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Abstract: Critical thinking in music is a core competency for music majors in higher education,
enabling them to integrate sensory auditory experiences with rational analysis to independently
evaluate, deeply interpret, and innovatively reflect on musical works, performance practices, and
artistic phenomena. In the process of preserving and innovating musical traditions, this ability serves
not only as a key differentiator between "passive recipients" and "active creators,”" but also as the
foundation for students to adapt to diverse musical environments and develop personalized artistic
expressions. As a core curriculum in music education, piano pedagogy inherently provides fertile
ground for cultivating critical thinking through its teaching components of musical analysis,
performance practice, and art appreciation. This paper begins by defining relevant concepts to
elucidate the importance of nurturing critical thinking in music. It then examines the intrinsic
connection between piano education and this cognitive skill, analyzes the practical challenges in
fostering critical thinking through piano instruction, and proposes strategies to enhance its educational
impact. The findings aim to provide theoretical support for reforming piano pedagogy and cultivating
students' core musical competencies in higher education.
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1. Introduction

In China's higher education system, music education programs often exhibit a one-way teaching
approach that overemphasizes technical drills while neglecting the cultivation of critical thinking. This
has led to oversimplified aesthetic perspectives that fail to meet modern educational demands. As the
cornerstone of music majors, piano instruction involves multiple stages: interpreting musical scores,
selecting performance techniques, mastering musical styles, and evaluating artistic effects. Each stage
presents opportunities for developing critical thinking skills [1]. However, some institutions still
prioritize technical proficiency over artistic expression and focus on outcomes rather than learning
processes. The teacher-dominated one-way teaching model stifles students' independent thinking,
reducing piano practice to mechanical "score-following" exercises. By exploring the unique value of
piano education in fostering critical thinking and developing scientific teaching methodologies, we can
not only enhance pedagogical quality but also help music students build comprehensive cognitive
frameworks. This approach cultivates core competencies essential for future professionals, representing
an essential choice for music education to meet contemporary needs and achieve substantive
development.

2. Definition of Related Concepts

2.1 Core Connotation and Contemporary Features of Piano Education in Higher Education
Institutions

As a vital component of professional music education and public art education, university piano
education has evolved from its traditional focus on "teaching performance skills" to a comprehensive
model integrating "skill development, aesthetic cultivation, and cognitive growth." Compared to
elementary and secondary education, university piano programs emphasize professional rigor and
systematic approaches, tailoring their curricula to students 'academic backgrounds (music majors
versus non-music majors). For music majors, the core objectives are "exquisite performance techniques,
profound musical interpretation, and foundational composition skills," while non-music majors
prioritize "basic performance proficiency, musical aesthetic appreciation, and critical thinking
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development." Driven by contemporary trends, university piano education exhibits three defining
characteristics: First, diversified content that breaks away from classical dominance by incorporating
piano works from Romantic, Modernist, and even contemporary pop music, expanding the curriculum's
scope. Second, intelligent pedagogy utilizing digital tools like piano software, online platforms, and
virtual performance systems to create blended "online-offline" and "theory-practice" teaching models.
Third, competency-based objectives that integrate core literacy development, emphasizing holistic
enhancement of students 'critical thinking, innovation capabilities, and cultural literacy—highlighting
the program's depth. These features provide an ideal environment for cultivating critical musical
thinking in higher education.

2.2 Concept and Origin of Critical Thinking

Critical thinking specifically refers to a methodological approach that involves analyzing problems
from a cognitive perspective through critical analysis. This methodology has been widely adopted by
Chinese educators in teaching practices, effectively helping students tackle complex challenges. In
terms of cognitive traits, critical thinking encompasses questioning spirit, logical analysis skills,
evidence evaluation capabilities, and independent judgment abilities. It requires individuals to
transcend subjective biases and authority constraints, relying on objective facts for reasoning and
decision-making [2]. In music studies, critical thinking takes on specific connotations, manifested
through rational analysis of a musical work's modal harmony, rhythmic structure, stylistic
characteristics, and emotional content. It also involves objective assessment of technical execution and
stylistic interpretation in performance, as well as dialectical interpretation of musical phenomena. The
intellectual origins of critical thinking can be traced back to ancient Greece, where Socrates' "Socratic
method" through question-and-answer debates guided people to reflect on established beliefs, serving
as the embryonic form of critical thinking. In modern times, John Dewey's "reflective thinking" theory
defined it as "active, sustained, and meticulous examination of any belief or hypothesis along with its
foundational basis and derived conclusions," providing psychological support. Since the 20th century,
critical thinking has become a research hotspot in education, established as a core objective in higher
education. In music education, it has evolved into a unique cognitive framework that integrates artistic
perception with rational analysis.

