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Abstract: In the contemporary landscape of higher education, public music education often occupies a marginalized
position, with its core value requiring redefinition beyond mere recreational activity. This study employs a mixed-
methods empirical approach to investigate the impact of public music education on the development of university
students' aesthetic literacy and innovative thinking. A quasi-experimental design was implemented, comparing a
cohort of students enrolled in structured public music courses with a control group. Data were collected through
pre- and post-test surveys measuring aesthetic perception, appreciation, and critical thinking skills, alongside the
Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT). Quantitative results indicate a statistically significant positive
correlation between participation in public music education and enhanced levels of both aesthetic literacy and
innovative thinking. Qualitative analysis of student reflections and project-based work further revealed deeper
engagement and transference of creative skills to other academic domains. The findings argue for a fundamental re-
evaluation of public music education’s role in fostering essential 21st-century competencies. Based on the empirical
evidence, the study concludes by proposing a practical framework of actionable pathways for curriculum reform
and pedagogical innovation to maximize these developmental benefits within university education.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In the 21st century, global higher education systems are increasingly characterized by a paradigm of utilitarianism and
instrumentalism, heavily prioritizing scientific, technological, engineering, and mathematical (STEM) disciplines directly
linked to economic competitiveness and workforce development. Within this constrained academic ecosystem, the arts and
humanities, particularly non-credit bearing or general education courses like public music education, often face
marginalization, perceived as extracurricular luxuries rather than core components of a comprehensive education. This trend
exists in stark contrast to a growing consensus among educators and policymakers about the necessity of cultivating "21st-
century skills" in graduates, which prominently include creativity, critical thinking, and cultural awareness. Public music
education, defined as structured music appreciation, theory, and practice courses designed for the general student population
rather than music majors, sits at a critical juncture. It possesses the inherent potential to address these very skills, yet its
actual contributions remain largely anecdotal or undervalued, creating a significant disconnect between its perceived and
potential role in shaping well-rounded, innovative individuals.

The core problem this research addresses is the systemic undervaluation of public music education in universities, leading
to its precarious position in curricula, limited resource allocation, and a lack of rigorous, empirical evidence to substantiate
its claimed benefits. While the intrinsic value of music for personal enrichment is often acknowledged, its extrinsic value
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in fostering transferable cognitive and affective competencies remains inadequately explored and articulated within the
academic discourse. Many institutions offer public music courses, but their impact is frequently measured by enrollment
numbers or student satisfaction surveys rather than by demonstrable outcomes on student development. Consequently,
without robust, data-driven validation, the argument for expanding and deepening public music education remains
vulnerable to budgetary pressures and shifting institutional priorities. This study identifies and confronts this gap by
empirically investigating the specific impact of public music education on two crucial, yet under-measured, student
outcomes: aesthetic literacy and innovative thinking.

The primary objective of this research is to empirically examine the influence of participation in public music education on
the development of university students' aesthetic literacy and innovative thinking capabilities. To achieve this overarching
aim, the study pursues the following specific objectives: first, to assess the baseline levels of aesthetic literacy and
innovative thinking among a sample of university students; second, to measure the quantitative change in these
competencies following a structured intervention of public music education; and third, to qualitatively explore the students'
lived experiences and perceptions of how music learning influenced their creative and aesthetic processes. Guided by these
objectives, the study is driven by three central research questions:

1. To what extent does participation in public music education significantly impact students' aesthetic literacy, as measured
by standardized scales of perception, interpretation, and evaluation?

2. To what extent does participation in public music education significantly impact students' innovative thinking, as
measured by indicators of fluency, flexibility, originality, and elaboration?

3. How do students describe and perceive the influence of public music education on their approach to aesthetic and creative
challenges within and beyond the arts?

