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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

TEACHING TOWARD LEARNER AGENCY IN INSTRUMENTAL 
ENSEMBLE SETTINGS  

 
by 
 

Matthew D. Dufresne 
 
 
Adviser: Deborah VanderLinde, Ph.D.  
 
 
 After beginning graduate school I started gaining a sense of the power of 

agency, a term that was foreign to me up to that point. I set out designing a curriculum 

that would foster agency while simultaneously seeking to implement a more 

comprehensive curriculum that balanced common notational practices with the study of 

composition, improvisation, conducting, and transcription. In this way I hoped to 

encourage students to build a personal musical vocabulary based on music that was 

important to them while acquiring a deeper knowledge of how music is constructed. 

This work explores my attempts to put into practice a philosophy of music that 

encourages ownership of the learning process while gaining a deeper understanding of 

musical processes that might afford the music student the greatest possibility for self-

expression. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INITIAL TRANSFORMATION OF MY TEACHING 
 
 
 

In this qualitative study, I entered my classroom as a teacher-researcher to better 

understand the musical experiences of my students. As I explored the themes, I began to 

understand how my early musical and college experiences shaped my musical biases 

and pedagogical practices. I went into this study with a basic understanding of my 

philosophical reasons for teaching what I teach and how I teach it. I see music as a 

personal search for meaning. This process deepens in a reciprocal relationship, as the 

musician is able to become one with the process. As the musical concepts under 

study—whether it be a certain song, style, musician, or technical proficiency on one’s 

instrument—take on added significance for the music student, so does the effort he/she 

is willing to put in. This is reflective of my own musical journey. It only makes sense 

that the music student is at the center of any model of music education. For the past five 

years I have been trying to create musical situations in the classroom that allow students 

the means to figure out what fascinates them about this process, so that their own 

discoveries will fuel a deeper investigation of musical practice.  

One of the biases I hold is that music that is creation-based1 gives the musician 

greater ownership over the music making process. I have had the luxury of having a 

musical education that includes deep experiences in both interpretive-based and 
                                                
1 I use creation-based to mean music created by the performer, either through 
improvisation or various processes of composition.  
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creative-based settings. I have found improvisational and compositional problems to be 

highly challenging and rewarding. When I began my teaching career, however, I was 

relatively far removed from the experiences I had as an undergraduate saxophone 

performance major at the University of Michigan. After spending time as a professional 

freelance musician, I withdrew from the music making process for many years before 

pursuing a bachelor’s degree in music education. I failed to draw on my musical 

background during my first five years of teaching and those years of teaching proved to 

be difficult and tiresome for me. I cannot say that I was either effective or passionate 

about teaching music. It was not until I began practicing with renewed vigor, trying to 

resuscitate my own music career, that I began to think about my music education. The 

following statement by Ed Sarath (2002) relates how creative processes play out on a 

personal level: 

When creative processes penetrate deep into the psyche or self and stir up 
subtle, transpersonal/archetypal content, the self seeks corresponding expressive 
outlets through which this content might manifest and thus be realized. 
Otherwise, transpersonal content lies dormant, unintegrated into awareness, and 
the urge to create is left unfulfilled. (p. 194) 
 

Influence of Graduate School Experiences 

I enrolled as graduate music student simply to earn the necessary credits to meet 

the state requirements to keep my teaching certificate. Little did I know the professors 

at Oakland University would renew in me a passion for music that had long been 

dormant. During my first classes I felt overwhelmed and extremely self-conscious as I 

analyzed my approach to teaching. The other graduate students seemed to have so many 

great ideas about education; I felt increasingly negative about what I was teaching and 
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why. Dr. Jackie Wiggins encouraged me to think deeply about the experiences I had as 

an undergraduate student of Donald Sinta (applied saxophone) and Ed Sarath (jazz and 

improvisation). I felt quite silly that I had never incorporated into my classroom the 

ideas that had made such a profound impact on me as a young student of music. As I 

learned a dizzying number of new ways to think about teaching music, my passion for 

music was rekindled. At this time I also reconciled myself with feelings of regret for 

missed opportunities as a performer and decided to change my lifestyle, beginning 

anew to rebuild my own musicianship skills. I began in earnest to develop my skills as a 

jazz musician with the help of Oakland University jazz faculty Miles Brown and Scott 

Gwinnell. 

I realized that the symphonic band model from which I was working shut out 

many of the students who were most passionate about music, so I formed the Creative 

Arts Ensemble (CAE) based on my experiences at the University of Michigan in Ed 

Sarath’s Creative Arts Orchestra. In the United States, students interested in playing 

piano, guitar, bass, and drum set are often shut out of music education at the secondary 

level. Oftentimes these are the students who are most passionate about music. They 

spend large amounts of time listening and practicing on their own or with peers in a 

garage band setting, or have to pay to learn about music at a community music school.  

Making Space for Learner Agency 

It was at this time that the concepts of agency I was studying at Oakland 

University began to really take hold. The curriculum focus in the CAE was based on 

improvisation and composition. I took the role of arranging the vehicles for 
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improvisation until students began coming in with ideas about teaching the ensemble 

songs they knew. As I incorporated the music the students were passionate about, the 

vibe in the room changed dramatically, almost overnight. I noticed a reciprocal 

relationship between student agency and the amount of effort the students put in both 

inside and outside the classroom. This process mirrored the experiences I had as an 

undergraduate student in Ed Sarath’s Creative Arts Orchestra.  

When students begin to see music as intimately related to self-growth they begin 
to evolve as self-driven learners. Craft is seen not only as drudgery, but as a 
source of tools for further self-expression. Students naturally reflect on what 
areas they need to move toward and how this material needs to be learned. 
(Sarath, 2002, p. 196) 
 
As enrollment in the Creative Arts Ensemble increased and teaching group 

improvisation became more challenging, I switched to a model in which students 

formed their own bands and chose their own music. The CAE essentially became a 

class comprised of small combos or garage bands. The ensemble still spent time 

learning about Sarath’s trans-stylistic concept of improvisation, but our time was split 

as the students covered2 the music they were passionate about. Over time I began 

looking for ways to incorporate skillset building to develop their musicianship beyond 

what they were learning through figuring out and playing the music they were covering. 

The time I had spent practicing jazz informed much of what I brought into this 

classroom. My strong belief that the skillset of a jazz musician provides the most 

efficient method for musical growth led me to try and incorporate more experiences 

creating vocabulary and using blues form. Azzara (2002) speaks to the need for more 

                                                
2 Here I use the word “covered” to mean that students worked together to figure out 
how to replicate music they knew well and had learned through repeated listening. 
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improvisatory experiences in the classroom, “Improvisation skill allows individuals to 

express musical thoughts and ideas from an internal source, with meaning, and it also 

promotes the acquisition of higher order thinking skills” (p. 171). 

Since the beginning of my graduate school education, I had been thinking more 

and more about curriculum reform: specifically about making improvisation and 

composition a larger part of students’ everyday experience. Many of the ideas I had 

regarding this came from Sarath and Azzara. “With a better understanding of the 

creative processes involved in improvisation, music teachers will be able to improve 

instruction and provide environments conducive to creativity and improvisation” 

(Azzara, 2002, p. 175). 

Therefore, at the same time as I was creating and developing the CAE, I began 

taking a serious look at the traditional model I had been using in my symphonic band 

and began introducing processes to that ensemble as well that would encourage agency 

for those students as well. I began giving band members opportunities to conduct the 

symphonic band and giving them a larger say in the literature we were playing. 

Improvisational and compositional study became more prevalent activities in the 

symphonic band setting as well as in the CAE. As agency took root in the symphonic 

band the numbers grew in that ensemble as well. I went from having a symphonic band 

with a regular membership of around twenty to between forty and fifty.  

Meanwhile, the number of hours I was now practicing saxophone was beginning 

to pay off. I was also spending more time playing inside and outside the classroom 

trying to develop my abilities on instruments other than the saxophone. It became 

apparent that if I was really going to help my students, I needed to be able to do more 
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than just talk about performance process. Now that I had guitarists, bassists, drum set 

players, and pianists in my classes, I had to become much more fluent on those 

instruments as well. I made it my goal to always be the most informed on whatever 

instruments the students were playing in my ensemble. This led me to take private 

lessons on piano, guitar, and drum set.  

Entering Into the Study 

I entered into this study nine years into my career as an educator, and four years 

after I began graduate study at Oakland University. In this document I offer my 

thoughts (at the point when this was written) on what I feel is an approach to music 

education that is more comprehensive than practices prevalent at the time. I have 

included a description of the curriculum I was still trying to implement at the time and 

subsequently continued to develop.  

As I began to experience the power of learner agency in the classroom, I 

endeavored to incorporate more processes that fostered agency in learners in these two 

emerging ensembles. These processes included balancing the interpretive-based nature 

of music ensemble study with creation-based approaches such as improvisation, 

composition, and personal expression through the development of musical vocabulary. 

It is my position that creation-based practices inherently hold more possibilities for 

students to have agency over their musicianship, while also helping to inform other 

musical concepts under study, such as reading notated music, aural skills, developing 

rhythmic integrity and harmonic understanding, and overall technical proficiency on 
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one’s instrument. Azzara (2002) offers his thoughts on the efficacy of creation-based 

musical practices and the resulting effect on personal expression.  

The research suggests that students should be provided with opportunities to 
make music spontaneously in a meaningful way through improvisation. 
Improvisation allows students to express themselves individually, to develop 
higher order thinking skills, and to develop a more comprehensive and intimate 
relationship with music, performing with or without notation. (p. 182) 
 
Musical ideas generated during improvisation and composition practices come 

from the students. This is quite different from musical ideas in traditional interpretive-

based practices, particularly in a large ensemble setting, where the music has already 

been composed by another and is subsequently interpreted by a conductor for the 

students in the ensemble. This is also true when students are covering music. The 

students in the Creative Arts Ensemble generally stayed close to the original version of 

the pop or rock music they were playing. Azarra (2002), citing Hummel, offered the 

following statement comparing interpretive practices and improvisation: 

Even if a person plays with inspiration, but always from a written score, he or 
she will be much less nourished, broadened, and educated than through the 
frequent offering of all of his or her powers in a free fantasy practiced in the full 
awareness of certain guidelines and directions, even if their improvisation is 
only moderately successful (Hummel, 1828/1829. (Azarra, 2002, p. 176)  

 
This study also gives a glimpse into the nature of other processes employed in my 

classroom to foster learner agency, such as student-conducting and greater student input 

into literature selection.  

