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Abstract

The aim is to study the historical development and professionalism of Dr. Sugree Charoensook; an
influential music educator who has helped raise Thailand’s music education standards to international
levels. Thisinvestigation comprises biographical research concerning hislife and career to highlight his
contributions to music education in Thailand. His vision, philosophy, and approaches to Thai music
education are articulated by reflecting on hisleadership creating Mahidol University’s College of Music
and its affiliated programs to lead the new generations to prepare them for their future careers through

the strength of quality teaching.
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Introduction

Anyoneworking inthefield of music education
in Thailand would have recognized the name of Dr.
Sugree Charoensook, Dean of the College of Music,
Mahidol University. Dr. Sugree is one of the most
important music educators who has raised Thailand
music education to international standardsand serves
as a leader of music education in Southeast Asia.
Reflecting on the history of music education Thai-
land in the 1950s, it was young and ignorant with
regardsto establishing music education for the higher
education. Creating a music curriculum for Thai
peoplewasabig challenge despiteitshistory in Thai-
land, dating to the seventeenth century within the
domain of church and courtly music. The challenge
came from both students and the institutions plan-

ning to introduce music asit was treated as an unim-
portant subject for collegiatelevel study withinauni-
versity curriculum. Identifying the value and merits
of post-secondary music education had to be promoted
among prospective students, university and govern-
ment administrators and directors, as well as finan-
cial supporters.

This investigation comprises biographical re-
search concerning the life and career of Dr. Sugree
Charoensook to document his contributionsto music
education in Thailand, articulate his vision, philoso-
phy, and approaches to Thailand’s music education
barriers, and to discuss his various roles he has held
as a founder and leader of the College of Music,
Mahidol University and its affiliated programs. In-
formation for this study, gathered between 2008 and
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2009, is drawn from a variety of sources including
books, articles, recordings, and interviews. A large
volumeof Dr. Sugree'swritingsand publicationswere
examined and contribute to the insight of the story.
Also, many formal interviews with Dr. Sugree’s as-
sociates and colleagues provide extensive informa-
tion and perspective on the subject.

Objectives

1. To study biographical data of Dr. Sugree
Charoensook.

2. To study vision and strategies of Dr. Sugree
Charoensook in Thailand music education reform.

Results and Discussion

I. Knowing Sugree Charoensook

Dr. Sugree Charoensook was born in 1952. He
grew up in Chian Yai, an agricultural village in
Nakhon Si Thammarat province in the southern part
of Thailand. Hismusical foundation wasinstilled by
his father who was a folksong singer and a school
master who planted the idea of seeking an advanced
education into his son’s mind. During his childhood,
he attended schoolsin hishometown andwas exposed
to western music through singing in a school choir
and playing various instruments in a school band.
Even though Dr. Sugree respected his country
lifestyle, he yearned to receive abetter education that
awaited him outside of his town.

Before pursuing higher education, Dr. Sugree
pursued freelance music opportunities playing for
events such as weddings, funerals, and festivals.
Among themany instrumentsthat he played, the saxo-
phone became his favored instrument. His higher
education in music began in 1971 in Bangkok at
Bansomdejchaopraya Teacher College, aplacewhere
he decided to make music his profession. His studies
were supported by the Ministry of Education and af -
ter graduating, hetaught at the Chandrakasem Teacher
Collegein Bangkok. Histrue exploration of music at

an international level began when he pursued gradu-
ate studies at the University of Northern Colorado in
the United States, supported by the Thai government.
Through hard work and perseverance, Dr. Sugree
mastered the performance skill in saxophone and
music education knowledge to earn a Master of Mu-
sic Education. Dr. Sugree continued his post-gradu-
ate studies at the University of Northern Colorado to
pursue aDoctorate of Artsin Woodwind performance
and pedagogy in 1985. He sought to bring back to
Thailand a better music education, asreveaed in his
dissertation, Undergraduate Music Curriculain Uni-
versities of Thailand and United States: A Compara-
tive Study and Recommended Curriculum for Thai
Universities. It showed how much he cared about the
music education of his country. His decision to help
develop music curriculum for his country was ex-
pressed in his own words in Sarakadee and Dichan
journals.

“Do | want Americaor doesAmericawant me?’
The answer was America most likely does not need
me, there are plenty of music doctors out there, it's
me who wants America (M oonjinda, 2004, p. 100).
Who needs me then? Thailand, probably . . . At least
| knew what | could do for the country (Mintra, 2000,
p. 280).

Hewasthefirst Thai citizen to ever earn aDoc-
tor of Artsin Music. Upon hisreturn to Thailand, Dr.
Sugree's vision of music education reform in Thai-
land began and never ceased.

