons. A distinctly 
Venezuelan innovation is the ensemble know as 
the “White Hands Choir,” so named for the cotton 
gloves the participants wear while executing original 
synchronized manual choreography over choral and 
orchestral music. !is medium has several significant 
advantages which may account for its growth across 
the country to include more than 20 núcleos. It 
requires very few resources, save some instructor 
training and multiple pairs of white gloves; the nature 
of the ensemble means it can accommodate a wide 
range of physical, sensory, auditory and cognitive 
disabilities; and it is a very adaptable entity, able to 
participate in concerts alongside conventionally-
abled musicians or other specialized ensembles.
For an idea that’s barely 15 years old, it has proven 
remarkably e6ective in bringing individuals of 
almost any level of ability or disability together and 
providing a forum in which they can contribute 
constructively to an artistic presentation. !e White 
Hands Choirs are now an important complement to 
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more conventional special-needs ensembles, such 
as percussion groups and vision-impaired choirs. 
Although it appears that every e6ort is made to 
involve these groups in all public presentations of the 
núcleos, none of these programs are fully inclusive, 
in the specific educational sense of the term, and 
genuinely integrated performances remain the 
exception, rather than the rule.
Not all special-needs activity takes place on a large 
scale. On my own travels in Venezuela I witnessed 
percussion duets between students with visual 
impairments, a barbershop quartet in which three 
members were legally blind, a young woman with 
Down syndrome who sang while executing White 
Hands choreography and played both violin and 
piano, and a young boy who, despite his very limited 
mobility, managed to strike tabletop mounted 
hand bells to accompany a violinist. In every 
case, development of instrumental technique was 
secondary to the social or developmental goal–the 
sophistication of the interactions between musicians 
who could not see each other was particularly 
impressive–but the sense of accomplishment and 
belonging in the musicians as they performed was 
plainly visible, even if not immediately quantifiable.
In terms of measurement and evaluation, as a broad 
social initiative el Sistema is demonstrably e6ective. 
In 2006, as a precursor to awarding a $150 million 
USD loan to the program, the Inter-American 
Development Bank (IADB) conducted one of the 
first formal, scientifically rigorous evaluations of 
el Sistema’s impact in Venezuela. !e results were 
uniformly positive, with participants experiencing 
markedly improved academic performance, 
participation in community activities, and superior 
life and career outcomes over their peers outside the 
program. Evaluation of the special needs programs 
continues to be a more problematic proposition, 
given their early and thus fluid state of development, 
and the very small proportion of el Sistema activities 
they currently represent. In many cases, tools 
and techniques were developed without access to 
modern research or resources, and are as much 
a product of improvisation as intuition and trial 
and error. !e lack of formal knowledge and field 
experience is deeply felt by program faculty: after the 
performance of a percussion ensemble composed of 

hearing-impaired students, I noted to the program 
director that it would be easier for the performers 
to feel the vibrations if they removed their shoes, 
in the manner of artists like Evelyn Glennie. !is 
suggestion was immediately embraced, with some 
disbelief on the part of the teacher that such a simple 
step had not previously been considered.
While this story may be anathema to trained music 
therapy professionals, it must be remembered 
that these e6orts, even if unfairly dismissed as 
rudimentary, may constitute the only direct attention 
that youth with any kind of disability may receive in 
the developing world, where marginalization can be 
as much the expectation of society as the norm.
El Sistema as an entity has experienced 
unprecedented growth in recent years, and has 
responded by prioritizing the improvement of 
services and instruction in the program. !e 
IADB study outlines a planned expansion to serve 
half a million young people in the nation by 2015, 
and specifically reiterates the program’s social 
commitment and the development of admission 
policies to safeguard or increase the places for 
beneficiaries with special needs. It requires no 
stretch of the imagination to foresee a time within 
the next decade when full attention in Venezuela is 
given to conventional music therapy, in both theory 
and practice, as fundamental to both core objectives. 
Music therapists, the leadership of el Sistema, and 
a troubled young Venezuelan woman all agree: lives 
can be changed through music; old songs can be 
rewritten with new endings.

8 A significantly expanded 
description and explanation 
of the Five Fundamentals 
concept may be found in the 
Fall 2011 issue of Canadian 
Music Educator (Volume 53 – 
Number 1).