This research holds significant value on both theoretical and practical fronts. Theoretically, it contributes to the fields of
music education, aesthetic philosophy, and cognitive psychology by building an empirical bridge between musical
engagement and the development of higher-order cognitive and affective skills. It moves beyond theoretical assertions to
provide quantitative and qualitative data that can validate or challenge existing pedagogical models, thereby enriching the
academic discourse on the role of the arts in cognitive development. Practically, the findings of this study are poised to offer
substantial insights for university administrators, curriculum developers, and policymakers. By providing compelling
evidence of the tangible benefits of public music education, this research can serve as a powerful advocacy tool for securing
institutional support, funding, and a more central place for the arts in general education requirements. Furthermore, the
proposed “practical pathways" will offer a actionable framework for designing and implementing more effective and
impactful public music programs that are explicitly geared towards fostering essential 21st-century skills.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Public music education in higher learning institutions has undergone a significant conceptual evolution, transitioning from
a peripheral amenity to a potential cornerstone of holistic education. Historically, its roots can be traced to the European
tradition of Bildung and the American liberal arts model, where music appreciation courses were intended to cultivate
"cultured" individuals. In its early stages, the curriculum was often centered on a canonical, Western-centric repertoire,
delivered through a passive, lecture-based format focused on historical knowledge and theoretical analysis. However, the
contemporary understanding of public music education has broadened considerably. Scholars now advocate for a more
inclusive, active, and student-centered approach. This modern paradigm, as discussed by authors like Reimer and Elliott,
encompasses not only appreciation but also creative practices like composition, improvisation, and performance, often
integrating diverse global musics. The purpose has shifted from cultural transmission to personal development, aiming to
foster skills such as collaboration, empathy, and creative expression. Despite this evolution, the implementation remains
inconsistent, often caught between its traditional identity as a "soft" elective and its emerging potential as a catalyst for
essential cognitive and affective development.

Aesthetic literacy, while a widely used term, requires careful deconstruction to be operationalized as a measurable construct.
It extends beyond simple "appreciation” to encompass a multidimensional capacity to perceive, interpret, evaluate, and
emotionally connect with artistic works. Parsons and others have theorized stages of aesthetic development, moving from
impulsive responses to more contextualized and critical understanding. Core components of aesthetic literacy include: (1)
Perceptual Sensitivity: The ability to discern nuanced elements within a piece of music, such as timbre, dynamics, texture,
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and form; (2) Emotional and Empathetic Engagement: The capacity to be moved by and connect with the expressive content
of music; (3) Critical Interpretation: The skill to analyze and construct meaning, understanding how cultural and historical
contexts shape a work; and (4) Judgment and Communication: The ability to articulate informed evaluations and
preferences. Measuring this complex literacy is challenging. Researchers often employ a combination of self-report surveys
assessing attitudes and engagement, performance-based assessments (e.g., analyzing an unfamiliar piece), and qualitative
analyses of written critiques or interviews to capture its multifaceted nature.

Innovative thinking, often used interchangeably with creativity in an applied context, is not a monolithic trait but a cognitive
process that can be cultivated. Guilford's classic distinction between convergent thinking (finding a single correct answer)
and divergent thinking (generating multiple novel ideas) is foundational. Divergent thinking is frequently measured by
indicators such as fluency (number of ideas), flexibility (variety of ideas), originality (novelty of ideas), and elaboration
(developing ideas in detail). Furthermore, innovative thinking involves a dynamic interplay between associative thinking,
where disparate concepts are connected, and critical evaluation, where ideas are refined and implemented. The Torrance
Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT) remain a standard instrument for assessing these divergent thinking skills. In an
educational context, innovative thinking is demonstrated when students can transfer concepts, solve problems in
unconventional ways, or synthesize knowledge from different domains to create a novel outcome, such as a musical
composition, a scientific model, or a business plan.

The theoretical connection between music education, aesthetic literacy, and innovative thinking is supported by several
interdisciplinary frameworks. From a neuroscientific perspective, engaging with music is a whole-brain activity that fosters
neuroplasticity. Learning and creating music strengthens neural networks involved in auditory processing, motor
coordination, and executive function, which are also critical for complex problem-solving. The theory of cross-domain
transfer posits that skills learned in one domain can enhance performance in another. For instance, the structural
understanding of musical form may transfer to an improved grasp of narrative in writing, while improvisation cultivates
cognitive flexibility applicable to brainstorming sessions. Furthermore, the act of music interpretation is itself a creative
process, requiring individuals to form and test hypotheses about a piece's meaning and expression, thereby exercising the
same cognitive muscles used in innovative thinking. While the debate on the specificity of transfer continues, the prevailing
view is that music education, particularly when it emphasizes active creation and critical analysis, provides a rich training
ground for the cognitive and affective components that underlie broader creativity.

