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  Abstract 
Traditional approaches to teaching ethnic music in higher education often struggle 
to engage students, resulting in passive learning and a superficial understanding of 
the rich cultural context. This article proposes an innovative pedagogical model that 
leverages the format of the musical to integrate local ethnic music—using Mongo-
lian music as a case study—into university music classrooms. This student-cen-
tered, project-based approach is designed to enhance musical literacy and learning 
interest by transforming students from passive recipients of information into active 
creators. By participating in the entire process of producing a musical—from his-
torical research and scriptwriting to musical arrangement and performance—stu-
dents engage in a multi-dimensional learning experience that encompasses theory, 
practice, history, and culture. This model addresses common dilemmas in ethnic 
music education, such as the lack of practical resources and the disconnect from 
ideological and political education, by fostering a deep, interactive, and embodied 
understanding of cultural heritage. The article argues that this approach not only 
improves artistic skills but also significantly strengthens students’ cultural confi-
dence and identity, aligning with the broader goals of ethnic unity and cultural in-
heritance in higher education. 
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1. Introduction 

In the current educational landscape, there is a growing emphasis on the importance of inheriting and promoting 
outstanding traditional cultures (Xi, 2024). As a vital carrier of cultural memory and emotional identity, ethnic music 
plays an irreplaceable role in higher education, particularly in cultivating students’ cultural confidence and sense of 
community (Zhang, 2024). However, conventional pedagogical methods in university music courses often rely on 
“cram-down” teaching where the instructor’s lecture becomes a “monologue,” leading to passive student engagement 
and poor learning outcomes (Wei, 2021). This is especially true for ethnic music, which can be perceived by students 
as distant or merely “regional culture” if not presented in an engaging, holistic manner. 

The challenge lies in transforming the ethnic music classroom from a space of passive knowledge transmission to 
one of active, multi-dimensional discovery. How can educators guide students to not only appreciate the melodies 
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and rhythms but also to deeply understand the historical narratives, cultural values, and emotional contexts embedded 
within the music? 

This paper explores an innovative solution: the integration of local ethnic music into the university music curricu-
lum through the collaborative creation and performance of a musical. Using Mongolian music as a primary example, 
this model proposes a semester-long, project-based activity where students actively participate in researching, writing, 
composing, and staging a musical based on Mongolian culture. This approach aims to provide a holistic learning 
experience that seamlessly blends theory, practice, history, and culture, thereby enhancing students’ musical literacy, 
learning interest, and profound respect for their cultural heritage. 

To raise the efficiency of transforming “knowing” into “doing” in music education, this study goes beyond pro-
posing a musical-theatre–based pedagogy and specifies three real-world constraints that often hinder implementation. 
First, a supply-side gap persists: frontline teachers frequently lack systematic approaches for curating regional intan-
gible cultural heritage (ICH) music and for re-arranging it for classroom ensembles. Second, a demand-side gap 
emerges among students: their aesthetic experience is fragmented, and their grasp of cultural context is weak, which 
limits meaningful connections between musical form and lived experience. Third, a situational gap appears in schools 
with uneven access to rehearsal space, instruments, and digital production tools. In response, the present project 
centers the triadic relation of student–work–venue, operationalized as a term-length cycle of research → creative 
adaptation → staged presentation. The deliverables include a reusable “course outcomes pack” (script, notated themes, 
rehearsal logs, and performance video) that enables observation, replication, and cross-course collaboration. By fore-
grounding authentic tasks and cumulative artefacts, the approach aims to convert local musical resources into sus-
tained curricular capacity. 

2. Theoretical Framework: Addressing Dilemmas in Ethnic Music Education 
Current ethnic music education in universities, especially in regions with diverse populations, faces several key di-
lemmas. Curricula can be singular in focus, teaching content often lacks deep integration with ideological and polit-
ical education, and there is a scarcity of practical, hands-on learning platforms (Sha, 2024). Students may learn the 
technical aspects of a musical piece but fail to connect with its cultural or emotional significance, which is crucial for 
building genuine cultural confidence and identity (Li, 2023). 

The consciousness of the Chinese national community is built upon a foundation of shared cultural and emotional 
identity (Peng, 2021). As a powerful medium of emotional expression, ethnic music can directly foster this identity 
by allowing students to experience the historical glories and struggles of the nation through art (Xu & Wang, 2024). 
However, for this to be effective, the educational approach must be interactive and immersive. The theoretical basis 
for this lies in the dialectical unity of “diversity” and “unity”—celebrating the unique characteristics of different 
ethnic cultures while recognizing their contribution to the unified, splendid Chinese culture (Zeng, 2025). 