3. Importance of Cultivating Musical Critical Thinking Ability
3.1 Promoting the leap from "'sensory experience' to "rational deepening' in music cognition

As an art form of emotion, music relies on sensory experience as its cognitive foundation. However,
emotional perception without rational analysis tends to be one-sided and subjective, often leading to
interpretations of musical works remaining at the vague level of "pleasant" or "moving," failing to
grasp the artistic essence and cultural connotations. Critical thinking in music education guides students
to deconstruct and reconstruct musical elements using theoretical knowledge and form analysis
methods, transforming sensory auditory experiences into rational cognitive analysis. For instance,
analyzing harmonic progressions helps understand the logic of emotional expression, while examining
form structures enables grasping the narrative flow of a piece. This rational deepening does not negate
music's emotional value but rather enhances the depth and accuracy of emotional experience through
rational support. It enables students to clearly comprehend "why music moves" and "how to achieve
moving effects," forming a complete musical cognition where "sensory experience and rational
analysis" mutually reinforce each other, thereby avoiding interpretative biases and hollow artistic
expressions caused by superficial understanding.

3.2 Cultivating "Independent Judgment' and "Innovative Ability' in Music Practice

Students lacking critical thinking in musical performance, composition, and appreciation often rely
on authoritative interpretations or imitate others 'styles, struggling to develop personalized artistic
expression and easily falling into homogenization during creative processes. Those with critical
thinking in music can rationally evaluate existing performance versions and compositional paradigms
while respecting musical traditions and the essence of works, identifying their strengths and limitations,
and forming unique artistic judgments based on their own understanding. In piano performance, this
ability manifests as autonomous selection and reasonable application of techniques, timbre treatment,
and tempo control; in music composition, it shows through innovative combinations of musical
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elements and personalized expression. Such independent judgment and creative innovation not only
enhance the uniqueness and competitiveness of students' musical practices but also inject vibrant
individual vitality into the inheritance and development of musical art, avoiding monotonous and rigid
artistic expressions.

3.3 Core Competitiveness in Diversified Music Environments

In today's multicultural music landscape, traditional classical music interacts with modern pop,
ethnic traditions with Western styles, and classical with contemporary genres. Students are immersed in
a sea of musical information and diverse artistic perspectives, making critical music literacy a vital skill
for thriving in this environment [3]. Those lacking this ability often get lost in the information overload,
blindly chasing trends or trusting authority, failing to develop stable musical aesthetics or independent
artistic judgment. Students with critical thinking skills, however, can objectively evaluate various
music genres and artistic viewpoints using rational analysis and mature aesthetic standards. They
distinguish between artistic value and commercial appeal, discern the validity of opinions, and maintain
their artistic independence while absorbing diverse musical influences.

4. The Relationship between Piano Education and Musical Critical Thinking
4.1 Interpretation-Practice in Piano Teaching as a Carrier of Thinking Training

The comprehensive piano education framework encompassing "score interpretation—performance
practice—effect evaluation" provides an organic platform for cultivating critical musical thinking.
During the score analysis phase, students examine visual elements like notes, rhythms, dynamics, and
expression marks, applying music theory and historical context to interpret performance requirements
and artistic intentions. This process inherently embodies the "analysis-judgment" critical thinking
framework. In performance practice, students develop personalized touch techniques, tone control
methods, and tempo strategies based on their interpretations, validating their choices through
real-world application—a clear demonstration of "decision-validation" thinking. The effect evaluation
stage involves comparing performances with peers 'interpretations, analyzing discrepancies, assessing
how performances align with the work's essence, and proposing improvements. This phase
encapsulates the core "evaluation-reflection" critical thinking cycle. Each stage of piano education
transcends passive information absorption, requiring active student engagement in analysis, judgment,
and adjustment. This intrinsic pedagogical logic perfectly aligns with the cultivation of critical musical
thinking, making piano education an ideal medium for developing this essential skill.