Despite the compelling theoretical links, a critical review of the literature reveals several salient gaps that this study aims
to address. Firstly, much of the existing research on music and cognition focuses on specialized, intensive musical training
from a young age, leaving the impact of public, post-secondary music education on non-majors underexplored. Secondly,
while many studies champion the benefits of arts education, there is a scarcity of mixed-methods empirical research that
quantitatively measures specific outcomes like aesthetic literacy and innovative thinking while also qualitatively capturing
the student experience. Many claims remain anecdotal or are based on correlation rather than controlled intervention.
Thirdly, the connection between the specific pedagogical practices of public music courses (e.g., moving from passive
listening to active creation) and the development of measurable innovative skills is not well-established. This study directly
contributes to filling these gaps by: (1) targeting the non-major university student population in a public music education
context; (2) employing a rigorous quasi-experimental, mixed-methods design to provide robust empirical evidence; and (3)
explicitly linking pedagogical intervention to the dual outcomes of aesthetic literacy and innovative thinking, thereby
providing a validated foundation for the "practical pathways" proposed in the conclusion.

I11. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the methodological framework employed to investigate the impact of
public music education on aesthetic literacy and innovative thinking. It details the research paradigm, participant selection
criteria, specific research instruments, data collection procedures, and the analytical strategies that will be used to interpret
both quantitative and qualitative data.

This study is grounded in a pragmatic research paradigm, which advocates for the selection of methods that best address
the research problem. Consequently, a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design is adopted. This approach prioritizes
quantitative data collection and analysis, which is subsequently followed by qualitative data collection and analysis. The
primary rationale for this design is that the quantitative component will provide objective, generalizable data to test the
hypotheses regarding the impact of music education, while the subsequent qualitative component will serve to explain,
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elaborate, and contextualize the quantitative findings. By integrating both numerical trends and rich, personal narratives,
this design seeks to yield a more complete and nuanced understanding of the complex phenomena under investigation than
either approach could achieve in isolation.

The study will employ a quasi-experimental design with a non-equivalent control group. The participant pool will consist
of approximately 120-150 undergraduate students from a large public university, recruited through a general education
course catalog and university-wide subject pool. The Experimental Group will be composed of students who enroll in a
designated "Public Music Education™ course, specifically designed for non-majors. This course will move beyond
traditional lecture-based formats to incorporate active listening, critical analysis, and hands-on creative projects. The
Control Group will consist of students enrolled in an introductory-level social science course with no arts-related content,
matched as closely as possible for academic level and general education credit value. A convenience sampling method will
be used, with participants providing informed consent. Demographic data, including prior musical training, will be collected
to assess the baseline equivalence of the groups and to be used as covariates in the analysis if necessary.

A suite of validated instruments and protocols will be used to collect robust and multi-faceted data.

To measure aesthetic literacy, a standardized scale will be adapted from existing instruments in aesthetic education
literature. This Likert-scale questionnaire will assess the four core components identified in the literature review: Perceptual
Sensitivity (e.g., "I can identify distinct instrumental layers in a complex piece of music™), Emotional Engagement (e.g., "l
often feel a strong emotional response to music"), Critical Interpretation (e.g., "I can discuss how a piece of music reflects
its historical context"), and Communicative Judgment (e.g., "I can articulate reasons for my musical preferences”). The
scale will be piloted for clarity and reliability (Cronbach's Alpha) prior to the main study.

The Figural Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT) will be administered to provide an objective, standardized measure
of innovative thinking. The TTCT is renowned for its reliability and validity in assessing key dimensions of divergent
thinking: Fluency, Flexibility, Originality, and Elaboration. Its figural form minimizes cultural and verbal bias. As an
alternative or supplementary measure, a domain-general creative problem-solving task, such as designing a solution to a
novel, open-ended problem, may be used and scored using a validated rubric mirroring the TTCT dimensions.

