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Abstract: Folk heritage, understood as the living artistic traditions of a community rather than
museum artifacts, occupies an uncertain position in contemporary higher education. For Uzbek music,
which encompasses epic recitation (dastan), ceremonial songs (yor-yor, kelin salom), instrumental
folk pieces (katta ashula in its instrumental form), and regional dance melodies, the transmission from
older generations to university students trained in globalized listening habits presents profound
pedagogical challenges. This article argues that teaching folk heritage effectively requires educators
to move beyond two inadequate models: the romanticization of folk music as timeless and
unchanging, and the reduction of folk heritage to simplified notation exercises for beginners. Instead,
a viable university pedagogy must treat folk heritage as a dynamic, adaptive system whose stylistic
features can be analyzed, practiced, and creatively extended by students. Drawing on fieldwork in
Uzbek regional centers including Surxondaryo, Qashqadaryo, and Xorazm, as well as classroom
observations at three Uzbek universities, this article proposes that folk heritage teaching should be
grounded in four interconnected principles: contextual immersion, stylistic pattern recognition, oral
replication with guided variation, and contemporary relevance through creative projects. The article
also addresses persistent obstacles including students’ unfamiliarity with rural dialects, the
fragmentation of folk ensembles due to urbanization, and the lack of accessible teaching materials
that bridge oral and written transmission. Ultimately, teaching folk heritage to contemporary
university students is not an exercise in nostalgia but a forward-looking act of cultural continuity, one
that requires pedagogical innovation without stylistic betrayal.
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Introduction

When a twenty-year-old university student in Tashkent encounters a folk song from the remote
mountains of Boysun for the first time, the gap can feel unbridgeable. The language features archaic
terms and regional pronunciations that differ sharply from standard Uzbek. The melodic contour
follows patterns not found in pop music or even in the classical Shashmaqom. The vocal timbre, often
raw and ornamented with distinctive throat tension, sounds foreign to ears accustomed to digitally
smoothed productions. Yet this same student may be required to perform such a song as part of a
degree in music education or folk art. The teacher, often a musician who learned the song in childhood
from village elders, may struggle to articulate the stylistic rules that make the performance authentic.
The result is frequently frustration on both sides, leading to superficial learning where the student
mimics surface features without internalizing the musical logic. This article addresses that
pedagogical gap directly. It asks what it means to teach folk heritage in a university setting, not as an
antiquarian curiosity but as a living, learnable musical system. The answer, I suggest, involves
rethinking both the content and the method of folk music pedagogy, moving from rote imitation to
what might be called structurally informed oral transmission.

The term folk heritage itself requires clarification. In the Uzbek context, folk music (xalq
musiqasi) encompasses a vast territory. It includes the epic dastan tradition, where bards such as Fozil
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Yo‘ldosh o‘g‘li or Ergash Jumanbulbul o°g‘li would sing for hours in call-and-response with audience
members. It includes labor songs, lullabies, and ceremonial repertoire performed at weddings and
harvest festivals. It includes instrumental dance pieces played on the doira, qayroq, or surnay. Unlike
the classical maqom tradition, which has a theoretical canon and a relatively standardized teaching
curriculum, folk heritage is local, varied, and often unnamed in formal terms. A melody known as
Lazgi in Xorazm may have no relation to a piece called Lazgi in Qashgadaryo. This diversity is a
strength artistically but a challenge pedagogically. A university cannot teach every local variant.
Instead, it must teach the principles by which folk music is generated, performed, and varied, so that
students can learn any local repertoire they encounter after graduation.

The Limits of Notation and the Primacy of Context

One persistent mistake in university teaching of folk heritage is the over-reliance on Western
staff notation. Music educators, trained in conservatories where notation is the primary medium of
transmission, often transcribe folk songs into neat five-line scores with time signatures and key
signatures. Students then learn from these scores, practicing at the piano or playing from sheet music
in their instrumental lessons. The problem is that folk music does not originate in notation, and its
essential features do not map cleanly onto the staff. The flexible rhythms of a termalar (short folk
song) often fluctuate between duple and triple subdivisions within a single phrase, a phenomenon that
notation can only approximate with confusing tuplet markings. The pitch ornaments, including slides
that begin after the beat and arrive before the next beat, defy precise placement on the staff. Worse
still, notation fixes a single version of a folk song that, in oral tradition, would have been different
every time it was sung. A student who learns from notation alone learns a frozen, inauthentic version,
and may be unable to adapt when encountering a live folk musician who sings the same song with
different ornaments or a shifted phrase structure.