4.2 The "Diversity" of Piano Art Expands the Dimension of Thinking Training

The diversity of works, styles, and expressions inherent in piano art can expand the training space
for critical thinking in music from multiple dimensions, deeply resonating with the "multi-angle
thinking" and "dialectical analysis" skills required for critical thinking [4]. In terms of work selection,
piano teaching covers a vast array of pieces from different eras, ethnicities, and styles, ranging from
Baroque polyphonic works to modernist avant-garde pieces, from Western classical works to China's
national adaptations. Each category of works carries unique artistic logic and cultural connotations. In
terms of stylistic expression, different versions of the same work often exhibit distinct artistic styles.
For example, a Chopin Nocturne may be interpreted significantly differently by various performers in
terms of tempo, timbre, and emotional expression. Even the same student may develop varying
interpretations of the same work at different stages. This diversity requires students to learn how to
analyze works from different perspectives, compare styles, and evaluate expressive effects in piano
learning, avoiding monolithic and absolute thinking patterns, thereby promoting the development of
critical thinking in music to broader and deeper dimensions.

5. The Realistic Difficulties in Cultivating Musical Critical Thinking in Piano Education

From the perspective of teaching practice, current piano education in higher education institutions
faces three major practical challenges in cultivating critical thinking in music. First, the deviation in
teaching philosophy: Some teachers, influenced by traditional teaching models, regard "technique
supremacy" as the core goal of piano education. They believe that as long as students master solid
performance techniques, they will naturally develop musical comprehension abilities, neglecting the
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initiative and systematic nature of thinking cultivation. This has led to a widespread phenomenon of
"emphasizing technical training while neglecting thinking guidance" in teaching processes. Second, the
limitations of teaching content: On one hand, teaching content overly focuses on classical and romantic
works, with insufficient coverage of modernist, postmodernist, and ethnic folk piano pieces, restricting
students 'breadth of musical cognition. On the other hand, teaching of works often remains at the level
of "score interpretation," lacking in-depth exploration of the creative background, cultural connotations,
and stylistic evolution of works, making it difficult to guide students in forming deep reflections on the
works. Third, the singularity of teaching methods and evaluation systems: In terms of teaching methods,
teacher-centered one-way indoctrination still dominates, lacking interactive and inquiry-based teaching
methods that can stimulate students' active thinking, making it difficult to reflect students 'principal
status. In terms of evaluation systems, the focus remains on "the precision of performance techniques"”
as the core evaluation indicator, with insufficient attention to students' analytical abilities, aesthetic
judgment, and other cognitive indicators, resulting in a lack of motivation for cultivating critical
thinking in students. Besides, the students 'own learning habits are also one of the important difficulties.
Some students are in the mode of "passive acceptance" for a long time, lack the consciousness and
ability of independent thinking, and are accustomed to relying on the teacher's guidance and
authoritative materials' interpretation, so it is difficult for them to carry out the critical analysis of
music works actively.

6. Analysis of the Promoting Effect of Piano Education on the Cultivation of Musical Critical
Thinking Ability

6.1 Deep Interpretation of Music Scores, Activating the Starting Point of "Questioning-Analysis"
Thinking

In piano education at universities, in-depth score interpretation teaching effectively activates the
starting point of "questioning-analysis" in critical music thinking, breaking students "'blind obedience"
mentality towards musical scores and cultivating their habit of active thinking. In traditional piano
teaching, students often regard scores as '"standard answers", passively accepting teachers'
interpretations of musical notation while lacking awareness of independent questioning and analysis.
Modern university piano education emphasizes guiding students to conduct autonomous in-depth
interpretation of scores. Teachers propose open-ended questions such as "Are there other possible
interpretations for this passage's dynamic markings?" and "How does the treatment of this
ornamentation align with the work's historical style?" to help students break free from mental rigidity
and raise reasonable questions about musical symbols. On this basis, students are guided to apply
knowledge of form analysis, harmonic analysis, and music history, combined with the work's creative
background and the composer's stylistic characteristics, to systematically analyze score details and
explore the artistic logic and emotional basis behind musical symbols. In this process, students need to
actively gather information, organize logic, and verify hypotheses. This not only deepens their
understanding of the work but more importantly establishes the thinking habit of "not blindly following,
being good at questioning, and being skilled in analysis" —the core starting point of critical music
thinking, laying the foundation for subsequent development of thinking abilities.