The proposed musical theater model directly addresses these challenges. It shifts the focus from teacher-led in-
struction to student-led creation, providing a dynamic platform for practical application (Zhu & Zhou, 2021). It ne-
cessitates a deep dive into the “diversity” of Mongolian music and culture while framing it within the “unity” of a 
shared national narrative, thereby strengthening the consciousness of the community not as an abstract concept, but 
as a lived, creative experience (Feng, 2024). 

The model is anchored in the value proposition of “unity in diversity,” underpinned by constructivism and experi-
ential learning. Learners move through Kolb’s cycle—concrete experience → reflective observation → abstract con-
ceptualization → active experimentation—so that theory, repertoire analysis, and ensemble practice reinforce one 
another. Combining project-based learning (PBL) with performative learning relocates knowledge from lecture to 
high-fidelity task environments, where musical problems must be solved under narrative, temporal, and collaborative 
constraints. Narrative theory further supports cultural representation and identity work: by taking roles and crafting 
scenes, students internalize the emotive underpinnings and value orientations embedded in Mongolian musical idioms. 
In parallel, values education is integrated “gently but purposefully”: historical episodes and folk customs inform 
motivations, conflicts, and musical leitmotifs, guiding learners toward community awareness and cultural confidence. 
The framework thus treats music-making not as a terminal performance but as a researchful practice, where inquiry, 
design, rehearsal, and reflection form a coherent pathway. 

3. The Innovative Model: The Mongolian Music Musical Project 

The core of this pedagogical innovation is a semester-long project where students collaborate to produce a short 
musical. This project is structured to guide students through a comprehensive, multi-faceted learning journey. 
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Phase 1: Research and Conceptualization (Theory, History, Culture) 
The project begins with an exploratory phase where students, divided into groups, research various aspects of 

Mongolian culture. Potential themes for the musical could include historical epics like the tales of Genghis Khan, 
traditional folklore, or stories reflecting contemporary life on the grasslands. Students investigate not only the histor-
ical context but also the cultural values, social customs, and traditional aesthetics. Concurrently, they study the theo-
retical foundations of Mongolian music, including its unique scales (pentatonic), characteristic rhythms, and iconic 
instruments like the Morin Khuur (horse-head fiddle) and the art of Khoomei (throat singing). 

Beyond topic selection, source review, and feature mapping, the team adopts a source-credibility ranking and a 
cultural-sensitivity checklist to ensure respectful, lawful use of materials. A shared research dossier is created (anno-
tated references, field-interview prompts, motif cards), culminating in a short “research brief” for intra-group critique. 
Deliverable: a one-page map of musical traits (scale, rhythm, vocal style) linked to candidate scenes. 

Phase 2: Creative Development (Practice and Application) 
In this phase, theory is put into practice. 
• Scriptwriting: Students synthesize their research into a narrative, writing the script, dialogue, and lyrics for the 

musical. 
• Musical Composition and Arrangement: Students in the music composition group arrange traditional Mon-

golian folk melodies or create new music inspired by traditional styles to fit the narrative. This practical task 
requires a deep understanding of the musical theory learned in Phase 1. 

• Choreography and Staging: Other groups design simple choreography based on traditional Mongolian dance 
and plan the staging, costumes, and props, ensuring cultural authenticity. 

Script and lyric writing follow a motif–variation–recapitulation logic so that each stage action is underpinned by a 
musical intention. Arranging connects traditional instruments (e.g., morin khuur, sihu, jaw harp) with a digital audio 
workstation (DAW), documented via a timbre board that records sampling, layering, and mix notes. Scenic design 
and costumes follow a “availability principle”—maximizing fidelity with on-hand resources and recyclable materials. 
Milestones: by Week 6, complete Script v1 and principal melodic themes; by Week 8, finish a blocking draft and 
scene breakdown; by Week 10, produce choral sections and a first orchestration sketch. Peer reviews at each mile-
stone emphasize musical coherence, cultural accuracy, and feasibility. 