[1. Music Education Refor mist

Upon returning to Thailand in 1985, Dr. Sugree
Charoensook started to teach at his alma mater, the
Bansomdejchaopraya Teacher College. In 1987, he
was invited to offer music instruction at the colle-
giatelevel at the Institution of Language and Culture
for Rural Development at Mahidol Unviersity. At the
beginning of hiscareer at Mahidol, he has established
several music professional activitiesincluding amu-
sicjournal, small ensembles, and orchestras. In 1994,



Dr. Sugree was appointed as Director of the College
of Music, Mahidol University. Because of his previ-
ous experience at Bansomdejchaopraya Teacher Col-
lege, Dr. Sugree was determined to offer a way to
improve music education. The College has become
not only hiswork but hislife.

| devote my health to the service, my brain to be
weapons, and my heart to reinvigorate. | govern
people with conscience and spirit. My management
has only one option-to get things done...No matter
how long it takes, | have to fulfill the work.
(Charoensook, 2006, p.12)

If devotion is his mind-set, planning and strate-
gies are the process to make his vision comes true.
Dr. Sugree'sself-mottois¢Think big, Start small, and
Act now.é Aiming towards the best and the strongest
in Thailand is not an easy path, he has encountered
severd difficultiesand challengesin running the Col -
lege. One major problem he has faced is the quality
of the students which, at the beginning of his direct-
ing year, was well-below international standards. He
told himself that this problem needed to be fixed and
that became the beginning of his music education re-
formsin Thailand.

“We must reform musi ¢ education...new genera-
tions of musician have to be built. Thai’s philosophy
of ten kin ram kin has to be changed. Study music
can be profitable and music people can be respectful
and reliable.” (Charoensook, 2002, p. 15)

His goal is to build an excellent music college
that meetsinternational standards, with supportingin-
frastructure, facilities, musical instruments, with
qualified and talented music teachers to teach com-
prehensive music programs from pre-college to doc-
torate degrees. In doing these, he has kept in mind
fivemain strategies: freedom from any structures, aim
only for success, strict adherenceto the mission, work-
ing diligently, assuring quality, and fostering a good
learning environment. He believes that a good sur-
rounding and facilities can support positive learning
outcomes.
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Dr. Sugree’'s music education philosophy is to
lead the new generations to prepare them for their
future careers through the strength of quality teach-
ing. He believes that good teachers provide a good
learning environment and create qualified studentsto
become the next generation of musicians. He expects
his faculty to be intelligent, possessing a good heart
and attitude, able to work with a high level of skill
and efficiency, and continue devoting time to their
craft as professional musicians. He wants to encour-
age faculty to put in the energy, brain, and heart
(Charoensook, 2009, pp. 23-24).

Believing that the heart of music learning is by
performing at an early age, Dr. Sugree initiated sev-
eral research projects and initiatives to explore the
potential of early childhood learning experiencesand
development. By working with the youth, they will
have the time to develop their abilities and become
good music students ready for college level instruc-
tion. Goals are set, and projects are designed through
many activities and experiments such as music camps,
Settrade Youth Music competition, Dr. Sax’s cham-
ber orchestra, Music campus for the general public,
the Asian Symphonic Band Competition, Thailand
International Wind Ensemble Competition, etc. Sev-
eral of his research activities have influenced Thai
music education, musicology, and ethnomusicology:
the talent education research project, the research for
pitch and system of Thai music, Royal anthem, Na-
tional anthem, Trumpet in Siam, etc.

To help guide the expected path of learning for
students of all ages, he has created projectsto aid al
levels of ability, ranging from the 3-year-old child to
the doctoral level student aspiring to become leaders
in musicinstruction, reearch, and advocacy. Through
thisway, the college not only provides higher educa-
tion but also extends its reach to support the general
public. As one of his goalsisto treat music as equal
to other science disciplines, and make music arecog-
nized and significant profession, graduating music
students should have a respected career and income.



194  Fine Arts International Journal, Srinakharinwirot University

Seeing the role of music in the society, curriculumin
higher education needs to address social needs. Jazz
music, music business, music technology, as well as
music therapy are expanding areas that differ from
other music academic and performance areas, based
on the students’ own interest to provide not only mu-
sic specialists, but good people benefitting Thai soci-
ety.

Dr. Sugree's policy of budgeting is to invest
money on the projects, not to save without devel op-
ing any. Organizing the College is difficult since it
demands huge amounts of money. Money does not
flow in easily; slashing of budget by the Government’
s Bureau of Budget made the College struggle. Dr.
Sugree, without the word timpossiblel in his mind,
finds a way to receive money from the rich to take
care of the poor in order to create works for the soci-
ety (Charoensook, 2002, p. 6). His love towards the
nation is so strong, he never stops expanding music
education in every corner of the country. The project
“grow flowersin your heart,” aimsto provide music
learning opportunities to underprivileged students
fromrural areas. Also, the“Kru dontri mue plao” and
“Teachers help Teachers’ projects are designed to
improve the quality of music instruction in rural ar-
€as.

Dr. Sugree can overcome obstacles through
skillsin problem solving and excellent leader ship
skills:

As an executive, bear in mind that you have to
make decisions, but not to abusethe power...Do not
beafraid if you are hated, aslong as you work for the
public with clear objectives and fulfill the job with
quality.” (personal interview, December 10, 2008).

The College reaches its international level be-
cause of Dr. Sugree'svision and creativity. Hisimagi-
nation goes far beyond anyone’'s expectations. It
seemsthat he can seethingsahead of timeandisable
to predict thefuture, which means he can designthings
and make today’s plan ready for the future.