The alternative is not to abandon notation entirely but to relegate it to a secondary, mnemonic
role. The primary mode of teaching must be contextual immersion. This means that before a student
attempts to sing or play a folk piece, they should encounter it in a context that reveals its social
function. A university course on folk heritage might begin not with notation but with a field recording
or video showing the song being performed in its original setting. For a wedding song like Yor-yor,
students might watch footage from a rural wedding where women sing the refrain while men dance.
They can observe the call-and-response structure, the way the tempo accelerates during the dance,
and the improvisatory exchanges between lead singer and chorus. Only after this contextual viewing
does the teacher introduce the basic melodic skeleton, taught by ear without notation. Students
attempt to replicate the skeleton, then gradually add ornamentation by imitating the recording.
Notation, if used at all, appears only after students have already internalized the oral version, serving
as a memory aid for review rather than a primary learning source.

This contextual approach also addresses the linguistic barrier. Folk songs often use dialect forms
and archaic vocabulary that standard Uzbek textbooks ignore. Rather than treating this as a problem
to be solved by translation, the university teacher can embrace it as an opportunity to teach about
regional linguistic diversity. Students can be assigned to research the meaning of unfamiliar words
using dialect dictionaries or interviews with native speakers from the region. A song from
Surxondaryo might contain terms of Persian origin that have disappeared from northern dialects.
Understanding these terms enriches the student's performance, because meaning affects phrasing. A
sad text will be sung with slower, more ornamented phrases, while a playful text will be lighter and
more rhythmic. Teaching folk heritage without attending to text meaning is like teaching acting
without attending to the script. The university setting, with its access to libraries and research
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methods, is actually better equipped than the traditional village setting to provide this kind of
linguistic and cultural annotation.

Pattern Recognition as the Core Pedagogical Skill

Beyond contextual understanding, students need a systematic way to internalize the stylistic
grammar of folk music. Folk traditions are not random. They follow patterns at multiple levels:
melodic patterns (short recurring phrases associated with specific emotions or textual moments),
rhythmic patterns (characteristic usuls for dance songs versus lullabies), and formal patterns (the
typical number of lines in a folk verse, the relationship between solo and chorus sections). A skilled
traditional folk singer does not memorize each song separately. Rather, they internalize a vocabulary
of patterns and combine them creatively, producing new versions of songs each time. University
pedagogy should aim to teach this generative capacity, not merely a fixed repertoire.

Pattern recognition teaching begins with the collection of a core corpus of approximately twenty
to thirty folk pieces from a single region, recorded from a single master singer. The teacher guides
students in identifying recurring melodic fragments across the corpus. A particular rising fourth, often
ornamented with a grace note from below, might appear at the beginning of every verse. A particular
descending fifth might signal the end of a section. Students learn to name these patterns, even if
provisionally, using descriptive terms that the class invents together. For example, a pattern might be
called “the Boysun opening figure” or “the Khorezm cadential slide.” Naming the patterns makes
them available for conscious manipulation. Once a student can recognize the pattern in multiple
songs, they can practice extracting it, playing or singing it in isolation, and then re-inserting it in
different contexts. This method, adapted from applied linguistics, treats folk music as a kind of dialect
with a finite but productive grammar. It is far more efficient than learning each song by rote because
the student learns the rules that generate infinite songs.

Rhythmic pattern recognition is equally important. Unlike classical maqom, where the usul is
often fixed for an entire section, folk music frequently changes rhythmic feel mid-phrase. A terma
may begin with a free, speech-like declamation (oq yo‘li), shift into a steady walking pulse, and then
accelerate into a driving dance rhythm, all within thirty seconds. Students who have not internalized
these transitions will sound tentative. The solution is to have students clap, step, or tap the rhythmic
pattern while singing, starting slowly and only adding the melody once the rhythm is automatic. A
particularly effective exercise involves removing the melody entirely and having students recite the
rhythmic pattern using nonsense syllables derived from the drum language of the doira (such as
“tak-tak-a-tak, dum-tak-a-tak”). This separates rhythm from pitch, allowing focused practice. When
the melody returns, it sits naturally on top of an already solid rhythmic foundation.

Oral Replication and Guided Variation

The heart of teaching folk heritage remains oral replication, but replication in a university
setting cannot be mere mimicry. Without the lifelong immersion of the traditional village
environment, university students need structured guidance in how to listen and how to adjust their
own production. A technique called overlapping call-and-response has proven effective. In this
method, the teacher sings a phrase of approximately four to six seconds. The student immediately
echoes, but before the echo finishes, the teacher begins the next phrase. This overlap prevents the
student from relying on short-term memory and forces them to listen continuously, as one must in
real performance. The tempo is kept slow enough for success but gradually increased. Over several
weeks, the phrases become longer, and the overlap becomes tighter, simulating the pace of actual folk
singing where there are no pauses for reflection.