As I have tried to create a more balanced approach to the curriculum in the 

instrumental music settings in which I teach, I have experienced both success and 

tension. This study will explore how my ongoing musicianship practices inform the 

curriculum I have put forth. I set out on this study hoping to learn more about how the 
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musical concepts I explore in the classroom promote or negatively affect the students 

ability to have agency over their own learning and learning environment. It is my hope 

that this study will lead toward a path of instruction that better understands and strives 

to meet the needs of today’s student-musician.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

DISCUSSION OF RELEVANT LITERATURE: ZONE OF PROXIMAL 
DEVELOPMENT, AGENCY, AND PLAY AS BASES FOR  

CURRICULAR DECISIONS 
 
 
 

Learning is more than the acquisition of the ability to think; it is the acquisition 
of many specialized abilities for thinking about a variety of things….Learning 
does not alter our overall ability to focus attention but rather develops various 
abilities to focus attention on a variety of things….Because each activity 
depends on the material to which it operates, the development of consciousness 
is the development of a set of particular, independent capabilities or a set of 
particular habits. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 83)  

 

Zone of Proximal Development: A New Approach 

Vygotsky (1978) maintained that it is the relation between learning and 

development that should be of paramount importance to educators. There are two 

considerations as we try to solve this problem: “First, the general relation between 

learning and development; and second, the specific features of this relationship when 

children reach school age” (p. 84). Vygotsky points out that learning begins long before 

children arrive at school: “Learning and development are interrelated from the child’s 

very first day of life” (p. 84). This presupposes that students have a wealth of 

knowledge about a wide variety of subjects. It also means that the learning process will 

continue outside the classroom in parallel conjunction with what is occurring in the 

classroom. Tapping into this range of experiences then becomes key to developing 

relationships with the students and understanding the motives and inspirations of what 
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is happening in their lives outside the classroom. This does not mean that we are going 

to know everything about our students, but it should inform our educational processes. 

As educators we should be setting up problem solving situations that allow our students 

to tap into their deep reserve of experiences and interests. 

In formulating his notion of a zone of proximal development (ZPD), Vygotsky 

(1978) proposed that school adds a new dimension to the storehouse of knowledge 

children have accrued. While it was an accepted tenet that “learning should be matched 

in some manner with the child’s developmental level” (p. 85), Vygotsky (1978) realized 

that structuring an education system on pre-determined developmental levels alone 

failed to account for a child’s potential for growth. Vygotsky theorized that this 

potential was more indicative of developmental possibilities than a snapshot taken at a 

given time. Vygotsky arrived at the conclusion that a student can accomplish more with 

the help of a more informed other than she can do on her own. This occurred as studies 

revealed “the capability of children with equal levels of mental development to learn 

under a teacher’s guidance varied to a high degree” (p. 86). As the variety of 

development levels became apparent it was clear that “the subsequent course of their 

learning would obviously be different” (p. 86). Vygotsky described this fundamental 

difference as a zone of proximal development, defining it as “the distance between the 

actual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level 

of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance 

or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). 

The ZPD describes an area of potential, as “those functions that have not yet 

matured but are in the process of maturation, functions that will mature tomorrow but 
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are currently in an embryonic state” (p. 86). Vygotsky has provided “a tool through 

which the internal course of development can be understood” (p. 87). This “internal 

course” highlights the importance of the learner’s desire, interest, and control in the 

process of learning. It is the merging of agency and the zone of proximal development 

that is crucial to any successful educational process. Using the notions of ZPD and 

agency as a lens to filter interactions between the peers and teachers in my study will 

allow light to shine on the tensions and successes that arise. As the students are allowed 

wider latitude to control the environment, bringing in their own preference regarding 

whom they play with and what music they play, the process is richer. All further 

reference in this chapter to the ideas of Vygotsky are based on his work Mind in Society 

(1978).  

Successes and Failures Regarding the Zone of Proximal Development 

I have noted for some time that my successes and failures as an educator are 

directly related to the zone of proximal development. This theme seems to be evident in 

a myriad of ways. Repertoire selection, key areas under study, tempo, style and genre, 

range, and many other musical factors must be considered using the ZPD. Any time I 

wade outside of the ZPD there is a wave of tension. When the chosen repertoire is too 

difficult or too easy, there is trouble. As I began introducing the idea of playing in all 

twelve keys the ensemble was pushed outside of their comfort zone. New improvisatory 

techniques and composition exercises also led to a balancing act regarding the zone of 

proximal development. The zone of agency and the ZPD constantly affect each other. 

Introducing new concepts of musicianship causes turmoil for the students as they are 
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forced to deal with foreign concepts. As an educator I have struggled to balance my 

desire to introduce new concepts at a pace that the students could reasonable absorb. 

This is another quandary related to the ZPD. ZPD tensions are not exclusive to the 

purview of educators, though. As agency increases, students are forced to make tough 

choices regarding music selection and who to play with in a small group. The ZPD 

becomes a tension they must deal with, as well.  

Implications of the Zone of Proximal Development 

 The ZPD leads to considerations that must be made regarding education. 

Vygotsky begins to flesh out the implications caused by the notion of the ZPD; that it 

requires a “reevaluation of the role of imitation in learning” (p. 87). Vygotsky states: 

“human learning presupposes a specific social nature and a process by which children 

grow into the intellectual life of those around them” (p. 88). Vygotsky continues: 

Children can imitate a variety of actions that go well beyond the limits of their 
own capabilities. Using imitation, children are capable of doing much more in 
collective activity or under the guidance of adults. This fact, which seems to be 
of little significance in itself, is of fundamental importance in that it demands a 
radical alteration of the entire doctrine concerning the relation between learning 
and development. One direct consequence is a change in conclusions that may 
be drawn from diagnostic tests of development. (p. 88) 
 
Vygotsky (1978) concluded that common developmental assessment practices 

“oriented learning toward yesterday’s development, toward developmental stages 

already completed” (p. 89). This mode of operation was not only ineffective, but 

ignored the developmental processes underway. Vygotsky further reasoned his theory 

of a zone of proximal development meant that “the only ‘good learning’ is that which is 

in advance of development” (p. 89). All educational processes then should revolve with 
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the child’s potential in mind, rather than were they are at any given time. The difficulty 

than arises in differentiating instruction for each student. Both of the ensembles in this 

study have a wide variety of experience levels and varying demographics of maturation. 

As the zone of proximal development is explored further this only gains in complexity, 

especially when factoring in agency, which I feel is a salient feature arising in 

conjunction with Vygotsky’s theories.  

As Vygotsky (1978) studied language acquisition it was evident that the social 

nature of communicating was integrally tied with the internal functions and desires of 

the child. Vygotsky confirmed these ideas with Piaget’s work: 

Such observations prompted Piaget to conclude that communication produces 
the need for checking and confirming thoughts, a process that is characteristic of 
adult thought. In the same way that internal speech and reflective thought arise 
from the interactions between the child and persons in her environment, these 
interactions provide the source of development of a child’s voluntary behavior. 
(p. 90) 
 
This provides the basis for Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development: 

Learning awakens a variety of internal development processes that are able to 
operate only when the child is interacting with people in his environment and in 
cooperation with his peers. Once these processes are internalized, they become 
part of the child’s independent development achievement. (p. 90)  
 
Vygotsky (1978) draws a clear distinction between learning and development. 

Properly structured learning processes provide the fertilizer for strong growth and 

development in the learner; these “developmental processes would be impossible apart 

from learning” (p. 90). Vygotsky notes, “Learning is a necessary and universal aspect of 

the process of developing culturally organized, specifically human, psychological 

functions.” In summary, Vygotsky points out that it as “the developmental process lags 

behind the learning process” the conditions are created that lead to the ZPD (p. 90).  
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Vygotsky (1978) puts forth ways his theory should be used for further study. 

From a psychological perspective this theory should generate research demonstrating 

how “external knowledge and abilities in children become internalized” (p. 91). As 

educators, we are tasked with figuring out which school learning processes are the most 

successful in fostering the growth of these developmental factors in children. I believe 

this addresses some of the tensions that have arisen in this study. As Vygotsky stated 

earlier, “Properly structured learning processes provide the fertilizer for strong growth 

and development in the learner.” Tensions have arisen as I have attempted to 

incorporate more creative-based approaches in the music curriculum; specifically 

improvisational and compositional practices, and more authentic ways of assessment 

based on these curriculum changes. It is clear that gaining the “properly structured 

learning process” is an ongoing area of concern in my own development as an educator.  

As Vygotsky (1978) concludes his thoughts on the interaction between learning 

and development he points out the unique nature of each academic discipline. Each 

subject affects the child in different ways along various stages of growth. This process 

is a dynamic one. Vygotsky is careful to emphasize that the application of these theories 

must be diverse and of an ever-evolving nature. “Clearly, the problem cannot be solved 

by using any one formula; extensive and highly diverse concrete research based on the 

concept of the zone of proximal development is necessary to resolve the issue” (p. 91).  

Zone of Proximal Development, Agency, and Play 

The ZPD, agency, and play all have important roles in critiquing the application 

of the curriculum I have set forth. Vygotsky made it clear that the study of the 
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interaction of these influences on the learning process must be ever changing and fluid. 

Using the ZPD, agency, and play lens in this way allows the educator to change the 

learning process on a day-to-day basis as needed to foster student initiative. This study 

seems to demonstrate how we as educators must also factor in how much change our 

students can absorb without feeling overwhelmed.  

As I proceed I will review how Vygotsky studies the role of play, but I would 

like to shape the lens in which I view this first in relation to musical processes. Play can 

be used as a metaphor for musical creation. Improvisation, composition, and 

extemporization all involve a degree of play. The imaginative faculties at work in play 

are common to the musical processes just listed. The pleasure and interest that are 

bound up when we play is a deciding factor in whether we come back to an activity or 

process. By we, I mean all people, adults and children alike. It is this pleasure and 

interest that we look for as human beings in all pursuits. When the pleasure and interest 

wanes, so does our choice to engage in that pursuit, unless there is some compelling 

outside force requiring us to continue. It is the alignment of pleasure and interest with 

our own desires that fosters the greatest investment of time and energy spent 

investigating any subject. To the degree that our interest is peaked, so too is our 

corresponding desire to further investigate the given pursuit. It seems clear that if we 

can maximize the personal interest in an activity or discipline, we can correspondingly 

raise the level of energy put towards acquiring a given skillset or process. Bear this in 

mind as play is reviewed along with its implications regarding agency and the zone of 

proximal development.  
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Vygotsky is quick to point out that is imprecise to define play solely as an 

activity that gives pleasure. He qualifies that, however, stating “that theories which 

ignore the fact that play fulfills children’s needs result in a pedantic intellectualization 

of play” (p. 92). Vygotsky continues: 

But if we ignore the child’s needs and the incentives which are effective in 
getting him to act, we will never be able to understand his advance from one 
developmental stage to the next, because every advance is connected with a 
marked change in motives, inclinations, and incentives…The maturing of needs 
is a dominant issue in this discussion because it is impossible to ignore the fact 
that the child satisfies certain needs in play. If we do not understand the special 
character of these needs, we cannot understand the uniqueness of play as a form 
of activity. (p. 93) 
 
As we long to understand and develop learning processes that maximize a 

student’s potential, clearly it is their “needs and incentives,” that are at the heart of the 

matter. Being mindful of these needs and incentives means considering them 

throughout the curriculum design process, daily lesson planning, and classroom 

experiences and interactions as they occur in the moment.  

Vygotsky theorizes that without the development of needs regarding a certain 

amount of delayed gratification “during the school years, there would be no play.” Play, 

according to Vygotsky, “seems to be invented at the point when the child begins to 

experience unrealizable tendencies.” Vygotsky suggests the child releases any tension 

through the world of imagination and play. “Imagination in adolescents and school 

children is play without action.” Vygotsky goes further, clarifying that the primary 

characteristic of play is its imaginary aspect (p. 93). 