To gather qualitative data, two instruments will be used. First, a semi-structured interview protocol will be developed to
guide in-depth conversations with a purposively selected sub-sample (approx. 15-20) of students from the experimental
group. Questions will explore their experiences in the course, perceived changes in their approach to music and other
creative tasks, and instances of cross-domain application. Second, a portfolio analysis rubric will be designed to assess the
creative artifacts (e.g., final composition projects, critical reflection essays) produced in the music course. This rubric will
evaluate creativity, depth of aesthetic understanding, and evidence of synthesis and original thought.

Data collection will occur in three phases, aligned with the academic semester. In the pre-test phase (Week 1), all
participants (both experimental and control groups) will complete the Aesthetic Literacy Scale and the TTCT during a
scheduled session. During the intervention phase (Weeks 2-14), the experimental group will undergo the public music
education curriculum, while the control group will participate in their respective course. In the post-test phase (Week 15),
all participants will again complete the Aesthetic Literacy Scale and the TTCT. Immediately following the post-test, the
selected sub-sample from the experimental group will be interviewed.

Ethical approval will be sought from the University's Institutional Review Board (IRB). Key ethical considerations include:
obtaining informed consent that clearly outlines the study's purpose and procedures; ensuring the right to withdraw at any
time without penalty; guaranteeing the anonymity and confidentiality of all data; and securely storing all digital and physical
data. Participants in the control group will be offered a summary of the findings and the opportunity to enroll in the music
course in a subsequent semester.

The data analysis will mirror the sequential mixed-methods design. For the quantitative data, all scores from the Aesthetic
Literacy Scale and the TTCT will be entered into SPSS (or similar statistical software). Preliminary analyses will include
descriptive statistics and reliability checks. To test the primary hypotheses, a series of Mixed-Analysis of Variance (Mixed
ANOVA) tests will be conducted, with Time (pre-test vs. post-test) as the within-subjects factor and Group (Experimental
vs. Control) as the between-subjects factor. This analysis will determine if the change in scores over time is significantly
greater for the experimental group than for the control group. Ancillary analyses, such as Analysis of Covariance
(ANCOVA), may be used to control for pre-existing differences like prior musical training.
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For the qualitative data, all interviews will be transcribed verbatim. The transcripts and portfolio artifacts will be analyzed
using Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis. This process will involve familiarization with the data, generating initial
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. The qualitative
analysis will aim to identify key themes that explain how and why the music course influenced (or did not influence) the
students' aesthetic and cognitive processes, thereby providing a rich context for interpreting the quantitative results. The
final stage of analysis will be the integration of quantitative and qualitative findings to draw coherent and well-supported
conclusions.

IV. DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study, systematically addressing the research questions posed at the
outset. It begins with a description of the participant sample, followed by a detailed reporting of the quantitative results
pertaining to aesthetic literacy and innovative thinking. Subsequently, it unveils the key themes emerging from the
qualitative data. The chapter culminates in a triangulation of these distinct data sets to provide a cohesive and multi-faceted
answer to the central inquiry regarding the impact of public music education.

The final sample consisted of 128 undergraduate students, with 68 in the experimental group (Public Music Education
course) and 60 in the control group (Introductory Sociology). The groups were demographically comparable. The sample
was 58% female and 42% male, with a mean age of 19.7 years (SD = 1.2). Participants represented a diverse range of
academic majors, predominantly from STEM (45%), Social Sciences (30%), and Humanities (25%) fields. A crucial
baseline measure was prior musical training. In the experimental group, 25% reported having more than two years of formal
musical training, compared to 22% in the control group. A chi-square test confirmed no statistically significant difference
in prior musical experience between the groups (}2 = 0.15, p = .70), ensuring that pre-existing musical skill was not a
confounding variable at the outset of the study. Pre-test scores on both the Aesthetic Literacy Scale and the TTCT also
showed no significant differences between the groups, establishing baseline equivalence for the subsequent analyses.