Once the student can replicate the basic phrase with reasonable accuracy, the teacher introduces
guided variation. The teacher demonstrates a small change to the phrase, such as adding an extra
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ornament, shifting a single pitch, or altering the rhythmic placement of a syllable. The student then
attempts the same variation. Next, the teacher asks the student to invent their own variation on the
same phrase, following a rule such as “add one ornament anywhere” or “stretch the last note by
double.” This is not yet free improvisation. It is constrained creativity, where the constraints ensure
that the variation remains stylistically appropriate. Over time, the constraints are loosened. By the
end of a semester, students should be able to take a known folk song and produce three distinct
variations that would be recognizable to a traditional listener as legitimate, not as errors. This ability
to vary within style is the hallmark of authentic folk musicianship, and it is entirely teachable through
systematic practice.

Assessment must change to reflect this goal. A student who perfectly replicates a single
recorded version of a folk song has demonstrated good memory but not musical understanding. A
student who can sing the same song in three different, stylistically coherent variations has
demonstrated genuine learning. University folk music examinations should therefore include an
improvisation or variation component, where the student is given a base melody they have not seen
before and asked to perform it in the style of a specific regional tradition. This tests whether they have
internalized the pattern vocabulary, not just the specific repertoire. It also prepares them for real-world
situations as future teachers or performers, where they will need to adapt folk material to new contexts
such as stage arrangements or educational settings.

Contemporary Relevance Through Creative Projects

The fourth principle of teaching folk heritage to contemporary university students involves
demonstrating that folk traditions are not dead but capable of generating new work. Many students
initially approach folk music as a requirement to be endured, assuming that it has no connection to
their own musical lives. This attitude changes when students are given opportunities to use folk
material in creative projects that interest them. A student who composes film scores might arrange a
Khorezmian Lazgi for string quartet and electronic beats, learning about modal harmony and
rhythmic layering in the process. A student interested in music education might create a children's
song based on a folk melody, simplifying the rhythm but retaining the characteristic ornamentation.
A student in ethnomusicology might produce a short podcast documenting a local folk singer, which
requires them to interview, record, and analyze the singer's style. These projects should be integrated
into the course, not added as optional extras. Each student completes at least one creative or applied
project that recontextualizes folk heritage for a contemporary audience.

The university setting is uniquely suited to such projects. Unlike a village setting where folk
music is embedded in daily life but rarely analyzed, the university provides time, resources, and a
critical framework. A student can record a folk singer using professional equipment, transcribe the
performance using software that allows spectrogram visualization, and then produce a new
arrangement using digital audio workstations. This does not replace the oral tradition but extends it,
creating new works that are recognizably descended from the heritage while speaking to
contemporary ears. Some purists may object that this dilutes authenticity. But authenticity in folk
music has always been contested. The folk music of the 1950s was already different from the folk
music of the 1850s. What matters is not stasis but continuity of stylistic principles. A well-designed
creative project, supervised by a teacher who knows the tradition deeply, can produce a result that is
both new and authentically folk-derived.

Obstacles and Institutional Responses

Teaching folk heritage to contemporary university students is not without real obstacles.
Students may resist what they perceive as backward-looking material. The solution is not to apologize
but to frame folk heritage as a resource for innovation, not a burden. When students hear field
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recordings of extraordinary virtuosity, such as a bakhsi singing epic poetry for forty minutes without
repetition, their respect often increases. Another obstacle is the fragmentation of folk ensembles. In
the past, students could join a neighborhood folk group and learn through participation. Such groups
are now rare in cities. Universities can respond by creating their own student folk ensembles that
rehearse weekly and perform publicly, inviting community elders as guest teachers. A third obstacle
is the lack of pedagogical materials. Few textbooks exist that teach Uzbek folk music through patterns
rather than static transcriptions. University music departments should prioritize the creation of such
materials, including audio example banks, pattern glossaries, and video tutorials demonstrating
ornamentation techniques. These materials can then be shared across institutions, raising the quality
of folk teaching nationwide.

Conclusion

Teaching folk heritage to contemporary university students is a task of mediation. The teacher
stands between the elder who carries the tradition and the student who may initially feel no connection
to it. Successful mediation requires more than goodwill. It requires a pedagogical approach that
respects the oral, contextual, and pattern-based nature of folk music while adapting to the constraints
and opportunities of the university environment. The four principles outlined in this article, contextual
immersion, pattern recognition, oral replication with guided variation, and contemporary creative
projects, provide a practical framework. None of these principles is original to this author. They have
been developed by folk music educators across the world, from Hungarian model of Zoltan Kodaly
to the revival of Appalachian ballad singing in American universities. What is new is their application
to the specific, rich, and endangered folk heritage of Uzbekistan. If universities succeed in this
teaching, the result will not be the preservation of folk heritage in formaldehyde but its continuation
as a living, growing tradition. That is the only preservation that ultimately matters.
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