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Prof. LI Ch1’s Pedagogy:
The Art of Chinese Music
Education at UCLA

Text / HSU Hsin-Wen and CHIU Wei-En
Images / LI Chi

Chinese Music made its way into the United States in
the 19th century alongside Chinese immigrants. Today,

more than 20 universities throughout the U.S. offer
courses in this field. The Chinese Music program at the
University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) was
established in 1961 by the late Professor LUI Tsun
Yuen, a renowned Chinese musician, composer, and
educator. Following his retirement in 1991, Professor
LI Chi, an accomplished erhu player and music educa-
tor from the Conservatory of Chinese Music, took up

his mantle. As a modern educator, LI continues LUI’s

. . ) ) Students from the UCLA Chinese Music course performed outdoors at the
educational legacy and brmgs her unique teachlng Huntington Library in Los Angeles during the 2011 Lunar New Year

style. She has introduced courses in Chinese instru-
mental music, classical dance, and Peking opera and
founded the UCLA Music of China Ensemble. Her
contributions have solidified the foundation of Chinese Music education at UCLA and provided valuable learning resources
for Chinese Music aficionados in Southern California. On April 24 of this year, one of the authors, HSU Hsin-Wen, had the
opportunity to interview Professor LI at the UCLA Herb Alpert School of Music, where she shared insights into her education-

al journey and her 26 years of experience in advancing Chinese Music education in the United States.

From her early years, Professor LI Chi learned a variety of musical instruments under the tutelage of her father, a primary
school orchestra teacher. She said, “I didn’t have toys as a child, but because my father was a school orchestra teacher, my toys
were musical instruments.” During her middle school years, she experienced the Cultural Revolution, a period that led her to
learn various forms of folk dance, including fan dance, red silk dance, and Dai dance, as well as other Chinese artistic forms
like storytelling and Peking opera. After the end of the Cultural Revolution, she was among the first students to enter the
Conservatory of Chinese Music. Although she majored in erhu, her wide range of interests at the time still led her to frequently
play various instruments alongside her classmates. These learning experiences later enabled her to offer a variety of courses

in Chinese Music.
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The Music of China Ensemble, conducted by instructor LI Chi, performed at UCLA’ s landmark Royce Hall in 2017

After graduating, Professor LI took up the role of a solo erhu player with the China National Traditional Orchestra. In the 1980s,
she was a frequent performer at state banquets in Beijing and was often invited for international tours. Upon moving to the U.S.,
she continued to engage in both performance and teaching of Chinese Music. In 1997, she was invited to teach at UCLA, where
she greatly valued the contributions of Professor LUI Tsun Yuen. “Some courses might continue for a while and then cease, but
Mr. LUI taught here continuously for 30 years since the 1960s, which is quite remarkable,” she said, “One generation plants the
trees, so the next can enjoy the shade. Having the opportunity to teach on the solid foundation built by Mr. LUI over so many

years is precious and something I am deeply grateful for.”

Currently, Professor LI offers six Chinese Music courses in the Department of Ethnomusicology at UCLA. These include
introductory practical courses 68A, 68B, and 68C for beginners and advanced practical courses 168A, 168B, and 168C for more
experienced students. In addition, she co-teaches course 158 with Professor Helen REES, which integrates Chinese Music
theory, the history of musical instruments, and practical music performance. Open to all students across the university, Professor
LI notes that nearly half of the attendees in these Chinese Music courses are from the music department, including students from

Ethnomusicology, Music History, and Music Industry programs, with the majority coming from other departments.

Professor LI initially expected her students to perform according to her vision. However, later, her teaching philosophy evolved.
She now emphasizes sharing her knowledge and understanding that each student has different conditions and practice time. “If

you are in my class, it shows your desire to learn; if you’re willing to learn, I’ll impart the best of my knowledge to you.”

Every course offered by Professor LI is personally designed and planned by her. Recognizing that her students come from
diverse learning backgrounds, she takes time before the start of each term to understand each student’s foundation in playing,
selects appropriate materials based on their preferences and capabilities, and chooses pieces that cater to their individual goals
and conditions. Given her students’ varying skill levels and instruments, she sometimes writes music scores for them, “primarily
using simplified notation, reduced notation for guqin classes, and occasionally adapting music into staff notation to facilitate

easier reading for students based on their proficiency.”

In addition to composing music scores, Professor LI Chi also adapts compositions to suit her students’ needs. “Some students
have never played a particular instrument before, so I modify the pieces to help them start easily. This way, they can progress
to more complex pieces in the following semester, ” she explained. She emphasized, “The goal of teaching is to meet students
at their unique starting points, nurturing their individual progress. As each student has different needs, ensuring everyone
improves is crucial. This approach, focusing on personal growth rather than standardized musical performance, captures the

essence of teaching. ”
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While known primarily as an erhu player, Professor LI often receives requests from students to learn other instruments, like the
flute or pipa.“Of course, you can, ” she responds, viewing these requests as opportunities for mutual learning. She recalls one
student who showed a keen interest in learning the pipa. Despite initial challenges, the student mastered the pipa under her
guidance and pursued composition, eventually contributing to film scores featuring Chinese instruments. Professor LI teaches
various courses each semester at UCLA, including ensemble, guqin, Peking opera, folk dance, and guzheng, thus providing

students with a wide range of options to explore.

While Professor LI Chi emphasizes tailored teaching, she also employs objective methods for assessing learning outcomes.
Grades are determined by classroom performance and homework. She requires students to play segments of music learned in
previous classes to gauge their independent practice efforts; mid-term assignments involve submitting video recordings to
evaluate their technique, rhythm, and pitch accuracy. For final assessments, students engage in presentations with flexible
formats. For example, in course 158, students may compose using newly learned instruments, discuss and revise their pieces
with the professor, or even organize mini-concerts or submit research papers. In practical courses like ensemble, guqin, Peking
opera, folk dance, and guzheng, regular class attendance is mandatory, with an option for students to participate in group
performances or solo recitals for their finals. Professor LI carefully plans each student’s role during group performances based

on their instrumental proficiency and playing ability.

Students enrolled in the Chinese Music course performed a folk dance at the Jan Popper Theater at UCLA in 2018
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Beyond the classroom, Professor LI guides students in participating in both on-campus and off-campus concerts. The on-cam-
pus concerts are seasonally themed: the Winter Concert occurs from January to March, the Spring Concert is held between
April and June, and the Autumn Concert takes place from October to December. Off-campus concerts are primarily held in
community centers, schools, and nursing homes. The concert preparation, from program planning, instrument arrangement, and
human resources organization to dress rehearsals, is a collaborative effort between Professor LI and her students. The perfor-
mances blend traditional and modern pieces and emphasize interaction with the audience, enabling students to engage in social
practice, share knowledge, and participate in cross-cultural exchanges.

Through coursework and performances, Professor LI Chi aims to immerse her students in the unique aspects of Chinese Music.
She stresses that understanding this genre involves more than just theoretical knowledge or listening; it requires direct interac-
tion with the instruments, understanding their structure, historical context, evolution, and actual performance. These aspects

are vital for a comprehensive understanding of musical culture.

Professor LI’s tailored guidance and responsive education approach allow students of diverse abilities to grow within a flexible
learning framework. Her methods, centered around firsthand experience and social engagement, enable students from various
fields and backgrounds to immerse themselves in the beauty of Chinese Music and partake in cross-cultural exchange. Her
educational philosophy and methods enrich the local multicultural fabric and serve as a valuable reference for other educators

in the fields of Chinese and world music education.
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