Phase 3: Rehearsal and Performance (Interactive Collaboration) 
This phase is dedicated to practice and collaboration. Students take on roles as actors, singers, musicians, and 

stagehands. The rehearsal process is inherently interactive, requiring constant communication, problem-solving, and 
teamwork. The instructor acts as a facilitator, providing guidance and feedback. The project culminates in a final 
performance for the university community, giving students a tangible sense of accomplishment and a platform to 
share their cultural learning. 

The flow—segment rehearsals → integrated runs → tech rehearsal → preview → premiere—is supported by an 
on-stage diagnostic list (tempo stability, choral balance, safety of blocking) and contingency plans (understudy chart; 
prop failure protocols). A campus preview with a short audience survey gathers formative feedback for revision. 
Final outputs (score set, rehearsal schedules, cue sheets) are archived to seed future cohorts. 

4. Multi-dimensional Learning Outcomes 

This integrated model is designed to achieve a set of interconnected, multi-dimensional learning outcomes that go far 
beyond what is possible in a traditional classroom. 
• Theoretical Learning: By applying musical concepts to create and arrange a score, students internalize theo-

retical knowledge about scales, modes, rhythm, and instrumentation in a practical, meaningful context. 
• Practical Skills: Students gain hands-on experience in performance (singing, acting, playing instruments), 

composition, arrangement, and stage production, enhancing their overall artistic literacy. 
• Historical Consciousness: Researching the stories and cultural background for the musical provides students 

with a deep and nuanced understanding of Mongolian and Chinese history. 
• Cultural Immersion and Confidence: By embodying characters, singing traditional songs, and performing 

cultural narratives, students develop a profound connection to and pride in their cultural heritage. This immer-
sive experience is fundamental to building cultural confidence (Ma, 2024). 
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Enhanced Interest and Motivation: The creative, collaborative, and goal-oriented nature of producing a musical 
generates a high level of student engagement and intrinsic motivation, transforming learning from a requirement into 
a passion. 

To make outcomes visible, measurable, and improvable, evaluation is threefold. 
(1) Formative evaluation occurs bi-weekly through milestone peer reviews and mentor notes, emphasizing research 

depth, creative progress, and teamwork. 
(2) Summative evaluation focuses on the premiere: musical completeness, clarity of stage narrative, and fidelity 

of cultural representation are scored with a four-band rubric; an “innovation bonus” recognizes successful integration 
of traditional vocalism with polyphonic textures or inventive choreography grounded in source material. 

(3) Reflective evaluation comprises personal learning logs and a group after-action review that traces key decisions 
from literature search to final scoring. 

For transfer, each team designs a micro-project that repurposes one musical motif into multiple classroom contexts 
(e.g., assembly, interdisciplinary day), thus extending the impact beyond the music classroom to the broader campus 
arts ecology. 

5. Conclusion 

The challenge of making ethnic music education relevant and inspiring for today’s university students requires a 
departure from traditional, passive teaching methods. The musical theater model presented here offers a vibrant, 
effective alternative. By integrating Mongolian music into a collaborative and creative project, this approach trans-
forms the classroom into a living laboratory for cultural and artistic exploration. It provides a powerful solution to 
the dilemmas of curriculum singularity and lack of practical engagement, fostering a multi-dimensional learning 
environment where theory, practice, history, and culture are seamlessly interwoven. 

Through this process, students do not just learn about ethnic music; they live it, create with it, and share it. This 
active engagement cultivates not only their musical and artistic skills but also a deep-seated cultural understanding 
and confidence. By empowering students to become storytellers and custodians of their heritage, this innovative 
model provides solid educational support for strengthening the consciousness of the Chinese national community, 
ensuring that the rich tapestry of ethnic culture continues to thrive and inspire future generations. 

This musical-theatre pedagogy positions performance not as an endpoint but as a means to catalyze inquiry, col-
laboration, and cultural literacy. For sustainability, we recommend: (a) building a school-based repository of Mon-
golian music materials and exemplar scripts; (b) exploring school–community partnerships so that graduation-season 
shows align with local cultural festivals, creating a “course–community–culture” loop; (c) launching a micro-grant 
and mini-tour scheme that enables high-quality student productions to travel between schools and community venues, 
bringing authentic audience feedback back into the class; and (d) institutionalizing a safety and compliance frame-
work—from stage-risk assessment to copyright training—so that innovation proceeds within clear guardrails. In this 
way, ethnic-music education evolves from knowledge transmission into co-creation, allowing shared civic values to 
take root through living artistic practice. 
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