The satisfaction of internal desires seems to me to be the crux of the matter. As I 

have previously likened play to acts of creation in music, it is these internal processes 
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that make these authentic practices. The creation of a sound image during the process of 

improvising, composing, or extemporizing allows for access to the imaginative power 

Vygotsky discerns in play. Interpretive practices, in my mind, can easily leave out the 

imaginary aspect of sound. The written note becomes instead related with a digital 

sensory reflex. Many educators are now advocating that students start playing by ear, 

rather than beginning with standard notational practices.  

As Vygotsky explores the notion of play, he states that “play is not symbolic 

action in the proper sense of the term, so it becomes essential to show the role of 

motivation in play. Vygotsky carefully critiques dated concepts of play taking a leap 

forward proposing that play must have rules. These rules do not necessarily have to be 

decided upon ahead of time, but the induction into whatever rules are laid down allows 

for a doorway into a new conceptual level of understanding. Vygotsky settles on the 

following statement in summation. “The role the child fulfills, and her relation to the 

object (if the object has changed its meaning), will always stem from the rules” (p. 95).  

Vygotsky continues this line of thought, concluding, “that every game with rules 

contains an imaginary situation” (p. 96). The reason for this is any game with rules has 

excluded some form of action. The evolution of play involves some variation of what 

was just described; either the imaginary situation or the rules are concealed, and 

sometimes both are covert. “It is here that the child learns to act in a cognitive, rather 

than an externally visual, realm by relying on internal tendencies and motives and not 

on incentives supplied by external things” (pp. 95-96). 

In the preceding quote, Vygotsky highlights the reliance of “internal motives” as 

the driving force in play. Isn’t our goal as educators to develop intrinsic motivation in 
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our students? Going back to a creation-based curriculum, my assumption is that musical 

processes such as improvisation, composition, and extemporization are driven by 

internal, rather than external factors. As we interpret a piece of music, much of the 

information we receive is provided for us from an external source, leaving little 

opportunities for deviation or internal control. Some composers are very strict in how 

much authority the performer should be given in interpreting their music setting up the 

division between “the executant and the interpreter,” as Stravinsky (1947) puts it. 

Stravinsky explicitly states:  

The language of music is strictly limited by notation….The idea of 
interpretation implies the limitations upon the performer or those which the 
performer imposes upon himself in his proper function, which is to transmit 
music to the listener.  The idea of execution implies the strict putting into effect 
of an explicit will that contains nothing beyond what it specifically commands. 
The conflict of these two principles—execution and interpretation—is at the 
root of all the errors, all the sins, all the misunderstanding that interpose 
themselves between the musical work and the listener and prevent a faithful 
transmission of its message. (pp. 126-127)  

  
While I have the deepest respect for Stravinsky, it is clear he expects there to be 

a severe curtailment of the performer’s individuality and agency over the music he 

plays. The “will” to which Stravinsky (1947) speaks is that of the composer, not the 

performer. Do we want the young middle school student or young musician to be 

bogged down by the “errors, sins, and misunderstandings that interpose themselves… 

and prevent a faithful transmission of its message?” (p. 127) 

Agency lies at the heart of the matter. The artist is free to choose the path of 

executant and interpreter. I deal with this dilemma as an artist myself. It is crucial to 

understand and honor the tradition of the style of music you are playing. To make a 
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point, I have made something black and white that is really one of blurred lines and fine 

distinction among the highest caliber of artist. 

Allow me to backtrack to Vygotsky’s view of childhood development and the 

integral nature of play, the imagination, motives, and personal meaning.  

The root of situational constraints upon a child lies in a central fact of 
consciousness characteristic of early childhood: the union of motives and 
perception. At this age perception is generally not an independent but rather an 
integrated feature of motor reaction. Every perception is generally not an 
independent but rather an integrated feature of motor reaction. Every perception 
is a stimulus to activity. Since a situation is communicated psychologically 
through perception, and since perception is not separated from motivation and 
motor activity, it is understandable that with her consciousness so structured, 
that the child is constrained by the situation in which she finds herself. 

But in play, things lose their determining force. The child sees one thing 
but acts differently in relation to what he sees. Thus, a condition is reached in 
which the child begins to act independently of what he sees. (pp. 96-97) 
 

Vygotsky sums up why the imaginary situations and constraints of rules are crucial to 

meaning making: 

The freedom of action adults and more mature children enjoy is not acquired in 
a flash but has to go through a long process of development. Action in an 
imaginary situation teaches the child to guide her behavior not only by 
immediate perception of objects or by the situation immediately affecting her 
but also by the meaning of this situation. (p. 97) 
 

 This is why play, musically speaking, should be a part of the learning process 

from the beginning. Developing the young music student’s desire to create and “play” 

makes it more likely the student will make a larger investment of time and energy 

regarding musical language acquisition, repertoire building, skill development and acts 

of musical creation. 

 Vygotsky details the relationship of action and meaning in play, carefully 

studying the imaginative processes and the evolution of the object/meaning ratio as a 
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dominating factor of perception. As the child develops there is a transfer of power 

between the object and meaning. The object is no longer perceived as the most 

important factor; rather it is the meaning of a situation is predominant (p. 98). Vygotsky 

sums it up like this, “their meaning, in play, becomes the central point and objects are 

moved from a dominant to a subordinate position (p. 98).  

 Vygotsky continues this investigation of meaning and objects, making this 

conclusion: 

The child at play operates with meanings detached from their usual objects and 
actions; however, a highly interesting contradiction arises in which he fuses real 
actions and real objects. This characterizes the transitional nature of play; it is a 
stage between the purely situational constraints of early childhood and adult 
thought, which can be totally free of real situations. (p. 98)  
 

 Vygotsky explains the deciding factor in this process occurs when a child 

detaches meaning from an object by transforming it into a “pivot” object, whereby, “the 

child makes one object influence another semantically. He cannot detach meaning from 

an object, or a word from an object, except by finding a pivot in something else” (pp. 

98-99). Vygotsky’s contention is that this transfer of meaning is empowering to the 

learning process because the child develops a hierarchy whereby the meaning for the 

object becomes more important than the name or label of the object itself. “A vital 

transitional stage toward operating with meanings occurs when a child first acts with 

meanings as with objects” (p. 98). Vygotsky relates this process to language 

acquisition, specifically the grammatical and written practices in relation to words. I 

think, however, that you could substitute notes for words and think of this whole 

process in terms of the acquisition of musical ideas. In the next quote from Vygotsky, 

imagine that we are talking about notes or musical sounds instead of words. 
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A vital transitional stage toward operating with meanings occurs when a child 
first acts with meanings as with objects…Later he carries out these acts 
consciously. This change is seen, too, in the fact that before a child has acquired 
grammatical and written knowledge, he knows how to do things but does not 
know what he knows. He does not master these activities voluntarily. In play a 
child spontaneously makes use of his ability to separate meaning from an object 
without knowing that he is doing it, just as he does not know he is speaking in 
prose but talks without paying attention to the words. Thus through play the 
child achieves a functional definition of concepts of objects, and words become 
parts of a thing. (p. 99) 
 

 A parallel can be drawn between this process and musical processes. The only 

difference being that educational institutions have not spent the time and energy 

developing musical practices in the school setting to the degree we spend time 

developing the ability to read and write.  

 Vygotsky contends that play, specifically “the creation of an imaginary 

situation,” allows the child to discover a freedom “from situational constraints” (p. 99). 

Defining the paradox of play, Vygotsky discusses how the child “operates with an 

alienated meaning in a real situation…but as she adopts the line of least resistance, she 

does what she most feels like doing because play is connected with pleasure” (p. 99). 

As Vygotsky continues the previous quote, he relates how learners overcome an 

aversion to any rule, establishing equilibrium with the learning process: 

At the same time she learns to follow the line of least resistance by 
subordinating herself to rules and renouncing what she wants, since subjection 
to rules and renunciation of impulsive action constitute the path to maximum 
pleasure in play. (p. 99)  

 

Encouraging Flow During the Learning Process 

 The following process outlines the utopian learning process we would like to 

have at all times. If we could manage to get the learner in this type of flow on a regular 
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basis, the degree of learning would grow exponentially. As noted above, it is precisely 

that “play continually creates demands on the child to act against immediate impulse,” 

(p. 99) that makes play such a crucial factor in the learning process. “At every step the 

child is faced with a conflict between the rules of the game and what he would 

do…spontaneously” (p. 99). Vygotsky’s investigation of this process rightly focuses on 

how the child in play develops self-control, discipline, and subjugation of immediate 

gratification. The beauty of this is this “subordination to rule a rule and renunciation of 

action on immediate impulse are the means of maximum pleasure” (p. 99). As 

Vygotsky states, “the essential attribute of play is a rule that has become a desire” (p. 

99). The child in play desires to carry out the rules because it gives her pleasure. 

Following the rules is placed on a pedestal because “it is the strongest impulse” (p. 

100). Vygotsky ties together a child’s desires as set forth by internal pressures regarding 

self-restraint and self-determination (p. 100).  

In short, play gives a child a new form of desires. It teaches her to desire by 
relationship her desires to a fictitious “I,” to her role in the game and its rules. In 
this way a child’s greatest achievements are possible in play, achievements that 
tomorrow will become her basic level of real action and morality. (p. 100)  
 

 To guide this back to a model of curriculum highlighting “play” or creation-

based practices I would suggest that musically speaking “a child’s greatest 

achievements are possible in play” (p. 100). Further, if we can develop this sense of 

achievement through play early on in music there is no reason why it ever has to stop. 

The goal as I see it is to cultivate this sense of “play” into a life-long process, regardless 

of whether it is through music or any other discipline.  
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 Earlier Vygotsky studied the ratio between object/meaning. Vygotsky uses the 

same method of inspection again as he looks at action/meaning. For the young child, 

action takes precedence over meaning. “The child is able to do much more than he can 

understand” (p. 101). In play, any actions must convey the structural nature of the 

game. The child does not take liberties without considering whether they have some 

relationship to her prior experience with the concept. Vygotsky clarifies how this relates 

symbolically. 

A child does not behave in a purely symbolic fashion in play; rather he wishes 
and realizes his wishes by letting the basic categories of reality pass through his 
experience. The child, in wishing, carries out his wishes. In thinking, he acts. 
Internal and external action are inseparable: imagination, interpretation, and will 
are the internal processes carried by external action. (p. 100)  
 

 Educational processes should reflect that external actions are carried by such 

internal processes. Again, I advocate for acknowledging Vygotsky’s theories to be 

applied to the importance of practices that enhance and are mindful of agency in the 

classroom.  

Play As a Leading Factor in Development 

 In concluding his study of play, Vygotsky makes it clear that while “play is not 

the predominant feature of childhood, it is a leading factor in development” (p. 101). 