A mixed-analysis of variance (Mixed ANOVA) was conducted to evaluate the impact of the music education intervention
on aesthetic literacy scores. The analysis revealed a statistically significant interaction effect between Time (pre-test vs.
post-test) and Group (Experimental vs. Control), F(1, 126) = 28.43, p <.001, n? = .18, indicating a large effect size. Simple
main effects analysis showed that while the control group demonstrated no significant change from pre-test (M=52.1,
SD=6.4) to post-test (M=52.9, SD=6.1), p = .42, the experimental group showed a significant and substantial increase from
pre-test (M=51.8, SD=7.1) to post-test (M=61.3, SD=5.8), p < .001. Further analysis of the subscales of the Aesthetic
Literacy Scale indicated that the most pronounced gains were in the areas of Critical Interpretation (e.g., analyzing structure
and context) and Perceptual Sensitivity (e.g., identifying musical elements), with more modest gains in Emotional
Engagement. These results provide strong quantitative evidence that the public music education course directly and
significantly enhanced students' aesthetic literacy.

To assess changes in innovative thinking, a separate Mixed ANOV A was performed on the composite scores of the Torrance
Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT). The analysis yielded a significant interaction effect between Time and Group, F(1,
126) =15.67, p <.001,n? = .11, representing a medium-to-large effect size. Simple main effects confirmed that the control
group's TTCT scores remained stable from pre-test (M=98.5, SD=10.2) to post-test (M=99.8, SD=9.7), p = .55. In contrast,
the experimental group's scores increased significantly from pre-test (M=97.9, SD=11.1) to post-test (M=106.4, SD=8.9),
p <.001. Analysis of the TTCT subscales showed that the most significant improvements were in Originality (the novelty
of ideas) and Elaboration (the detail and development of ideas), with smaller but still significant gains in Fluency (number
of ideas). This data robustly supports the hypothesis that participation in the music course fostered a measurable
enhancement in students' divergent innovative thinking capabilities.

Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts and portfolio reflections from the experimental group revealed three central
themes that elucidate the quantitative findings. First, "Cognitive Transfer: A New Toolkit for Problem-Solving" was
prevalent. Students repeatedly described how analyzing musical structure helped them "break down complex problems" in
their engineering or biology courses. One student noted, "Thinking about variations on a theme in music directly helped me
brainstorm different approaches for a coding project.” Second, "Embracing Ambiguity and Iteration™ emerged strongly. The
creative process of composing and revising music demystified failure and encouraged experimentation. A student reflected,
"In my composition, there was no single right answer. It taught me to sit with uncertainty and try multiple solutions, which
is totally different from my other classes." The third theme, "Heightened Perceptual Awareness and Empathy," detailed
how deep listening fostered a new sensitivity to their environment and to others' perspectives, with several students linking
this to improved teamwork and communication skills.
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The integration of quantitative and qualitative data creates a compelling and coherent narrative. The significant post-test
gains in Aesthetic Literacy, particularly in Critical Interpretation and Perceptual Sensitivity, are directly illustrated by the
qualitative theme of "Heightened Perceptual Awareness." Students' reports of learning to "deconstruct” music and listen for
nuance provide the lived experience behind the statistically significant score increases. Similarly, the quantitative
improvement in Innovative Thinking, especially in Originality and Elaboration, is vividly explained by the qualitative
themes of "Cognitive Transfer" and "Embracing Ambiguity.” The students' own accounts of applying musical thinking to
non-arts problems and becoming more comfortable with iterative, open-ended processes offer a mechanistic explanation
for the enhanced TTCT scores. This triangulation not only validates the quantitative findings but also enriches them,
demonstrating that the public music education course did not merely improve test scores, but fundamentally altered students'
cognitive frameworks and creative self-efficacy in a transferable and meaningful way.

V. DISCUSSION

This chapter synthesizes and interprets the key findings presented in the previous chapter, evaluating their significance in
light of the existing literature and the study's theoretical framework. It moves beyond simply restating the results to explain
their broader meaning, implications, and limitations. The discussion will address how the findings answer the research
questions, reconceptualize the value of public music education, and contribute to ongoing academic and pedagogical
debates.

