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The following is a response to the Produc4vity Commission’s interim report, more 
specifically rela4ng to the pillar: Building a Skilled and Adaptable Workforce. 
 
Educa&ng for a produc&ve future – it’s &me to sing a new tune. 
 
The Australian Federal Government Produc4vity Commission’s Adaptable Workforce Interim 
Report has highlighted “founda4onal skills provide a fundamental building block for 
adaptability” (p.5) sugges4ng improvements to school-based learning - specifically in 
reading, wri4ng and mathema4cs - will contribute to a more adaptable workforce.  
 
While a plaRorm that aids educators to create inclusive and digitally enabled learning 
environments for students is a commendable sugges4on, it will not directly lead to building 
the skills of adaptability therefore offer limited to no return on investment. The professional 
development required for its use will compound an already-stressed educa4on workforce 
that is experiencing high aVri4on rates owing to increased administra4on responsibili4es. 
While it could be argued that AI and edtech could be u4lised to resolve this concern, and 
support student learning, this will only compound the issue of produc4vity as the Forbes top 
50 AI companies reside outside of Australia1. The profits incurred from the Produc4vity 
Commission’s AI recommenda4on will likely remain overseas. 
 
The Produc4vity Commission has recognised adaptability as a fundamental skill required in a 
future workforce where employees will need to complete further on-the-job training, 
reskilling, and upskilling. I recommend the Produc4vity Commission first rigorously scru4nise 
not only what is taught in schools, but bravely rethink how successful curriculum can be 
efficiently delivered and supported through means that are sustainable and incur life-long 
impact. 
 
Solu&on: Embed Instrumental Music Educa&on Programmes in all state-funded schools. 
 
Queensland and Western Australian are currently the two states that have a free 
instrumental music program embedded in their state schools. A quick internet search will 
reveal that Australian schools possessing embedded and strong music programs consistently 
perform significantly higher in NAPLAN2 . This includes considera4on of the “compara4ve 
average of students with a similar background”, and “all Australian students.” It is of no 
surprise that the Sydney Conservatorium High School was rated as Australia’s No.1 Public 
High School. This ranking includes the criterion indicator “high academic performance.” This 
further supports the South Australian government decision to address chronic literacy and 
numeracy school underperformance by implemen4ng its Music Educa=on Strategy 2019-

 
1 h#ps://www.forbes.com/lists/ai50/  
2 h#ps://www.myschool.edu.au  



2029 with the view to develop thinking and learning skills, li] literacy and numeracy 
standards, and build social inclusion and enhance wellbeing3. 
 
Evidence suppor&ng music educa&on providing the founda&onal skills of produc&vity. 
 
My own na4on-wide 2024 Australian study found that those who had experienced 
instrumental music educa4on were able to iden4fy a plethora of skills transferable to their 
non-music workplaces, further aiding produc=vity and workplace health. It determined that 
instrumental music educa4on introduced at primary school and sustained throughout 
secondary and beyond meant a higher likelihood of degree comple=on, plus significantly 
developed soG skills and aHtudes enabling their current and future employability. These 
par4cipants were confident, self-sufficient, resilient, and more likely to embrace life-long 
learning. 
 
My research par4cipants (N=186) hail predominantly from Queensland and Western 
Australia. These states have the longest-running government-funded instrumental music 
programmes. Table 1 shows most (94%) possess undergraduate, postgraduate, masters, or 
doctoral degrees: 56% aVained undergraduate degrees (the na4onal average is 32%4) and 
11% possess a doctoral qualifica4on (the na4onal average is 1.3%5). 
 
Table 1 

 
 
Their non-music professions span 19 standard industrial classifications (see Table 2). Just 
under a third identified as health workers, and 12% worked in education – these are two 
areas of employment in current and future demand (Jobs and Skills Australia, 2024). 
 
Table 2. 

 
3 h#ps://www.educa:on.sa.gov.au/schools-and-educators/strategies-and-ini:a:ves/music-educa:on-strategy-
and-innova:on-fund/music-educa:on-strategy-and-music-innova:on-fund  
4 h#ps://www.sta:sta.com/sta:s:cs/612854/australia-popula:on-with-university-degree/  
5 h#ps://www.vu.edu.au/about-vu/news-events/news/australia-has-way-more-phd-graduates-than-academic-
jobs-heres-how-to-rethink-doctoral-degrees  



 
 
Table 3 shows the skills and attitudes attained from their instrumental music education 
achieved at mostly intermediate and advanced standard. I then compared the results to 
their skills used in their current jobs. Green represents the top five skills, and yellow 
recognised the most comparatively gained/used. 
 