Vygotsky highlights two other factors that are of paramount concern to him regarding 

play. First is the evolution in predominance of the imaginary situation to rules as the 

primary factor of development in play; second, is the “internal transformations in the 

child’s development brought about by play” (p. 101).  
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 Play demands that action is subordinated to meaning; while in real life the 

converse is true. It is this difference in everyday behavior that is significant for 

Vygotsky. Play, he says, should not be considered “as the prototype of a child’s 

everyday activity” (p. 101). The salient feature of play is that it allows the child to raise 

meaning above any rules or structure. This last fact is what leads Vygotsky to the 

conclusion that “play creates a zone of proximal development of the child” (p. 102). 

In play a child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily 
behavior; in play it is as though he were a head taller than himself. As in the 
focus of a magnifying glass, play contains all development; tendencies in a 
condensed form and is itself a major source of development. (p. 102) 
 

 My contention is that using play as a model for creation-based music practices 

provides the same opportunities for development. It is through improvisatory and 

compositional study that stretches the musician beyond what he is now. These practices 

put a “magnifying glass” on the skills of the musician. As an improviser there is a 

deeper look into not only my potential, but also in my current level of development. 

The magnifying glass metaphor is appropriate because there is a closer gaze into the 

nature of what one can do. Vygotsky states that “play provides an much wider 

background for changes in needs and consciousness” (p. 102) adding that 

Action in the imagination sphere, in an imaginary situation, the creation of 
voluntary intentions, and the formations of real-life plans and volitional 
motives—all appear in play and make it the highest level of…development. The 
child moves forward essentially through play activity. Only in this sense can 
play be considered a leading activity that determines the child’s development. 
(pp. 102-103) 
 

 Earlier I stated, “The pleasure and interest that are bound up when we play is a 

deciding factor in whether we come back to an activity or process. By we, I mean all 

people, adults and children alike” (p. 7). Vygotsky’s comment that “play provides an 
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much wider background for changes in needs and consciousness,” is applicable to all of 

us, adults and children, as well.  

 In charting the course of how play changes over time for a child, Vygotsky 

elucidates the extraordinary nature of how the young child begins with “an imaginary 

situation that initially is so very close to the real one” (p. 103).  

There is very little of the imaginary. It is an imaginary situation, but it is only 
comprehensible in the light of a real situation that has just occurred. Play is 
more nearly recollection of something that has actually happened than 
imagination. It is more memory in action than a novel imaginary situation. As 
play develops, we see a movement toward the conscious realization of its 
purpose. It is incorrect to conceive of play as an activity without purpose…In 
short, the purpose decides the game and justifies the activity. Purpose, as the 
ultimate goal, determines the child’s affective attitude to play. (p. 103)  
 

 I wonder if the same holds true for play as a metaphor for creation-based music 

practices. Does the music student “see movement toward a conscious realization of its 

purpose” more so in a curriculum grounded in such practices? I would argue, yes. I feel 

there is a practical application of music here that is missing in more interpretive-based 

practices. The “purpose, as the ultimate goal” that determines the child’s affective 

attitude to play” as Vygotsky puts it, resonates the strength of educational processes that 

are mindful of student interests and motives at all times.  

 The following statement by Vygotsky only serves to heighten the effectiveness 

of this process: “At the end of development rules emerge, and the more rigid they are 

the greater the demands of the child’s application, the greater the regulation of the 

child’s activity, the more tense and acute play becomes” (p. 103). 

Vygotsky asserts the concealed structure inherent in play as the apparent 

freedom a child has to “determine his own actions” is really “an illusory freedom, 
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because his actions are in fact subordinated to the meanings of things, and he acts 

accordingly” (p. 103). As play fuels the development of rules and structure the creation 

of an imaginary scenario may actually “be regarded as a means of developing abstract 

thought” as asserted by Vygotsky.  

 Vygotsky’s final paragraph on play speaks to the hidden features of an activity 

that is too often dismissed as one lacking developmental and creative significance. 

“Superficially, play bears little resemblance to the complex, mediated form of thought 

and volition it leads to. Only a profound internal analysis makes it possible to determine 

its course of change and its role in development” (p. 104). 

I would say the tendency towards curriculum models in music that are not 

creation-based have left many young music students with dry experiences. A model that 

considers play in all its variety seems richer and more fertile for long-term consistent 

development as a musician. It is important to consider practices that resonate with a 

person’s internal desires and motivations, for it is these considerations when designing 

a curriculum that will lead to less attrition and heighten the popularity of music study 

within the school setting.  

Focusing Too Heavily On Mechanics 

In closing Mind in Society (1978), Vygotsky surveys the causes and conditions 

leading to the development of pedagogy regarding written language. I previously 

viewed Vygotsky’s ideas about the ZPD and play through the lens of music. It is 

possible also to explore his critical analysis of the teaching of written language through 

the lens of typical practices in the field of music education. Vygotsky asserts that 
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pedagogical techniques have focused too heavily on “the mechanics of reading what is 

written,” much to the detriment of the written language itself (p. 105). Vygotsky begins: 

Until now, writing has occupied too narrow a place in school practice as 
compared to the enormous role that it plays in children’s cultural development. 
The teaching of writing has been conceived in narrowly practical terms. 
Children are taught to trace letters and make words out of them, but they are not 
taught written language. (p. 105) 
 

Vygotsky continues by making an apt comparison to the teaching of spoken language to 

deaf-mutes. He states: 

Attention has been concentrated entirely on correct production of particular 
letters and distinct articulation of them. In this case, teachers of deaf-mutes have 
not discerned spoken language behind these pronunciation techniques, and the 
result has been dead speech. (p. 105) 
 

The preoccupation with mechanics Vygotsky draws attention to could easily be viewed 

in the context of music education practices that rely too heavily on that which is 

notated.  

Vygotsky explains the deficiencies in teaching written language in a historical 

context brought about by pragmatism. He elucidates that “despite the existence of many 

methods for teaching reading and writing (practical pedagogy) has yet to work out an 

effective, scientific procedure for teaching children written language” (p. 105). It is 

Vygotsky’s assertion that the difference lies in the fact that the teaching of spoken 

language grows out of the child’s own intuitive experience, while “the teaching of 

written language is based on artificial training” (p. 105). At any point, we could insert 

“music” for “written language.” Consider this in the following statement by Vygotsky. I 

have added the music in parenthesis.  

Such training requires an enormous amount of attention and effort on the part of 
teacher and pupil and thus becomes something self-contained, relegating written 
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language (music) to the background. Instead of being founded on the needs of 
children as they naturally develop and on their own activity, writing (music) is 
given to them without, from the teacher’s hands. (p. 105) 
 

Vygotsky draws a parallel to music here, as well. “This situation recalls the 

development of a technical skill such as piano-playing: The pupil develops finger 

dexterity and learns to strike the keys while reading music, but he is in no way involved 

in the essence of the music itself” (pp. 105-106). In the next quote by Vygotsky we can 

again replace written language with music. “Such one-sided enthusiasm for the 

mechanics of writing (music) has had an impact not only on the practice of teaching but 

on the theoretical statement of the problem, as well. Up to this point, psychology has 

conceived of writing as a complicated motor skill” (p. 106). 

Often times, it seems as though this is precisely how we teach music. Educators 

stress the importance of reading musical notation over the proper development of the 

ear through creative processes. We are essentially teaching our students to develop the 

ability to see a note on the page and quickly react with the proper depression of a 

button, or series of buttons. This is precisely what Vygotsky meant when he said that 

psychology “conceived of writing as a complicated motor skill” (p. 106).  

More attention should be paid to the child’s interaction with the system of 

symbols and signs, rather than focusing on the mechanics of the process (p. 106). It is 

the mastery of this system that “heralds a critical turning in the entire development of 

the child” (p.106). In Vygotsky’s (1978) analysis of a child’s written language 

acquisition, he highlights the importance of “second-order symbolism, which gradually 

becomes direct symbolism” (p. 106). There is a transition in the child’s development as 

“written language is converted into a system of signs that directly symbolize the entities 
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and relationships between them” (p.106). Vygotsky asserts, “The mastery of such a 

complex sign system cannot be accomplished in a mechanical and external manner; 

rather it is a long process of development of complex behavioral functions in the child” 

(p. 106).  

Of paramount importance to Vygotsky is the process by which a child moves 

from using a system of signs or symbols that represent sounds and phrases of spoken 

language to the point where the signs become tangible objects with relative meaning. 

The point of importance seems to be the juncture when spoken language ceases to exist, 

leaving only the system of written language (p. 106). Understanding this process means 

undertaking a study of the “developmental history of written language,” which is no 

small task, as Vygotsky points out. Vygotsky continues to show how this development 

is not one of continual evolution, but a series of new forms arising and dissipating. The 

evolution of the child’s written language acquisition is similar to other disciplines, 

whereby the road contains many digressions, progressions, and empty periods of 

growth (p. 106). Vygotsky concludes that to date, “child psychology does not have a 

cogent view of the development of written language as a historical process, as a unified 

process of development” (p. 107). Vygotsky suggests a more scientific approach to 

understanding this process is needed: 

The first task of a scientific investigation is to reveal this prehistory of 
children’s written language, to show what leads children to writing, through 
what important points this prehistorical development passes, and in what 
relationship it stands to school learning. (p. 107). 
 
I believe this process is relevant to the processes under which music learners 

assimilate the sounds that are heard. As musicians grapple with producing the sounds 
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that are heard internally or struggle with dealing with music notation, they are dealing 

with gesture and symbols. Ultimately the musician forms a personal meaning with the 

music they are playing, whereby the language transcends what can be revealed or 

communicated through the spoken word. In drawing a parallel to Vygotsky’s thoughts 

on written language acquisition, I hope to investigate the similarities between missteps 

that have been taken in pedagogical practices in writing and music.  

Vygotsky (1978) outlines the evolution of gestures into written signs proceeding 

to the “development of symbolism in play,” which ultimately, he asserts leads to the 

making of meaning for the individual (pp. 107-108). He asserts, “The gesture is the 

initial visual sign that contains the child’s future writing as an acorn contains a future 

oak” (p. 107). Vygotsky points out that “children do not render their parts but rather 

general qualities” (p. 108). He continues to explore the relationship between gesture, 

play, and meaning making. Vygotsky highlights the fact that “what is most important is 

the utilization of the plaything and the possibility of executing a representational 

gesture with it. This is the key to the entire symbolic function of children’s play”  

(p. 108). 

Prior to this statement he declares “The degree of similarity between a plaything 

and the object it denotes is unimportant” (p. 108). The crux of the matter according to 

Vygotsky is what I feel is most relative to the importance of creation-based music 

practices: “The child’s self-motion, his own gestures, are what assign the function of 

sign to the object and give it meaning. All symbolic representational activity is full of 

such indicatory gestures” (p. 108). 
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Allowing the Music Student To Make Her Own Meaning 
 

The young music student must make meaning of her own accord. As she 

“plays,” meaning improvises, composes, extemporizes, or creates in whatever light you 

choose to see it, she follows the process Vygotsky outlines above. Vygotsky discusses 

the child’s ability to communicate through gesture while making meaning of 

“playthings.” He asserts that “it is only on the basis of these indicatory gestures that 

playthings themselves gradually acquire their meaning – just as drawing, while initially 

supported by gesture, becomes an independent sign” (p. 108).  

