The Infrastructure
of Excellence

WHAT THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT REALLY COSTS
YOUR MUSIC PROGRAM

BY WHITNEY BAUER WINKELS

Music programs are often evaluated on what is easiest to measure: faculty
strength, ensemble opportunities, performance schedules, and institutional
reputation. Those factors matter, but they are only part of the student

experience.

What gets talked about far less is the thing students interact with every
single day: the physical environment.

The reality is that students can form their strongest impressions in quieter,
more immediate ways. They sit in the chairs. They rehearse in the rooms.
They open the storage closets. They listen to how a space responds when
they play. And those physical details often shape their sense of a program

more than brochures, rankings, or recruitment conversations ever do.
continued...
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FEATURE: THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF EXCELLENCE continued

Too often, facility conversations in higher
education get reduced to line items and
deferred maintenance schedules. But in music
education, infrastructure is not just opera-

tional. It is instructional.

The question is not only what things
cost, but what the environment communi-
cates about the seriousness of the program,
and what it enables or quietly limits in the
students who move through it.

And increasingly, the case for investing in
music environments is not hard to make. It is

medical, pedagogical, and ultimately strategic.

The Medical Case: Music

Is Physical Work

Higher education already accepts that
physical environments matter for knowledge
workers. Ergonomic chairs, adjustable desks,
and controlled lighting are standard because
institutions understand that comfort and
physical support affect performance and

long-term health.

Student musicians are often left out of that
logic, even though their work is just as physi-
cally demanding, and in many cases more
complex.

They sit and stand for hours at a time in
highly controlled positions. Wind and vocal
students depend on unrestricted breathing
mechanics. String players manage sustained
asymmetry. Pianists and percussionists repeat
precise motions thousands of times in a single
rehearsal cycle.

The

surprise anyone.

result, frankly, should not

Research from McGill University found
that 35 percent of music students reported
performance-related injuries, compared with
18 percent of non-music students. Among
professional musicians, that number rises to
56 percent. A 2021 study by Chang, Boone,

and Gold published in Wor# reinforces this
pattern, showing that pain is not an exception
in musical training environments but a
consistent occupational reality.!

Another study found that 76 percent of
high-performing young musicians reported
pain during or after playing, most commonly
in the neck, shoulders, and lower back.?

These are not minor discomforts. They
are conditions that interrupt practice, limit
participation, and in some cases end academic
trajectories entirely.

And yet many institutions still ask
musicians to spend four, six, or eight hours a
day in furniture never actually designed for
musical performance.

For a tuition-dependent private institution,
the implications are direct. Every student who
leaves due to preventable injury represents
lost tuition, lost scholarship investment, and
lost recruitment cost. In smaller programs
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FEATURE: THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF EXCELLENCE continued

where each student represents a meaningful
portion of the cohort, the impact is even more
concentrated.

The mechanism behind these injuries is
well understood. Musicians maintain static
or asymmetric postures while performing
highly coordinated motor tasks under
cognitive and emotional pressure. Research
published in PLOS ONE shows that chair
design alone significantly affects posture
and spinal load distribution in musicians at
all levels of training.? Poor seating increases
spinal pressure and restricts breathing
mechanics, which affects both health and
sound production.

This is not a theoretical wellness conver-
sation. It is measurable, and over time it
affects performance quality, retention, and
enrollment stability.

The Pedagogical Case: PHQTO COURTESY WENGER CORP.
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FEATURE: THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF EXCELLENCE continued

Programs make a promise that goes beyond
access. They promise depth, refinement, and
individualized development. But that promise
depends on what students experience every
day, not just what they are told during
recruitment.

A student who trains for years in poorly
designed seating develops compensatory
tension patterns that are difficult to reverse
later. A student who practices in unreliable
acoustic spaces develops distorted internal
models of sound. These are not small ineffi-
ciencies. They become part of how a musician
plays, listens, and evaluates themselves.

Over time, the room itself starts teaching

habits, good or bad.

Purpose-built music seating exists because
the performance position is not inter-
changeable with standard classroom posture.
Proper design supports multiple playing
positions, maintains spinal alignment without

restricting movement, and reduces pressure
points that affect endurance.

This is where companies like Wenger have
spent decades refining products that most
audiences never notice, and that is exactly
the point. When seating, acoustics, and
rehearsal equipment are designed correctly,
they disappear into the background and allow
students and instructors to focus entirely on
music-making.

Well-designed music stands matter just as
much. A stand that shifts, slips, or requires
constant adjustment during rehearsal intro-
duces unnecessary cognitive load. It interrupts
focus at the exact moment students need
stability, not distraction.

These are small details individually. But
together, they shape how students learn to

think about their own work.