Table 3. 





 
 
Prior studies on the “benefits of a quality, sequen4al and ongoing music educa4on” (p.5) 
impac4ng one’s overall school educa4on are physical development/prac=cal skills, 
learning development (reading, wri&ng, and mathema&cs), and human development (self-
regula4on, self-awareness, and social cohesion) (Collins, Dwyer & Date, 2019, pp. 5-6). 
However, they further recommended to achieve this, ideally music educa4on should:  
 

• begin in pre-school. 
• not just be for the “talented”. 
• ensure complex strings, wind, brass and percussion instruments that require 

effort and mastery are taught. 
• encourage students to learn over a long period of 4me (3-7 years) i.e., aVain 

beyond beginner standard. 
• and include teaching pedagogy that is “ac4ve, formal and structured” (Collins, 

Dwyer & Date, 2019, p.7).  
 
Such music learning is known to significantly contribute to neurogenesis, crea4ng brains 
possessing high func4on and capability (see Dr Anita Collins’ Ted-Ed video). 
 
Australia’s current workforce have many musicians either working simultaneously in non-
music roles (Throsby & Petetskaya, 2024), or leaving the music profession to pursue non-
music careers (Tolmie, 2025). My research further ascertained the stronger the music 
capability and experience, the more developed their so] skills and amtudes. This in turn 
meant transferability was greater (more relevant to the adop4on of new technologies). Table 
5 and 6 illustrate this. In addi4on to health and educa4on, 11% of musicians possessing dual 
careers worked in IT. 



 
Table 5. The transferable skills of musicians who have exited the profession to pursue non-
music roles.

  
Table 6. The transferable skills of professional musicians who also work in non-music 
professions.  

   
 
Following the responses by the participants who were musically educated but never 
pursued a career in music (N=186) to the direct question, “In what way were the skills 
gained from your music education distinctly transferable to your non-music career?” I coded 
and themed their responses using the Level 1-4 Global Skills Taxonomy6 of skills, 
knowledges, abilities, and attitudes. The most significant response was the attitudinal skill of 
self-efficacy (n=149) where the participants suggested their music education enabled 
curiosity and life-long learning (n=11), dependability and attention to detail (n=45), 
motivation and self-awareness (n=45), plus resilience, flexibility and agility (n=48). 
 
An example response coded as curiosity and lifelong learning included: 

“Learning music and being quite good as it gave me confidence to learn and try other 
new things as an adult […] That confidence has extended into professional life where 
I have tried totally new projects and skills even though I may be feeling very unsure.” 
(ME114, Federal Public Servant)  

 
 

6 h#ps://www1.reskillingrevolu:on2030.org/skills-taxonomy/index.html  



The theme of music enabling confidence leading to public speaking, learning/trying new 
things – such as new technology, was also mentioned as something that empowered people 
more socially in the workplace. Others also discussed the ability to focus for long periods of 
time (in the age of smartphones, this is a cognition skill in vast decline costing employers 
much valued productivity7), and that their high standards attained and sustained in their 
music making was an expectation they brought into their work environment. Skills such as 
pattern recognition within sight reading, non-verbal communication, mindfulness and joy 
experienced with music were all skills and attitudes they perceived transferable to their 
workplace with some even using their musical skill to creatively achieve non-music 
outcomes. 
 
Over a quarter commented they used music for health management and workplace 
resilience. A medical professional suggested - “I can have a stressful day at work and come 
home and play the piano until I've unwound” (ME16, Medical professional). Another lawyer 
added, “I also love that it uses my whole brain in a different way to my day job and going to 
rehearsal means I have to focus on the music and stop thinking about everything else that's 
going on which can be a fantastic reset and good for mental health balance” (ME147, 
Lawyer). This is a form of self-management and care, vital to workplace health and 
productivity. Some studies have estimated that the cost of unhealthy workplaces to 
businesses in Australia is in the order of $11 billion (PwC 2014) to $12.8 billion each year 
(KPMG and Mental Health Australia 2018). The Productivity Commission (2020) estimated 
that absenteeism and presenteeism in the workforce costs up to $17 billion per year. 
 