As educators we should foster the use of “playthings.” These are musical 

practices left up to the exploration of the student in play. The goal needs to be centered 

on having the music student make meaning of the sounds she is playing. The 

acquisition of this type of understanding is best supported by play according to 

Vygotsky. His experiments focused on representing “things and people involved in the 

play by familiar objects. (p. 109). The goal was to discover the point at which objects 

could be represented in written practice. Vygotsky found that the child’s understanding 

of symbolic notation was in no way connected to any “perceptual similarity of objects” 

(p. 109). Vygotsky proposed, “All that matters is that the objects admit the appropriate 

gesture and can function as a point of application for it. Hence, things with which this 

gestural structure cannot be performed are absolutely rejected by children” (p. 109). 

The object acts in an imaginary capacity, whereby it represents something 

specific for the child. Vygotsky declares, however, that, “only the relevant gesture 

endows them with this meaning” (p. 109). If this holds true of musical language 

acquisition, as well, I would assert as educators we all too often leave out processes, 



 

 32 

which would allow the student to glean a higher understanding of the sounds she is 

manipulating. Vygotsky’s experiments show how “the customary structure of things” is 

under constant flux as the child manipulates the objects in play (p. 110). The symbolic 

representation they gain from the process is dependent on their own examination and 

manipulation of the objects. Vygotsky noted Hetzer’s (1962) experiments regarding this 

subject, stating, “The percentage of purely play actions decreased with age, while 

speech gradually predominated” (p. 111). In conclusion, Vygotsky says: 

Symbolic representation in play is essentially a particular form of speech at an 
earlier stage, one which leads directly to written language. As development 
proceeds, the general process of naming shifts farther and farter toward the 
beginning of the process, and thus the process itself is tantamount to the writing 
of a word that has just been named. (p. 111) 

 
From a music education standpoint, it is important to explore the similarities 

between the naming/writing of a word and the playing/hearing/writing/understanding of 

a note, both written and heard. Vygotsky explores the practical implications of this 

research in conclusion. His supposition is that “teaching should be organized in such a 

way that reading and writing are necessary for something (p. 117).” The exercises “will 

be purely mechanical and may soon bore the child; his activity will not be manifests in 

his writing and his budding personality will not grow (p. 117).” He continues to identify 

the problems associated with the way writing is taught in the schools, namely “that 

writing is taught as a motor skill and not as a complex cultural activity….Writing must 

be ‘relevant to life’––in the same way that we require a ‘relevant arithmetic’” (pp. 117-

118).  

If we again substitute music for writing, I believe we can come up with an apt 

criticism of current interpretive-based music practices. Music is taught as a motor skill 
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and not as a complex cultural activity. Music must be relevant to life. Vygotsky 

continues his line of thought: 

Writing should be meaningful for children, that an intrinsic need should be 
aroused in them, and that writing should be incorporated into a task that is 
necessary and relevant for life. Only then can we be certain that it will develop 
not as a matter of hand and finger habits but as a really new and complex form 
of speech (p. 118).  
 

Again, we can substitute music for writing, addressing issues of agency, intrinsic 

meaning, and plot a course away from developing “hand and finger habits.” Focusing 

music education more on creative-based practices allows students to react to what they 

are hearing and playing instead of reacting to what they see visually.  

 Vygotsky’s third concluding point is that “writing should be taught naturally (p. 

118).” Vygotsky highlights the important role Montessori has played in this regard. 

“She has shown that motor aspect of this activity can indeed be engaged in the course of 

children’s play, and that writing should be ‘cultivated’ rather that ‘imposed’” (p. 118). 

 All too often the music student is presented with the material under study. 

Fostering an approach that allows the student to play and write with their own narrative 

in mind could go a long way in developing intrinsic motivations while still addressing 

the important development of fine motor skills. Vygotsky points out that reading and 

writing are used in the Montessori approach, but “these skills are found in play 

situations” (p. 118). As music students look to repeat and remember the ideas they are 

particularly fond of, some system of music notation can be addressed. The key is that 

the written notational practice arises out of the students desire to replicate what they 

have found pleasing in play. Vygotsky points out: 
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It is necessary that letters become elements of children’s life in the same way, 
for instance, speech is. In the same way as children learn to speak, they should 
be able to learn to read and write. Natural methods of teaching reading and 
writing involve appropriate operations on the child’s environment. Reading and 
writing should become necessary for her in play (p. 118). 

 
In summary, Vygotsky says the educator’s job is then to organize the 

development of reading and writing in a fluid “complex process of transition from one 

mode of written language to another (p. 118).” The music educator’s role is no 

different. His final statement can also be approached from this same perspective. 

“Children should be taught written language, not just the writing of letters” (p. 119). 

Children should be taught to hear and write the musical language they are learning, not 

just identifying the correct notes and the corresponding movements required to produce 

the sound on an instrument.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

METHODOLOGY  
 
 
 

 The purpose of this study is to understand as much as I can about the 

educational experiences I choose to employ in my classroom. The success of this study 

is largely dependent on the processes I use to collect and interpret the data of these 

experiences.  

Van Manen (1990) speaks to the principles and integrity that the educator must 

maintain. “As educators we must act responsibly in all our relations with children, with 

youth, or with those whom we stand in a pedagogical relationship” (p. 12). As a 

teacher, I have practical concerns. I want to continually improve the nature of the 

musical experiences I provide my students. I look for the most efficient way to help 

them master the concepts under study without limiting the scope of their musical being. 

Each student is motivated by a different set of goals and musical passions. As an 

educator I am searching for fulfillment and contentment for the students and myself in 

my classroom. This requires an ongoing thoughtful investigation of the processes that I 

choose to implement in the classroom. “Hermeneutic phenomenological research is a 

search for the fullness of living” (p. 12). 

As I pursued a deeper understanding of the daily classroom experience I provide 

for the students it was clear that using a qualitative study was most appropriate. I was 
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looking to give the reader of this study a transparent lens to view the musical processes 

that will be shared in the following vignettes.  

Qualitative data describe. They take us, as readers, into the time and place of the 
observation so that we know what it was like to have been there. They capture 
and communicate someone else’s experience of the world in his or her own 
words. Qualitative data tells a story. (Patton, 1980, p. 47)  
 
Qualitative data tells us what is like to be there, and what someone else’s 

experience is like. This process allows us to empathize with another to forge 

understandings of someone who appears to be the same or different as we are. Bogdan 

and Biklen (1998) add to Patton’s explanation of the benefits of a qualitative inquiry. 

“Qualitative research is descriptive. The written results of the research contain 

quotations from the data to illustrate and substantiate the presentation” (p. 5). A 

qualitative study is one that searches for truth, even if it is an exhaustive and illusive 

process. “The qualitative research approach demands that the world be examined with 

the assumption that nothing is trivial, that everything has the potential of being a clue 

that might unlock a more comprehensive understanding of what is being studied” (p. 5). 

Another primary feature of qualitative inquiry is the understanding that if the 

researcher is to find this sort of rich data the study cannot be done in a vacuum. It must 

be naturalistic in nature, that is, “qualitative research has actual settings as the direct 

source of data and the researcher is the key instrument” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 4). 

If I want to truly comprehend what is happening in my classroom, the only way to do 

this is to study the interactions between myself (“the key instrument”) and the students 

in our natural environment. Patton (1980) concurs with Bogdan and Biklen regarding 

the significance of a naturalistic inquiry.  
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Fieldwork is the central activity of qualitative inquiry. “Going into the field” 
means having direct and personal contact with people under study in their own 
environments—getting close to the people and situations being studied to 
personally understand the realities and minutiae of daily life. The inquirer gets 
close to the people under study through physical proximity for a period of time 
as well as through development of closeness in the social sense of shared 
experience, empathy, and confidentiality. (p. 48) 
 

As an educator-researcher I am concerned with data that is produced by the students 

(informants), and hope to glean “where, how, and under what circumstances” this data 

came into being (Bogdan and Biklen, 1998, p. 5). Striving to maintain this sense of a 

naturalistic setting, I tried to minimize the effects of this study on our daily classroom 

environment.  

 The vignettes in this study explore the musical processes and problems with the 

students in two emerging ensembles. An overarching goal of this study is to understand 

how the students feel about these processes. In addition, I hoped to step back and 

observe the daily operations in hopes of finding a better teaching strategies as my 

teaching career continues. Qualitative research supports this: “qualitative researchers 

are concerned with process rather than simply with outcomes or products. How do 

people negotiate meaning? Qualitative strategies have suggested how the expectations 

are translated into daily activities, procedures, and interactions” (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1998, p. 6).  

Data Collection 

During this study I videotaped two different eight-week periods of time. These 

were times where I was able to focus entirely on the curriculum without having the 

need to prepare for an upcoming performance. The first 8 weeks happened between late 
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September and early November. The second session was between mid-January and 

early March. I videotaped once a week for both ensembles, with the exception of a 

couple times when I videotaped two days in a row. This was usually done after I needed 

to either re-teach a concept or as in the “fear and improvisation” vignette when we 

discussed the tension the students felt improvising.  

During the data collection process I would often record my own thoughts about 

the classes on the way home in the car and then take fields notes after watching the 

videos as I searched for emerging themes. There were typical classroom processes that 

allowed me to take notes during class, as well, such as when the students were 

conducting in the symphonic band and when the students in the Creative Arts Ensemble 

were working in their bands. I used a stationary video camera at different vantage 

points around the room. In general the camera stayed in one place everyday, although I 

occasionally moved it during important discussions. When this occurred I tried to make 

it as unobtrusive as possible. I did notice that some students seemed either prone to 

enjoy or withdraw from the limelight of the camera. There were times when students 

spoke directly to the camera. I got the feeling that this allowed them a vehicle to 

express an opinion they did not feel comfortable sharing with the class or me in person. 

In any case, the students quickly became accustomed to having the video camera in the 

room, allowing us to conduct business as usual. During the data collection I transcribed 

verbatim meaningful discussions, as well as musical passages performed by the students 

if they were pertinent to the emerging themes.  
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Data Analysis 
 

Another key feature of qualitative research is that it is inductive. As I began this 

study I knew that I wanted to search for a better understanding of my education 

philosophies and how they were playing out, using my two emerging middle school 

ensembles. I did not have a sense of what this would all be about when it was said and 

done. In fact, even after completing several of the vignettes, I still had only a vague 

vision of what I might say about all this. Bogdan and Biklen (1998) discuss how a 

qualitative researcher mines for data: 

As a qualitative researcher planning to develop some kind of theory about what 
you have been studying, the direction you will travel comes after you have been 
collecting data, after you have spent time with your subjects. You are not 
putting a puzzle together whose picture you already know. You are constructing 
a picture that takes shape as you collect and examine the parts (p. 6).  
 
As I mined the data, I struggled at times telling the difference between emergent 

themes and examples of how I apply my curriculum. I realized this is a key distinction. 

