
TO:  Russell Johnson, Associate Provost and Associate Dean of Faculty 
 
FROM: Natalie Zelensky, Associate Professor, Music Department 
 
RE: Motion to revise the requirements in the Music major and minor 
 
DATE:  January 29, 2021  
 
 
RATIONALE 
 
Our proposed modifications to the music major and minor respond to seismic shifts in the field 
of music studies, the changing interests of our students, and our most recent overseer’s report 
(2016). The current curriculum, which has been in place with only minor modifications for 
nearly thirty years, reflects an earlier, less inclusive model in which Western art music served as 
linchpin, leaving little room for the exploration of other musics (e.g., African-American 
vernacular music, non-Western music, popular music, music theater). This focus has been 
increasingly challenged, with a push at many institutions for a more inclusive vision of the 
academic study of music. 
 
This shift in the field is likewise echoed in our students’ interests. The students who come 
through our classes today seek to study subjects ranging from nineteenth-century European art 
song, to Jazz, to music and samurai culture, to Maine’s fiddling music, among other topics. Yet 
the narrow scope and traditional requirements of the current curriculum deters some students 
from committing to the major, despite their strong interest in music.  
 
The proposed curriculum would allow for a broader range of students to actively participate and 
feel at home in the Music Department at Colby while maintaining a solid basis in music 
fundamentals. This increased inclusivity would be achieved through a more flexible curriculum, 
which would be enabled in four key ways: 1) by offering a choice of approved courses for our 
music history component (a shift from the currently required 3-semester Western Art music 
survey); 2) by decreasing the number of required Music Theory courses from four to two; 3) by 
increasing the number of electives from two to three; and 4) by reducing the total number of 
required courses from twelve to ten. Importantly, this increased flexibility would allow students 
to focus in a musical sub-discipline of their choice.  
 
By freeing up slots in the curriculum, the music faculty could more readily offer in-depth courses 
in their fields of specialization and topics of scholarly interest as well as offer more electives, a 
point that has been a persistent concern among students and one that was emphasized in the 
recent overseer assessment of the Music department. Currently, there is little room for our 
existing faculty to teach courses outside of the core requirements and the proposed flexibility 
would be an invigorating development for our department. 
 
Importantly, a more flexible curriculum would also offer room for new courses oriented toward 
interdisciplinary and collaborative work, a consideration that is of crucial importance as the 
Music department moves into the Gordon Center. This move entails both a physical and 
symbolic dimension, as the new space beckons opportunities for collaborative work between 
departments and disciplines and is something that can be more readily accomplished with the 
proposed curriculum. 
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The proposed curriculum, moreover, constitutes a direct reply to the suggestions of the 2016 
overseers, who appealed to the department to make the major “somewhat more horizontal than it 
is now” (2016, pg. 3), allowing for greater “interdisciplinary collaboration and breadth” (2016, 
pg. 4) as a response to student needs and as a means of “adapting to changing musical fields and 
institutional contexts” (2016, pg. 3). Ultimately, the overseers suggested reconfiguring our 
curriculum to allow for “multiple options such that students with a wide variety of musical 
backgrounds and experiences can use different angles to work their way through the major” 
(2016, pg. 5). 
 
The proposed curriculum provides such flexibility in pursuing the major, allowing students to 
gain depth in a particular pathway of study while retaining the fundamental knowledge-base 
required for fluency within the field of Music studies. 
 
 
 
PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE MAJOR 
 
Current Major Requirements (12 courses) 
 
Introduction to the Discipline 

• MU 111 Introduction to Music 
 
Music Theory 

• MU 181  Music Theory I 
• MU 182  Music Theory II 
• MU 281  Music Theory III 
• MU 282  Music Theory IV 

 
Music History 

• MU 241  Music History I: Middle Ages to the Early Baroque Period 
• MU 242  Music History II: High Baroque to the Dawn of Romanticism 
• MU 341 Music History III: Music of the 19th and 20th Centuries 

 
Ethnomusicology 

• MU 252  Introduction to World Music OR  MU 262  Introduction to Ethnomusicology 
 
Approved Electives (x2) 

• MU xxx 
 
Senior Seminar 

• MU 493/4 
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Proposed Major Requirements (10 courses) 
 