6.2 Exploration of Performance Practice, Strengthening the Thinking Process of
""Decision-making—Verification"'

Exploring personalized expression in piano performance practice strengthens the core process of
"decision-making and validation" in critical music thinking, enhancing students 'independent judgment
and reflective practice abilities. Piano education in universities no longer pursues "replication-style"
performances but encourages students to express individuality while respecting the essence of musical
works. This process inevitably involves a series of cognitive decisions and practical validations [5].
When determining performance strategies, students must make decisions across multiple
dimensions—such as touch techniques, timbre selection, tempo variations, and phrase handling—based
on in-depth interpretation of the score and their artistic understanding. For example, when interpreting
lyrical melodies, students must decide whether to use soft key contact or bright high finger lifting,
making judgments that align with the work's style and emotional content. During practice, students
validate the rationality of their decisions by listening to their own performances, assessing whether
their expressive delivery matches the work's essence. When deviations occur, they analyze the root
causes—whether misinterpretation or improper technique application—and adjust their strategies for
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6.3 Comparison of Multiple Works, Expanding the Dimension of "'Dialectical Evaluation"

The comparative teaching of diverse piano works in higher education effectively expands the
"dialectical-assessment" dimension of critical thinking in music, cultivating students 'ability to analyze
from multiple perspectives and evaluate objectively. This approach goes beyond simple work
enumeration, focusing on in-depth comparisons around specific themes or dimensions. For instance, it
examines stylistic evolution through contrasting works by the same composer across different periods,
analyzes artistic expression differences between composers on the same subject, and evaluates
interpretive characteristics and artistic value of various performance versions of the same piece. During
this process, students must apply critical thinking to deconstruct works from multiple
dimensions—modal harmony, structural form, rhythmic features, and stylistic expression—to identify
commonalities and differences among works or versions. By integrating historical context, composers'
biographies, and aesthetic standards, they can objectively assess the artistic value of works and evaluate
performance versions, avoiding absolute "either-or" thinking. Through such comparative analysis,
students learn to view musical works and artistic expressions from multiple perspectives, understand
the pluralistic possibilities of musical interpretation, recognize the core value of outstanding works and
performances, and embrace diverse artistic viewpoints, thereby enhancing the dialectical and
comprehensive nature of critical thinking.

6.4 Reflection on Teaching Interaction and Improvement of the Closed Loop of Feedback and
Opftimization

The diversified teaching interactions and reflective components in university piano education can
perfect the "feedback-optimization" closed loop of critical thinking in music, promoting continuous
enhancement of students 'cognitive abilities. Piano instruction features diverse interactive formats,
including two-way communication between teachers and students, peer evaluation among students, and
intellectual clashes during group discussions. In teacher-student interactions, instructors provide
targeted questioning and precise feedback to "correct deviations" and "guide" students' thinking,
helping them identify gaps and limitations in their own reasoning. Through peer interactions, students
share their interpretive approaches and performance strategies while listening to diverse perspectives,
enabling them to reassess their understanding from new angles and achieve complementary and
expanded thinking. More importantly, the multifaceted feedback generated during teaching interactions
motivates students to engage in deep reflection, examine the root causes of differences between their
own views and others', evaluate the rationality of feedback, and subsequently adjust their cognitive
frameworks and practical approaches.

7. Conclusion

The cultivation of critical thinking in piano education at universities is not merely an additional
teaching task, but an intrinsic value embedded in pedagogical processes such as score interpretation,
performance practice, comparative analysis, and interactive reflection. This educational approach not
only activates students' "questioning-analysis" mindset but also reinforces the "decision-verification"
process, expands the "dialectical-evaluation" perspective, and ultimately completes the
"feedback-optimization" cycle, forming a comprehensive competency development system. In the
current era where music education emphasizes core competencies, piano instruction should transcend
the traditional limitation of "prioritizing technique over critical thinking." By fully leveraging its
unique advantages in fostering musical critical thinking, educators can integrate cognitive skill
development with technical training through strategies like guiding independent interpretation,
encouraging personalized expression, facilitating comparative analysis, and enhancing interactive
reflection. Only through such integration can university piano education truly achieve the goal of
"teaching how to fish," cultivating high-caliber musicians who possess both solid performance skills
and independent thinking capabilities, thereby injecting sustained vitality into the inheritance and
development of musical art.
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