It became evident that I wanted to understand the implications of my curriculum 

choices and personal musical biases. My philosophy of education is tied closely to my 

ongoing experiences as a musician. The teachers I have had always gave me wide 

latitude to choose the repertoire I wanted to learn. As I have gotten older, I have come 

to realize that the fulfillment I find as a musician comes from processes I choose to 

implement in hopes of improving. It is a personal search. I choose the musicians I 

would like to emulate and the songs I want to learn. I decide how I divide the time I 

spend learning different styles, instruments, or developing concepts. The meaning I find 

in this process is accentuated because it is my search. As an educator I am merely trying 

to facilitate the students musical search for personal expression. Enacting a curriculum 
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that offers processes that encourages learner agency is of paramount importance to me. 

The application of the curriculum and its affect on learner agency are two separate 

entities. While they are both a part of the equation, it is the question of whether or not 

the curriculum is meeting the needs of the students that is of primary concern. As a 

novice researcher, understanding the subtleties of this process was critical as I 

continued. The realization set in that, yes I am the instrument here, and worse, I am a 

beginner. Patton (1980) comments on the credibility of the researcher as the instrument, 

this instrument “hinges to a great extent on the skill, competence and rigor of the person 

doing fieldwork” (p. 14). Patton uses the work of Guba and Lincoln (1981) to point out 

that the processes inherent in qualitative study supersede the deficiencies of a novice 

researcher.  

Fatigue, shifts in knowledge, and cooptation, as well as variations resulting from 
differences in training, skill, and experience among different “instruments,” 
easily occur. But this loss in rigor is more than offset by flexibility, insight, and 
ability to build on tacit knowledge that is the peculiar province of the human 
instrument (p. 14).  
 
Only after reading and re-reading some of the completed vignettes did I start to 

understand the real questions I was searching for. Bogdan and Biklen (1998) relate the 

following view on this process. “The qualitative researcher plans to use the first part of 

the study to learn what the important questions are. He or she does not assume that 

enough is known to recognize important concerns before undertaking research (p. 7).  

 As the study unfolded and I began to get a sense of the questions I was looking 

for and what I felt the emergent themes really were. And, more importantly, I began to 

understand that it was the meaning shared by the students as informer-participants that I 

sought.  
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Meaning is of essential concern to the qualitative approach. Researchers who 
use this approach are interested in how different people make sense of their 
lives. Qualitative researchers are concerned with what are called ‘participant 
behaviors.’ Qualitative researchers are concerned with making sure that they 
capture perspectives accurately. (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 8) 
 

This “meaning” came in interactions between the students and myself in relationship to 

the curriculum I proposed. I began to fundamentally question what it is I teach, when do 

I teach it, and why? In addition, what were the consequences of my own biases as an 

educator-musician? As this study developed I became less judgmental of processes that 

caused tension for the students, realizing that because of this study I would be more 

mindful in years to come. Having studied the interactions that are documented here will 

allow me to alter parts of the curriculum in the future in an attempt to alleviate some of 

the tension that was apparent. Van Manen (1990) speaks to the benefit of engaging in 

such a study. 

The fundamental model of this approach is textual reflection on the lived 
experience and practical actions of everyday life with the intent to increase 
one’s thoughtfulness and practical resourcefulness or tact. Phenomenology 
describes how one orients to lived experience, hermeneutics describes how one 
interprets the “texts” of life, and semiotics is used here to develop a practical 
writing or linguistic approach to the method of phenomenology and 
hermeneutics. (p. 4) 
 
The reflection upon the vignettes that followed gave me a greater understanding 

of agency. They also offered a clearer picture of how my biases as a musician inform 

the processes I choose as an educator. You can view agency from many lenses. It is a 

process that has many levels and multiple points of entry. Attempts at fostering agency 

do not always produce the intended results. I bring my experiences as a musician to the 

classroom. I was surprised to see how the positive and negative aspects of my own 

musical being were evident in the vignettes during this study.  
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Establishing Credibility 
 

Many of the students in the ensemble had been with me for seven to nine years – 

I had taught them general music (K-5), some of them also had participated in the 

beginning band program, which was an extra-curricular activity before school in fourth 

grade and fifth grade before entering into middle school. This relationship is evidence 

of prolonged engagement (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) between the students and myself 

allowing for persistent observation as they have matured. Many of the students in this 

study have been participants as I have tried to reshape and transform the curriculum 

over the last five years. In fact, several of the students in this study were attending 

school for the first day as kindergarteners on my first day as a teacher. The following 

statement by Lincoln and Guba addresses the benefit of prolonged engagement. 

“Prolonged engagement also requires that the investigator be involved with a site 

sufficiently long to detect and take account of distortions that might otherwise creep 

into the data. First and foremost the investigator must deal with personal distortions”  

(p. 302).  

I have been fortunate to be at this school long enough to build trust, but I have 

taken prolonged engagement to take on another meaning, as well. As I considered 

prolonged engagement in the writing of the study, as well, I realized it was not until 

having been working on this study for a long period of time that I began to see the data 

in a new light. After searching for emergent themes and reviewing the vignettes I began 

to see themes I did not see right away. As noted above, “First and foremost the 

investigator must deal with personal distortions.” Along that line of thinking, while the 

data was not distorted, with prolonged engagement with this work I have been able to 
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see the implications of personal bias. It is the goal of any research study to be able to 

view your own biases, which can distort our vision as educators, regardless of whether 

or not we are researchers. Understanding our own biases is an important if we are to 

transcend them.  

The vignettes in this study are based on two separate eight-week periods 

occurring in the fall and winter. These two time periods were spent exclusively on 

curriculum and developing musicianship without the tension or demands of concert 

season. The length and consistency (at least once a week) of the data collection allows 

for what Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe as persistent observation.  

The purpose of persistent observation is to identify those characteristics and 
elements in the situation that are most relevant to the problem or issue being 
pursued and focusing on them in detail. If prolonged engagement provides 
scope, persistent observation provides depth. (p. 304) 
 
The third point of credibility regarding this study involves triangulation, which 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) quote Denzin (1978) as “the use of multiple and different 

sources, methods, investigators, and theories.” (p.305). The data in this study is 

triangulated, in that similar curricular approaches were used in two emerging ensembles 

with key differences in instrumentation and stylistic pursuits. This implies multiple 

sources. There were informants who participated in both ensembles and many different 

students are quoted in the vignettes to follow, which also provides for multiple sources. 

I further attempted to triangulate the data by videotaping (which provided visual and 

audio data) two eight periods at different times of the school year, and keeping regular 

field notes, while actively participating in all the activity as a teacher-researcher. 

Lincoln and Guba quote Eisner (1975) on the importance of referential adequacy.  
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Videotape recordings and cinematography, he asserted, provide the means for 
“capturing and holding episodes of classroom life” that could later be examined 
and compared to the critiques that had been developed from all of the data 
collected. The recorded materials provide a kind of benchmark against which 
later data analyses and interpretations (the critiques) could be tested for 
adequacy. (p. 313) 
 
Lastly, I hoped to achieve triangulation by recording a variety of musical 

processes that might illuminate as much of the curriculum as possible. The process of 

triangulation would potentially give me multiple lenses to view the musical processes 

under study.  

Study Setting and Participants 

 The school in this study is a K-8 charter school positioned in a Midwestern 

village of approximately 6,000 people. The village is not diverse ethnically, being 

predominately Caucasian (95% according to the 2010 census). The school in this study 

shares this lack of diversity. The school, however, draws on several communities 

outside of the village where it is located. Some students come as far away as thirty 

miles one way. The school does not have buses, relying on the parents to bring the 

children to school every day, with the exception of a small minority that live within 

walking distance of the school. The school itself had approximately 940 students when 

this study took place, of which the middle school population was approximately 220 

students. The school typically averages one hundred students in each grade level from 

K-5, with the middle school averaging between 200 and 250 students. There is a K-5 

general music department, which I am the chairperson, with another music teacher that 

teaches K-2 and middle school choir. Many of the students in this study were 
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participants in the morning music program, an extra-curricular activity before school for 

fourth and fifth graders.  

The ensembles in this study had a broad experiential level, due to the fact that 

they were each comprised of 6th, 7th, and 8th graders. Many of the students had three to 

five years experience playing an instrument, however, there is no audition requirement 

and beginners are welcomed at all points throughout the year. This experiential 

diversity is more problematic in the symphonic band, where the students perform as a 

large ensemble in concerts. Repertoire selection and differentiated instruction are 

challenging. The students in the Creative Arts Ensemble perform in small bands of their 

choosing. This allows for fewer problems related to a diverse experience level. Some of 

these students in these ensembles participated regularly in rock and roll bands at a local 

community music school. A small percentage also studied privately, either with me or 

with other local musicians. Some students performed in their places of worship. There 

has been strong parent support for the program, including parents who continued to play 

music or did so when they were younger.  

The Symphonic Band and Creative Arts Ensemble in the study had 39 and 44 

students, respectively. These ensembles are yearlong elective classes that meet daily for 

forty-five minutes. The students that participate in both electives, (approximately 

twenty students during the year of this study) are out first marking period as they take 

gym or other mandatory electives such as Careers and Study Skills. Both ensembles met 

in the music room, the largest room in the school, outside of the gymnasiums, but still 

on the small side compared to most public schools band rooms. Both ensembles also 

have daily access to the auditorium, which is across the hall, and regularly used it as an 
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additional practice area. The music department has four drum sets, seven steel drums, 

timpani, multiple sets of congas and bongos, timbales, a keyboard lab, multiple electric 

guitars and basses, amplifiers, and a large variety of wind instruments that are available 

for the students to use. Roughly half of the students use school owned instruments, with 

the other half either rent through a local music company or purchase the instruments 

outright. These ensembles perform in two concerts a year with multiple performances 

for school functions in a pep band made of combined membership. The music 

department has enjoyed strong support from the parents, administration, teachers, and 

the local community for many years. The elective music program has grown from seven 

students to roughly 150 over the last ten years.  

The economy and state education cuts have caused large losses in revenues over 

the previous five years. Making things more difficult is that, as a charter school, there is 

no millage at our disposal. The school typically provides a meager budget for sheet 

music, and makes an increased effort when the music department is really in need. In 

general, the music boosters and music teachers raise the majority of the $7,000 to 

$10,000 annual budget from fundraisers, concerts, community groups, and support from 

individual parents.  

In this study, it is my hope that as teacher-researcher I can positively contribute 

to the field of music education. Kincheloe (2003) highlights the importance of the 

teacher-researcher to the process of reform in education. Teacher-researchers 

“understand what they know from experience. With this in mind they gain heightened 

awareness of how they can contribute to the research on education” (p. 18).  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

CURRICULAR CONTEXT: COMPREHENSIVE MUSICIANSHIP 
 
 
 

 As this study began to take shape it became apparent that my ideas about 

curriculum reform and comprehensive musicianship play a vital role in the processes 

and concept under study in the classroom. The work of Sarath (2002) and Azzara 

(2002), among others, has informed my thoughts on curriculum reform and the need for 

regular inclusion of improvisation and creation-based practices in the classroom. In this 

section I will share examples in the form of vignettes to demonstrate how I am moving 

toward a more comprehensive approach to music education. The data analysis section 

to follow will also contain vignettes reflective of this approach, but will be focused on 

exploring emergent themes that will help me better understand the musical experiences 

of my students.  