Students may never explicitly say, “This

stand helped me rehearse better today.” But
they absolutely notice, and remember, when
the opposite is true.

The Acoustic Case: Practice

Rooms Teach Whether We

Intend Them To or Not

Practice rooms are where musicians really
come into their own. It’s where technique
takes shape, listening skills sharpen, and a
musical identity starts to solidify.

Yet acoustics are often treated as a secondary
concern.

An acoustically poor room is not neutral. It
actively distorts learning. Excess reflections
alter perception of tone and balance. Poor
isolation introduces distractions that break
concentration. Over time, students adjust
to the room instead of learning skills that
transfer to performance spaces.

That creates a subtle but serious problem:

continued...
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FEATURE: THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF EXCELLENCE continued

students who are technically prepared but
acoustically underprepared.

Modern acoustic systems are now able to
address this challenge in a far more inten-
tional way than many institutions may realize.
Wenger’s Transcend® Technology, for example,
uses digital signal processing and distributed
audio systems to shape and simulate different
acoustic environments within a single room.
In practical terms, students can rehearse in
conditions that feel like recital halls, concert
spaces, or more intimate chamber settings,
without ever leaving the practice space.

And that matters because students don’t
perform in a vacuum. They perform in
environments.

When a room can shift its acoustic
character, it stops being a single-use space
and starts functioning as multiple learning
environments in one. That flexibility helps

close the long-standing gap between rehearsal
conditions and real performance settings,
something that previously required access to
multiple specialized venues to approximate.

In a higher-ed landscape where every square
foot has to work harder, flexibility isn’t just a
nice feature anymore. It becomes an opera-
tional strategy.

Instrument Storage as

Institutional Signal

Instruments represent decades of investment,
donor relationships, and institutional history.
How those instruments are stored is not just
a logistical issue. It is a signal.

Proper storage systems protect instruments
through ventilation, structural support, and
secure organization. They reduce damage,
extend lifespan, and improve daily usability.

But they also communicate something less

tangible. They signal whether a program is
operating with intention or improvisation.

Students notice when instruments are cared
for properly. Faculty notice. Visiting clini-
cians notice. Donors notice.

The same is true for ensemble storage,
sheet music organization, and media infra-
structure. Programs that treat these systems as
afterthoughts tend to accumulate friction in
daily operations. Programs that design them
intentionally tend to run more smoothly at
every level.

Students notice the difference, even if they
do not articulate it directly.

A Final Reframe

The most important investments in a music
program are rarely visible in sales materials.
They do not photograph well. They do not

appear in rankings. They are only noticed

LP2016

Maoblle Shage

resantiteima and ;
iy A i MLAGES B

hien e menlca ea

+ Emgy 10 fow

+[Esy t0 iore

Apirn i Pa afordabls sokation

ASTAMN ’
SEsgrn

Ak S LLE

ancad A shd dasl o &
il i

* Easy b uel up

WP P00 S [N UM SN O OO0 WINAHED, YU N B Cepaanaiiy St

VRO Ao Circle | Py WS SITES | B30)704-0080

CHILD SAFETY

LOCK-OUT WITH
AUTO SHUT-OFF

SMART BUILT-IN SAFETY FOR
THE USER AND

FACILITY

HEAT LIMITING MEETS ADA
COOKING SURFACE REQUIREMENTS
PROTECTORS INCLUDING CA & TX

20 PRIVATE UNIVERSITY PRODUCTS AND NEWS / JUNE 2026



when they are missing.
It can be aworn-out chair in an audition room.

A stand that will not stay in place during
rehearsal.

A practice room that does not reflect real
performance conditions.

Storage that feels improvised rather than
intentional.

Individually, these seem like minor issues.
Together, they shape perception, behavior, and
outcomes.

And this is where the conversation often
shifts from “expense” to “infrastructure.”

The cost of losing even a small number of
students due to avoidable environmental short-
comings is far greater, and far harder to recover.

FEATURE: THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF EXCELLENCE continued

Manufacturers in this space design for
long-term use, often with 10+ years of service
life in mind and decades of durability as the
expectation, supported by warranties that
reflect that commitment. When the infra-
structure is working as intended, it rarely calls
attention to itself. It simply allows the program
to function at its highest level without friction.

That kind of long-view thinking reflects
a broader philosophy in the field: build
environments that support performance,
reduce friction, and quietly elevate the daily
experience of students and faculty alike. That
kind of long-view thinking reflects a broader
philosophy in the field: build environments
that support performance, reduce friction, and
quietly elevate the daily experience of students
and faculty alike.

Because in the end, excellence in music
education is rarely built through one dramatic
investment.

It is built from many quiet ones, made with
the understanding that environment is not

background.

It is part of the educational experience itself.
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