Imagine creates opportunitiesfor organizations,

Imagine is anext world, vision, scheme, dream...To
direct with imagination is to manage and accept
dissimilarity (Charoensook, 2006, p.129).

I11: The new era of Thailand music education, |ook-
ing towards the 21st Century

The success of Dr. Sugree’s reforming music
education in Thailand isindicated in the Rhinegold's
World Conservatoires 2009 where his college is the
only Thailand institution of music learning that is
listed. Dr. Sugree continues to follow his vision to
never stop working, taking the College to higher
levels as aleading music institution of the Southeast
Asia. The strategies now cover the collaboration of
music activities and knowledge sharing. To stand as
the center of Southeast Asia and involved in the
ASEAN community, he created a SAY OWE project,
Southeast Asian Music Director Conference, South-
east Asia Music Museum. The challenge Dr. Sugree
bearsin mind is how to keep the growth of the Col-
lege to meet the changes of the world in the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century. Hethenturnsto de-
velop faculty and staff toincreasetheir skill of twenty-
first century technology, giving scholarships for fac-
ulty to their advance education. He alwaysinsiststhat
faculty standard has no compromising (personal in-
terview, December 10, 2008). To make the College
head forward, people need to combinetheir energies
together. Dr. Sugree believes that success can not be
achieved by asingle individual working alone. Suc-
cess requires networking and relationships with
friends and supporters.

Thailand Philharmonic Orchestra (TPO) com-
mands fame for the nation as it is an orchestra that
perfroms at an international standard. The unique-
ness of TPO isit covers the nation’s identity. By Dr.
Sugree's suggestion, TPO concerts begin with tradi-
tional Thai repertoire. Thisservesto reaffirmthat this
orchestra serves the country.

Conclusions

From the outset of his musical life, Dr. Sugree



Charoensook has overcome adversitiesto create new
realitieswhere only dreamsand fanciful notionsonce
stood. Ascending from a modest background, he
worked relentlessly to further his education and ob-
tain adoctorate in the United States. Upon hisreturn
to Thailand, his passion for music would continue as
a performer, teacher, scholar, and leader.

Asaninnovator in music educational leadership,
Dr. Sugree Charoensook re-envisioned music educa-
tion for the masses. Examples of theseinitiativesin-
clude the Talent Education Research Project and the
creation of Mahidol University’s College of Music.
Pro-active measures were taken by Dr. Sugree
Charoensook in both his teaching philosophy and
actions establishing centers of music learning for stu-
dents of all ages to ensure that all children have the
opportunity to learn music. Charoensook’s optimism
inthe human capacity to learn and its potential to make
music is equaled only by his perseverance to create
opportunities to nurture its growth. Fostering these
opportunitiesrequired the establishment of, and physi-
cal construction of, the College of Music, its Pre-
College program, Music Campus for the General
Public, Dr. Sax, the Dr. Sax Chamber Orchestra,
among other learning centers. Such innovation in
teaching and access transcends historical models of
music education in Thailand.

The plight of professional musicians is multi-
faceted; including the legitimization and
professionalization of their trade (in music education,
higher education, and as professional performers),
acknowledging that quality music-making constitutes
a product of value to our society, and increasing the
general awareness and appreciation of music in a
broader segment of the population, both Thai and in-
ternational. Dr. Sugree Charoensook has sought to
promote the status and condition for aspiring profes-
sional musicians. In addition to the formation of Thai-
land-based music ensembles, such as the Bangkok
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Saxophone Quartet and the Thailand Philharmonic
Orchestra, Charoensook has been involved in the
hosting of international music festivals to help raise
the status and awareness of music-making at the high-
estlevel inThailand, withinvited artistsat eventssuch
as the World Saxophone Congress and the Thailand
International Jazz Conference.

His devotion and work ethic transforming his
vision into reality, on paper and by brick, servesasa
testament to all of the potential of a single man’s vi-
sion to take shape, coalesce into reality, and help so
many pursue their own aspirations. Thisismorethan
abiography of amusic reformist. It's a story of how
one person explored the supreme potential of a hu-
man being: brain, mind, and body, and how one’'sheart
could be so powerful so as to overcome the impos-
sible without hesitation. Also, it demonstrates how
one's love of their nation can be expressed through
uncountable giftsto its people.

Recommendations

This focus on vision and leadership qualities
serves as a model to identify and better understand
personal commitments demonstrated by devoted lead-
ership. Research examining other aspects of Dr.
Sugree Charoensook’s|eadership; namely hisadmin-
istrative skills and style of management, would iden-
tify his interactions with both senior administration
of the university and those working under him in the
College of Music. An examination of his record of
success to secure financial sponsorship for capital
infrastructure projects would offer insights and per-
spective for other senior administrators seeking to
expand or enhance their own programs. Further re-
search of other leaders could help identify common
traits of those demonstrating thisrare combination of
leadership and innovative. Such an examination of
these related factors could serve to identify effective
“best practices’ for aspiring leaders.
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