 Azzara (2002) presents an overview of the research on improvisation while 

advocating for its inclusion as a daily part of music education. “Improvisation has been 

an essential component of music throughout history, yet its manifestation in 

contemporary music classrooms is not clearly defined. In most cases, comprehensive 

improvisation skill development is absent from music curricula” (p. 171). Azzara 

chronicles the many educators who have pleaded for the inclusion of creation-based 

practices in the classroom, but “despite such advocacy, much of the literature on the 

topic of improvisation in music education points to the fact that it is rarely part of the 
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core of music education curricula” (p. 171). Sarath (2002) states: “If substantive strides 

toward reform are to be made, change must take place at the core level, where the seeds 

of diverse musicianship are planted early on in students’ development” (p. 188). Azzara 

continues: 

With the publication of National Standards for Arts Education (Consortium of 
National Arts Education Associations, 1994), music educators have become 
increasingly aware of the importance of the art of improvisation as a valuable 
musical skill for all music students. Researchers have continued to articulate the 
need for improvisation instructional materials, teacher education in 
improvisation, and, in general, emphasis on improvisation as a vital part of 
music curricula. (p. 171) 
 
Azzara asks the following question regarding further research: “What models 

can be developed and presented for nurturing jazz improvisation in a cultural, 

sequential, and developmental fashion that begins in early childhood and proceeds 

through adulthood?” (p. 182). As I considered this question I took out “jazz 

improvisation” and replaced it with the skills I deem important to the process of 

musicking. While I agree that improvisation should be an integral part of the 

curriculum, my goal here is to outline all the processes that should ultimately be a part 

of a comprehensive musicianship curriculum. It is essential to consider this offering of a 

comprehensive musicianship in two large pieces; first is the overarching skills, which 

follows here; and second, a course of instruction to build these skills. It is much easier 

to identify an utopian concept of the skillset of the master musician than it is to outline 

the course of instruction to meet these skills. The course of instruction I have studied 

here is an ongoing and fluid process. By no means have I come close to putting in 

processes in the classroom that address all the skills I deem relative to the process of 
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musicking. In any case, I share here my attempt to outline the processes that would 

illuminate an approach to comprehensive musicianship curriculum building.  

 Elsewhere, I discuss the significance of creation-based practices on agency. In 

the comprehensive musicianship curriculum I propose, creation-based practices means 

musical processes whereby the student-musician is generating or highly manipulating 

the musical material. Examples of this include improvising, composing, extemporizing, 

and arranging.  

 Interpretive performance is an important part of a solid musical foundation, 

along with which I would add conducting, use of multiple styles and genres, 

understanding of the idiomatic ways differing styles and genres are played, 

understanding of the diverse nature of musical multi-ethnicity. This could mean through 

listening or a deeper understanding through some level of study. It is important to note 

that the music of another culture is embodied in the culture itself. There is much work 

to be done when attempting to learn the music of a culture that is foreign. 

 Musicians need to have access to and experience using a wide range of music 

technology. This could mean gaining experience as a sound engineer, learning the ins 

and outs of the recording process. It could also include what I call the studio musician, a 

musician who may not play a traditional instrument, but who uses the advancements of 

technology to create a wide palette of musical soundscapes. The studio musician may 

learn how to mix, create beats, and use a DJ controller or midi controller, or Smart 

Music. 

 A comprehensive musicianship curriculum should include practical approaches 

to music history and music theory. Music history should be introduced as it relates to 
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the context in which a music learner is endeavoring to absorb. The study of music 

history should always be contextual while relating to the students needs, rather than a 

broad saturation of facts. Music theory should be used contextually to meet the goals of 

the music learner and educator in striving to reach said goals. Music theory should be 

used as a tool for the development of practical musical understandings. Scales, chords, 

and arpeggios are important to any musicians development in regards to building a 

vocabulary while strengthening overall musical understanding and technique. If the 

music theory has no relevance to the music learner’s practical playing situation or 

growth as an artist, then this is a poor use of educational time. Music theory practices 

also include an understanding of functional harmony and voice leading. 

 Music is an aural phenomenon and aural skills need to be developed in a 

systematic and ongoing fashion. Aural skills would embrace basic solfege, playing by 

ear, transcribing—this may not necessarily mean writing down the notes and/or 

rhythms, though it may. I will use the term transcribing to mean the absorption of 

another musicians language and playing style through repeated listening and playing 

along with a recording of someone who is more informed. Another goal of a 

transcription is to learn repertoire. Aural skills also mean singing along with songs the 

music learner both enjoys and wants to learn to play. Aural skills imply an 

understanding of functional harmony, but reinforce a practical approach to music theory 

by including bass lines, guide tones, triads, seventh chords, and ninth chords. These 

concepts could be furthered with the development of basic keyboarding skills.  

 For more advanced musicians or for those instrumentalists who have a 

responsibility to accompany and comp, it is important to provide an education 
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consisting of basic chord voicings and comping techniques. This may include guide 

tones with the root, shell voicings, A/B voicings, extended voicings using alterations, 

and/or upper structure triads, bitonal chords, principles of chord superimposition, voice 

leading chords, side slipping, and reharmonization on a large and small scale. 

A comprehensive musicianship curriculum should include an understanding of 

what a quality melody consists of, including the study of melodic contour, 

understanding that music has shape. Musical lines go up and down and have peaks and 

valleys. A quality melody is sing-able. A solid melody has repetition and variation. The 

understanding of shape could be explored through a connection with improvisation and 

composition study, developing a melody through repetition, variation (both rhythmic 

and melodic), augmentation, diminution, etc.  

 Lastly, but not of least importance, is the development of one’s rhythmic 

integrity. Basic rhythmic study is of prime importance to all musicians. Basic 

percussion study for all musicians could include rudiments, rebound strokes, single and 

double strokes on a pad, feeling multiple time feels (i.e., Mike Longo’s Basic Hemiola 

Pattern), rhythmic transcription, and a method for integrating rhythmic motifs and 

rhythmic development into one’s improvisations and compositions. 

The following model for educating toward comprehensive musicianship is based 

on my own pursuit to be the consummate musician and my attempts to share this 

process with the students at study school. This reflects the education I have received 

from many teachers who have shaped my thinking along these lines and continue to 

influence my view of the skillset needed to play music at the highest level. While I have 
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had many fine teachers over the last thirty years, I would be remiss not to mention those 

who have had a significant impact on my musical being.  

 The lessons I learned from Donald Sinta and Ed Sarath during my time at the 

University of Michigan continue to shape my practice sessions regarding artisanship on 

many levels. Sinta taught me to go beyond listening to saxophonists; he impressed the 

value of aspiring to a higher level of artistry. As he led me to study the work of 

musicians such as Mstislav Rostropovich, Galina Vishnevskaya, Lynn Harrell, Itzhak 

Perlman, Frederica von Stade, Richard Stoltzman, Heinz Holliger, Van Cliburn, James 

Galway, Ashkenazy and others, I understood the value of having a proper model. Sinta 

(1990) states that musicianship means that you are able to  

perform in tune, with a unique, yet acceptable timbre. An artist has excellent 
rhythmic accuracy, performs standard repertory with technical mastery, and uses 
acceptable stylistic parameters. The performer is to understand color and 
dynamics while understanding the compositional process. Conviction must be 
apparent while projecting your unique feelings about the music to a listener.  
(p. 1)  

 
He taught that artistry comes in many forms and that, in the end, the music learner may 

become a “conductor, music historian, composer, theorist, competent keyboard 

performer, improviser, music acoustician, doubler, public school educator, private 

teacher, software designer, hardware “idea” person, video/music specialist, recording 

engineer, or music administrator” (p. 2).  

The years I spent under Ed Sarath’s direction in the Creative Arts Orchestra 

helped form much of the model of the Creative Arts Ensemble that is under study here. 

Sarath provides part of the classroom context for this study. Sarath’s “trans-stylistic” 

approach to improvising was exactly what I needed as I endeavored to become an 
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improviser. As a classically trained saxophonist, I felt naked without notated music. 

Sarath taught that improvisation transcends idiomatic jazz interpretation. Improvising 

while using the non-syntactic musical elements, such as silence, density, tessitura, 

dynamics, tempo, meter, articulation, dynamics, and timbre in mind lifted a heavy 

burden. At that time I was not ready for the discipline required to pursue an 

understanding of jazz in all its complexity. I had a weak ear, limited music theory 

chops, and little experience listening to jazz. I did, however, know how to play the 

saxophone well. I had a deep reservoir of musical experiences into which I could tap. 

The “trans-stylistic” approach to improvisation was liberating. It fostered a sense of 

creativity that led to my first forays into composing. I experienced glimpses of the 

“heightened states of awareness,” Ed was fond of talking about as he talked about peak 

experiences and the work of philosophers such as Abraham Maslow and Alfred North 

Whitehead. The relationships that were formed during this intense study of 

improvisation have lasted a lifetime. This is a testament to the power of a curriculum 

based on creativity, rather than one solely placed on interpretive performance.  

 More recent musical relationships that have fostered a sense of growth over the 

last five years include time I have spent studying with Scott Gwinnell, Miles Brown, 

and Walter White from the Detroit jazz scene. I have been fortunate during this period 

to study with Eric Alexander, Jim Snidero, Dan Haerle, Pat Harbison, Tom Walsh, 

Jamey Aebersold, and David Baker, who are nationally known jazz artists and 

educators. They have helped demystify the process of learning jazz, breaking it into a 

manageable skillset that requires only a prolonged study of the art form.  
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 Lastly, I must speak to the education I have received at Oakland University. Dr. 

Jackie Wiggins, Dr. Joe Shively, and Dr. Deborah VanderLinde have not only inspired 

me to re-dedicate my life to the pursuit of excellence as an artist, but have compelled 

this vision of comprehensive musicianship that has begun to be put in place where I 

teach at the study school. Without this inspiration, I would not have understood the 

teachings of so long ago. Dr. Wiggins continually prodded me about the education I 

received with Sinta and Sarath. This helped remind me of lessons from long ago and 

enabled me to apply everything I have learned to my current teaching situation. 

Interpretive performance has been at the center of music education at every level 

of the systems that teach music in this country for far too long. The vision of 

comprehensive musicianship I set out to outline is meant to transcend, yet still include, 

the ability to fluently read and interpret the notated music of others. Wilber (1996) 

explains the “secret of the evolutionary impulse” as one that “transcends and includes” 

(p. 27). I propose that as music educators we need to find the right balance of 

interpretive and creation-based practices. This balance has been out of proportion for 

some time. Sarath (2002) speaks to the nature of interpretive-based music practices in 

the field of education. 

Conventional curricular models filled to the brim with requirements in 
interpretive performance and analysis of European repertory leave little room 
for experiences in improvisation, composition, technology, and multiethnic 
musicianship—to list some of the areas most commonly cited to be lacking.  
(p. 188) 
 
Interpretive performance has value on many levels. I do not intend to demean, 

nor understate the importance of it on my own education or approach to education. 