5.1. Interpreting the Findings: How Music Education Fosters Aesthetic and Cognitive Growth

The findings of this study provide a compelling, empirically-grounded explanation for how public music education fosters
simultaneous growth in aesthetic and cognitive domains. The significant gains in aesthetic literacy, particularly in Critical
Interpretation and Perceptual Sensitivity, suggest that the pedagogical shift from passive listening to active, analytical
engagement was effective. Students were not merely absorbing music; they were learning to deconstruct it, understand its
components, and situate it within a broader context. This process of deep, structured analysis appears to have directly fueled
their innovative thinking. The qualitative data powerfully illustrates this link: students described transferring the cognitive
skills of breaking down musical structures to solving problems in engineering or coding. This aligns with the theory of
cross-domain transfer, where the mental muscles developed in one area (analyzing a sonata form) strengthen analogous
processes in another (debugging a complex algorithm). Furthermore, the creative, open-ended tasks like composition and
improvisation directly practiced and assessed the very dimensions of divergent thinking measured by the TTCT—
Originality and Elaboration. In essence, the music course served as an intensive training ground for perceiving complexity,
generating novel ideas, and refining them iteratively.

5.2. "Value Reconstruction™: Reasserting the Central Role of Public Music Education

The empirical evidence gathered in this study necessitates a fundamental "value reconstruction™ of public music education
within the modern university. The data compellingly argues against its perception as a peripheral or purely recreational
elective. Instead, it positions public music education as a vital contributor to the core mission of higher education: the
development of adaptable, creative, and critically-minded graduates. By demonstrating a direct, measurable impact on both
aesthetic literacy and innovative thinking, this study provides administrators and policymakers with a robust, evidence-
based argument for its integration into general education curricula. The value of music education is thus reconstructed from
an intrinsic "nice-to-have" to an instrumental "must-have" for cultivating essential 21st-century skills. This new valuation
advocates for a paradigm shift where public music education is not the first program cut during budgetary constraints, but
rather recognized as a strategic investment in students' cognitive and creative capital, on par with other foundational
disciplines that promote critical thinking and problem-solving.

5.3. Alignment and Divergence with Previous Literature

The findings of this study both corroborate and extend the existing body of literature. The positive correlation between
music engagement and cognitive benefits aligns with previous research, particularly studies on neuroplasticity and the
cognitive advantages of early musical training. However, this study makes a distinct contribution by demonstrating that
these benefits are not exclusive to elite, long-term musicianship but are achievable through a single semester of structured,
general education music courses for non-specialists. This challenges a potential elitism in the literature and expands the
potential reach of music education's impact. Furthermore, while many theoretical papers have posited a link between the
arts and creativity, this study provides much-needed empirical validation through a controlled, mixed-methods design. A
point of slight divergence lies in the sub-findings: while significant gains were made in most areas of aesthetic literacy, the
increase in Emotional Engagement was less pronounced than in Critical Interpretation. This suggests that cognitive and
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analytical skills may be more readily developed in a semester-long course than deep emotional connections, which might
require longer immersion or different pedagogical approaches—an nuance that merits further investigation.

5.4. Limitations of the Study and Avenues for Future Research

Despite its robust design, this study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the use of a quasi-
experimental design with convenience sampling, while practical, limits the generalizability of the findings. The participants
were volunteers from a single university, and their motivations may not represent the entire student population. Second,
while the TTCT is a gold-standard instrument, it measures creative potential in a test-taking context; longitudinal studies
tracking creative output in students' subsequent academic or professional work would be a valuable complement. Third, the
specific pedagogical components of the music course (e.g., the balance between analysis, history, and creation) were treated
as a unified intervention; future research could deconstruct this to identify which specific instructional strategies are most
effective.

These limitations point directly to productive avenues for future research. Longitudinal Studies, tracking students over
multiple years to assess the durability of the gains in innovative thinking and aesthetic literacy. Comparative Pedagogical
Studies, investigating the relative efficacy of different teaching methods (e.g., project-based learning vs. traditional lecture)
within public music education. Broader Contexts, replicating the study in different institutional contexts (e.g., community
colleges, private liberal arts colleges) and with more diverse student demographics to enhance external validity.
Neuroscientific Correlates, employing fMRI or EEG to explore the neural mechanisms underlying the cognitive changes
observed in this study.