As Luci Ellis (Economic Advisor, Westpac Banking Corporation) has stated many times on 
public media platforms, “Productivity is just stuff divided by time”. Underrepresented in the 
Productivity Commission has been the skills of planning and time management. The sheer 
temporal nature of music means the musically trained have an intimate knowledge of the 
construct that is time. Furthermore, they understand the value of hard deadlines often 
citing the rehearsal and performance mantra “early is on time, on time is late, and late is left 
behind”. With this work ethic, they are likewise equipped to accurately estimate the time 
and processes it takes to acquit all tasks that lead to the end product. The musically 
educated see correlations between personal practice, rehearsals, mental preparation with 
team meetings, work-in-progress milestones, client meetings, work contribution, all towards 
the deadline/launch/event etc8.  
 
The World Economic Forum Future of Jobs Survey report 2025 has iden4fied the most 
crucial skills required by employers for the next 5 years:  
 
“AI and big data top the list as the fastest-growing skills, followed closely by networks and 
cybersecurity and technological literacy. Complemen4ng these technological skills, crea&ve 
thinking and two socio-emo4onal amtudes – resilience, flexibility, and agility, along with 
curiosity and lifelong learning – are also seen as rising in importance. Also ranking among 
the top 10 skills on the rise are leadership and social influence, talent management, 

 
7 h#ps://www.forbes.com/sites/jackkelly/2023/07/10/the-problem-with-scrolling-through-social-media-
during-the-workday/?sh=608d5b273150  
8 h#ps://theconversa:on.com/an-educa:on-in-music-makes-you-a-be#er-employee-are-recruiters-in-tune-
226960  



analy&cal thinking, and environmental stewardship. These skills highlight the need for 
workers who can lead teams, manage talent effec4vely and adapt to sustainability and green 
transi4ons in an increasingly complex and interconnected world.” (WEF, 2025, p.37) 
 
In summary, instrumental music education greatly impacts the lives of our future 
Australians who subsequently represent a highly educated, experienced, largely skilled and 
professional population who are excellent role models for their peers and mitigate their 
work-stress through music-making thus creating a more capable and cost-effective 
workforce. Their skills attained through music are current and future requirements for a 
strong economy. When considering AI and technological advancements, their technological 
capabilities such as Analytical thinking, Confidence and Willing to Learn attitudes developed 
through music will more than enable necessary future adaptability, thus sustaining and 
increasing workplace productivity. 
 
This proposal requires significant investment but less than what is currently proposed in the 
Productivity Commission’s interim report, resulting greater and more sustainable return and 
long-lasting social dividends. To achieve improved workplace productivity via a more 
justifiable process, the Australian Government will need to aquit the following 
recommendations. To note, this proposal correlates with recommendations to the 
Australian Government following the federal inquiry into the problems and challenges 
within the Australian live music industry. Cost-saving strategies exist. 
 
Recommendations 
 

• Embed Commonwealth-funded instrumental music programmes in all primary and 
secondary state schools throughout Australia modelling prevailing best-practice 
initiatives, plus expand existing budgets for current school instrumental programmes 
to enable higher student participation. 

• Offer government-funded incentives to private schools who have limited or no 
instrumental music programmes. 

• In acknowledgement of educational value, reform ATAR scaling practices of 
secondary school music education subjects9. 

• Include the Arts within STEM conversations (reform to STEAM) and do not deter 
school-aged students from arts (more specifically music) careers10. 

• Offer government-funded financial incentives and support to universities and 
conservatoires to prioritise and further develop rigorous instrumental music teacher 
training. 

• Increase the depth of current music curriculum training for pre-service primary and 
secondary school teachers (currently in decline11). 

• Provide financial and infra-structure support for current and new community music 
initiatives. 

 
9 NAAE. (2024, November 14). NAAE advocates for declining crea3ve arts courses. NAAE news. 
h#ps://naae.org.au/news/naae-advocacy-for-declining-crea:ve-arts-courses 
10 White, R. (2019, November 29). The majority of music students drop out before the end of high school – is 
the ATAR to blame? The Conversa3on. h#ps://theconversa:on.com/the-majority-of-music-students-drop-out-
before-the-end-of-high-school-is-the-atar-to-blame-126350 
11 h#ps://www.alberts.co/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Music-Educa:on-ITE-Report A4 130623.pdf  
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