Introduction to the Discipline 

• MU 111 Introduction to Music 
 
Music Theory  

• MU 181  Music Theory I 
• MU 182  Music Theory II 

 
Music History (x2) 

• MU 241  Topics in Early Music History 
• MU 242  Topics in Baroque and Classical Music 
• MU 341  Topics in Music Since 1850 
• MU xxx  Other approved 200- or 300-level courses in music history  

 
Ethnomusicology 

• MU 252  Introduction to World Music OR  MU 262  Introduction to Ethnomusicology 
 
Approved Electives1 (x3)  

• MU xxx (x2)    
 
Courses currently offered (AY 20-21) that could count toward the elective requirement2: 
 MU 153    Introduction to Music Theory through EDM 

MU 213    Introduction to the Laptop Orchestra 
MU 234    From Rockabilly to Grunge: A History of Rock 'n' Roll 
MU 281    Theory III 
MU 282    Theory IV 
MU 298    Introduction to Sound Art and Soundwalks 

 
Courses currently offered (AY 20-21) that could count toward the elective requirement if not 
counted toward the music history or ethnomusicology requirement: 

MU 241  Music History I 
MU 242  Music History II 
MU 252  Introduction to World Music 
MU 262  Introduction to Ethnomusicology 
MU 341  Music History III 

 
Courses offered (AY 18-20) that could count toward the elective requirement: 

MU222    Maine's Musical Soundscapes: Ethnography of Maine   
MU261    Topics in Theater Performance: The Musical as Dramatic Literature  
MU275    Cultured Tough Guys: Samurai Devotion, Music, Poetry, and Art  
 

Senior Seminar 
• MU 493/4 

                                                 
1 Areas in which we would like to offer courses (given changes in staffing and/or augmented FTE) include: Music 
and Media (including, film, video games); Hip Hop (production, history); Jazz History; Global Theater; Music and 
Ecology; Music and Medicine; Music Cognition, among others. 
 
2 On occasion, students have also fulfilled their elective requirements with Jan Plan courses. 
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While our proposed curriculum would allow those students who are interested in Western art 
music history and theory to pursue these subjects in depth if they so choose, it also offers 
flexibility and opportunity for students with interests that lie elsewhere. As it stands now, 
Colby’s music curriculum exceeds the combined number of required courses for Music Theory 
and History of all of our NESCAC peer institutions as well as for the total number of classes 
required for the major. As a point of reference, below are the course requirements for Music 
Departments among our peer NESCAC institutions (see also attached tables for specifics):  

Colby's Current Requirements: 12 courses + ensembles and lessons 

Amherst            8 + ensembles and lessons 

Bates                 9 + ensemble and lessons 

Bowdoin           9 + ensemble and lessons 

Connecticut College   10 + ensemble and lessons  

Hamilton          10 + ensembles 

Tufts                 10 + ensembles and lessons 

Williams           10 + ensemble and lessons 

Trinity              11 + ensembles and lessons 

 
 
 
CATALOGUE DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED CURRICULUM  
 
Major requirements: Music 111; 181, 182; two of the following: 241, 242, 341, or other 200- or 
300-level music history courses approved by the department; 252 or 262; and 493 or 494; three 
four-credit electives in music at the 200 level or higher (MU153 may also be counted as an 
elective); two semesters of applied lessons (both of which must be taken on the same instrument 
and for credit); and two semesters of ensemble participation. 
 
Minor requirements – remain the same as the current model, other than applying flexibility to 
students’ choice of music history class and adding the possibility of MU153 as counting as an 
elective. 
 
Minor requirements: Music 111; 181, 182; one semester of music history chosen from Music 
241, 242, 252, 341, or other approved 200- or 300-level music history courses; two four-
credit music courses at the 200 level (MU153 may also be counted as an elective); two 
semesters of applied lessons (both of which must be taken on the same instrument and for 
credit); and one semester of ensemble participation. [changes to existing language in bold] 
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Attachments 
 
Attachment 1: The attached table shows the number of required History, Theory/Composition, 
Elective classes as well as the total number of academic courses for Majors in the NESCAC 
Music Departments.  
 
Attachment 2: The attached table shows the number of required History, Theory/Composition, 
Elective classes as well as the total number of academic courses for Minors in the NESCAC 
Music Departments.  
 
 
 