By addressing these limitations and pursuing these future directions, the academic community can continue to build a
sophisticated and nuanced evidence base for the indispensable role of the arts in a complete education.

VI. CONCLUSION AND PRACTICAL PATHWAYS

This thesis has empirically investigated the impact of a modern public music education course on the aesthetic literacy and
innovative thinking of university students. This final chapter serves to consolidate the evidence and arguments presented,
translating the key findings into a set of actionable, evidence-based recommendations. It moves from a summary of what
was discovered to a proactive blueprint for how these discoveries can be implemented to enrich the educational landscape.

The present study yielded clear and compelling evidence supporting the central hypothesis. Through a quasi-experimental,
mixed-methods design, it was demonstrated that students who participated in a public music education course designed for
non-majors showed statistically significant and substantial improvements in both their aesthetic literacy and their innovative
thinking capabilities, as measured by standardized instruments and corroborated by qualitative accounts. Quantitative
analysis revealed significant gains, particularly in the areas of critical interpretation and perceptual sensitivity within
aesthetic literacy, and in originality and elaboration within innovative thinking. Crucially, the qualitative data provided the
explanatory narrative for these gains, revealing themes of cognitive transfer, comfort with ambiguity, and heightened
perceptual awareness. The triangulation of these data sets confirms that the music course did not merely impart knowledge
but fostered a transferable cognitive and affective framework beneficial for a wide range of academic and professional
pursuits.

Based on the empirical findings of this study, the following three-part framework is proposed to guide the effective
integration and enhancement of public music education in higher education institutions.

The traditional model of music appreciation, focused on passive listening and historical chronology, must be redesigned.
Curricula should be reoriented towards active creation and critical making. This involves integrating hands-on, low-barrier
creative projects—such as digital composition, soundscape design, group improvisation, or songwriting—alongside
analytical listening. The goal is to ensure that every student moves from being a consumer of knowledge to an active creator,
thereby directly engaging the cognitive processes of synthesis, problem-solving, and elaboration that underpin innovative
thinking.

To facilitate the cross-domain transfer observed in this study, pedagogy must explicitly connect musical concepts to other
fields. This can be achieved through project-based learning (PBL). For example, students could collaborate on a project to
score a short film (integrating narrative and visual arts), design a "sonification" of a data set (linking to STEM fields), or
analyze the music of a protest movement (connecting to sociology and political science). This approach demystifies music
as an isolated art form and positions it as a vital mode of human inquiry and expression that intersects with all areas of
knowledge.
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For Pathways 1 and 2 to succeed, they require sustained institutional commitment. University leadership must formally
redefine general education requirements to include "Creativity and Aesthetic Literacy" as a core competency, similar to
writing or quantitative reasoning. This mandates that all students engage with arts-based, creative practice courses.
Furthermore, funding must be allocated for faculty development to train music educators in these new pedagogies and for
creating and maintaining the necessary technological and spatial resources (e.g., digital music labs, collaborative
workspaces). This pathway elevates public music education from an optional elective to a foundational component of the
institution's educational mission.

In conclusion, this research provides robust evidence that public music education, when reconceptualized and effectively
implemented, is a powerful and perhaps indispensable vehicle for developing the sophisticated cognitive and affective skills
required in the 21st century. It is not a luxury, but a necessity. For university educators, particularly in the arts, the
implication is to courageously redesign their courses, embracing a pedagogy that values creative process and
interdisciplinary connection as much as canonical knowledge. For administrators and policymakers, the implication is that
supporting and expanding high-quality public music education is not merely a cultural good but a strategic investment in
the intellectual and innovative capacity of their student body. By adopting the proposed practical pathways, universities can
transform their public music programs from the periphery to the core of a modern, holistic, and future-ready education,
ensuring that graduates are not only knowledgeable in their fields but also perceptive, adaptable, and authentically creative
thinkers.
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