Interpretive performance study, both in classical music, jazz, and other genres forces 
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the learner to understand common performance practice. In discussing creativity 

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) underscores the importance of the domain and field to the 

discipline under study. “To have any effect, the idea must be couched in terms that are 

understandable to others, I must past muster with the experts in the field, and finally it 

must be included in the domain to which it belongs” (p. 27). The educator’s goal should 

be to cultivate creativity. Csikszentmihaly defines creativity to be 

any act, idea, or product that changes an existing domain, or that transforms an 
existing idea into a new one. And the definition of a creative person is: someone 
whose thoughts or actions change a domain, or establish a new domain. It is 
important to remember, however, that a domain cannot be changed without the 
explicit or implicit consent of a field responsible for it. (p. 28) 
 

The point here is that the music learner must negotiate with the tradition set before her. 

Miles Brown teaches that the student should tell a convincing story, one that has logic 

and follows the norms set forth by the field. This is true regardless of discipline.  

Interpretive performance study provides the opportunity for a comprehensive 

look at the expression of a given musical line. Compared to improvisation, where I am 

constantly creating a musical line, I find it liberating to play a piece of notated music. 

When I am reading music I am able to focus more on the expressive aspect of phrasing. 

It is easier to color a note using vibrato, or bring out one note or another to shade the 

musical line. It is also easier to plan out how the architecture of a piece is to be outlined. 

I am working on being able to craft an improvisation while being in control of the broad 

architectural structure of a solo, but let’s face it, there are a lot of other things to think 

about at the same time. Without the added pressure of inventing a musical line, I am 

able to heighten the awareness of intonation, dynamics, and style. I am sure this will 

come over time as I develop my improvisational skills, but the emphasis in an 
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interpretive setting allows for the development of skills that can sometimes be lost for a 

less experienced improviser. There are many things to think about when performing. It 

is important to remember that as an educator we don’t want to overwhelm the learner. 

When presented with too much information the learner will shut down out of 

frustration. The frustration level should be avoided at all costs. Therefore it is important 

to break the aspects of performance into manageable skills to be developed over time. 

 Having considered some of the benefits to interpretive music study I propose 

that it is the skillset of the jazz musician, however, that is most valuable to the music 

learner, regardless of age or experience. Understand that this means it is the skillset of 

the jazz musician that is important, not the endeavor of interpretive jazz performance 

that is taught throughout this country. The goal is to feel at home in any pitch center 

while being aurally aware of the implications of what one is hearing and playing. 

Young music learners need to have experiences creating music in the moment. Sarath 

(2002) in referring to his previous work (1996) in challenging the way improvisation 

and composition are considered, outlines many of their key facets elucidating why they 

need to be a part of the curriculum.  

My central premise is that because improvisation and the compositional process 
are undertaken within contrasting creative conditions or environments, the two 
processes promote differing cognitive, expressive, and aesthetic pathways. 
Improvisation is undertaken in a single, continuous format, with no provisions 
for revising or editing; creation occurs simultaneously with performance and 
reception, and ideas in collective improvising formats are the product of 
multiple input and interaction (among players and listeners). Composition is 
undertaken in a discontinuous format where extensive reworking of ideas is 
possible, creation occurs in a different time and place from performance and 
reception, and, because composers usually work alone, the ideas generated are 
not shaped by collective input of other artists or listeners during the time of 
creation. (p. 189) 
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Improvisation is the doorway to musical creation in all its forms. Composition is 

an outgrowth of improvisation. Once one can improvise ideas, it is easy to revise and 

edit them if taught in a systematic way. Here is where interpretive performance practice 

is essential. The musician who plays solely by ear has a difficult time notating what one 

hears. Even students who have been reading music for some time have trouble with 

rhythmic transcription. To connect improvisation to composition the student must be 

able to accurately produce the music in such a way that she can manipulate the idea. 

This probably means having a more informed musician check for mistakes. This could 

be a peer or a teacher. Notating short ideas or phrases will allow the listener to develop 

a vocabulary and begin the act of composing at the same time. As the student writes 

down her own ideas she can decide what she likes and doesn’t like. As she revises and 

edits these ideas she is collecting a body of ideas that will become her own vocabulary. 

These same ideas can then be developed into a larger song or work at a later date if so 

desired. I try to make this connection with my students as much as possible. When 

working on teaching a new scale or quality of triad I require students to take it and 

compose a short phrase or piece with it. By allowing them to stop time and work on it, 

they are able to analyze and digest the piece of vocabulary in detail. When playing the 

idea with the ensemble they may be preoccupied with the fingering, notes, or something 

altogether different. It is the sound we want them to hear. This step gets the performer 

beyond the button-pushing phase. As the music learner gains in proficiency in regards 

to hearing what one is playing, she is able to authentically produce higher quality work. 

Azzara (2002) passes on the results of McPherson’s (1996) study regarding the benefits 

of improvisation study: 
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An important finding revealed that an ability to sight-read correlated higher with 
an ability to play by ear, to play from memory, and to improvise than with an 
ability to perform rehearsed music. The results of this study and other studies 
indicate that performing a repertoire of rehearsed music from notation represents 
only one aspect of musical performance. Future research should continue to 
examine the relationships among listening, improvising, reading, composing, 
and analyzing music. (p. 180) 
 
I do not mean to imply that classically trained interpretive-based musicians do 

not have good ears. I recall vividly the skills of many of the musicians in aural theory 

one during the three times I took the class. I consider my classically based interpretive 

education to have largely turned me into a “professional button pusher,” however. Over 

the last five years I have become a disciplined student of jazz. It is only now that I feel 

that I hear at a much higher level. Studying jazz piano for three years has significantly 

improved my aural skills. I have transcribed approximately seventy jazz solos and have 

learned tunes by ear rather than reading out of a Real Book. I also have a dedicated 

solfege routine singing along with a drone.  

Classical musicians tend to gain technique in a more limited fashion than the 

highest order jazz musician. As a classical musician I noticed technical studies were 

usually focused on playing scales beginning and ending on scale degree one. The jazz 

skillset has a more democratic flavor in this regard. Scales are practiced beginning on 

every scale degree and from every part of the beat, for that matter. An interpretive 

based scale routine as I learned it would usually involve playing either in relation to the 

circle of fourths or fifths, perhaps even chromatically. In the jazz tradition it is expected 

that one is able to play an idea or phrase at any intervallic relationship at any time. 

Importance should be placed on starting a phrase from any scale degree or any beat or 
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part of the measure. Practicing this way means playing up one major scale and down 

another at differing intervals. 

The skillset of the jazz musician has a broader scope relative to tonality, as well. 

My classical training focused almost exclusively on major and minor harmony. The 

jazz skillset also requires a study of whole tone, diminished, melodic minor, and 

augmented harmonies, as well. Interpretive performance study traditionally involves a 

study of Bach counterpoint and basic voice leading techniques, but is centered on 

analysis, rather than gaining the functional ability to create using these techniques. 

While composition majors gain a deeper knowledge of harmony and voice leading 

principles, I believe these are largely left out of education for those who do not study 

composition. Composition study is often not required of college music majors, unless 

related to the aforementioned music theory study. The skillset of the jazz musician 

involves improvisation, composition, and rigorous aural skills. Functional music theory 

should be practical to one’s goals and aspirations, but not limited to diatonic harmonies 

and the division of the beat into quarter notes, eight notes, and sixteenth notes. While I 

do not deny that the ability to read notation is an important skill and relieves a great 

deal of burden on the ear, interpretive performance skills can only be enhanced if 

approached from a broader study of the elements of music. This is based on my own 

experience as a musician. I find it far easier to read notation now than at any time in my 

past, and I hear what I am playing with much greater clarity.  

Ed Sarath’s “Music Theory through Improvisation” (2010) provides a 

systematic approach to learning the skillset I am describing. As I embarked on gaining 

the jazz skillset, one of my initial problems was that I was constantly lost in the form. 
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Addressing my own inability to hear the changes and aurally comprehend what was 

occurring around me led to private jazz piano lessons. I felt that if I could gain an 

understanding of harmony and form from a bassists or pianists perspective I would be 

less likely to get lost in the form. An instrumentalist who plays one note at a time and 

only has experience playing melodies needs to have a basic realization of the keyboard 

and its function to gain a deeper understanding of harmony. The piano allows for an 

understanding of the bass, the chords, and a melody. The curriculum I have begun to 

teach at the study school requires each music learner to be able to read a given set of 

pop/jazz chord symbols while at the very minimum being able to play the bass notes 

and guide tones on the keyboard. The next step is for a young musician to be able comp 

using shell voicings while understanding simple A/B voicings. With these skills in hand 

a musician is giving herself a leg up regarding improvisation, composition, arranging, 

and intonation. An instrumentalist whose primary role is to play chords on a regular 

basis would benefit from learning extended voicings using alterations and upper 

structure triads.  

The music learner armed with basic keyboard skills is more likely to assimilate 

what he/she hears and has the foundation to make a deeper study of aural skills in 

general. I wish I had taken the aural skills classes I had in college more seriously. 

Maybe I would have if I were any good at it. My own limitations in this regard were 

evident in the first ear training class I took. I feel this was in part due to having music 

experiences that only involved reading musical notation as a young musician. Being a 

highly trained button pusher means little if you have no idea what chord is playing 

under you. Yes, I had the ability to read whatever was put in front of me. I could handle 
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a wide range of technical concerns and could play much of the classical saxophone 

repertoire, but I don’t think I understood very much of it from an aural perspective.  

The learning of aural skills should start as soon as a learner begins playing or 

singing. This should entail basic solfege study and learning to relate to one’s chosen 

instrument by ear, rather than solely by eye or rote. The perception that learning to play 

by ear is difficult grows steadily as one avoids trying it. Playing by ear can be fun when 

presented in the right way; the earlier the better. This could mean figuring out simple 

melodies like Happy Birthday, which I still couldn’t do in aural skills my second trip 

through music school. Learning favorite television themes, or pop/rock songs (many of 

which only have a handful of notes) is fun for the learner and relates to the learner’s 

personal experience. A systematic and continual approach to ear training is the recipe 

for confidence and success. An aural understanding of music is imperative. We hear 

music. Very few people pick up a score without a recording.  

Music has shape. Creating basic melodies is easier once we have developed our 

ear. Once we have attempted to create basic melodies as an improviser we are much 

more likely to understand them when we are presented a notated melody. Going one 

step further, the music curriculum should involve composition. At the study school 

small composition assignments are given that connect to the technical studies we are 

working on. We start learning to hear triads, first major and then later minor. Each 

learner is required to be able to play all twelve major triads around the circle of fourths. 

The initial composition assignments begin here. In the curriculum I am proposing, I feel 

it is important to connect improvisation, composition, aural skills, notation, and 

conducting. Conducting allows the learner to embody the music in a different way 
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while gaining a physical sense of where each beat is. The students like to conduct, and 

in the Symphonic Band it allows them to take charge and gain a sense of empathy for 

the conductor. As an educator, I have gained a much different perspective by sitting in 

the various sections of the band than I get from the podium. It was disturbing at first, as 

the reality of the situation was far graver than I had imagined. Over time I have come to 

realize that I am much more effective as an educator sitting and playing next to the 

students than I am as a conductor. As I play with the ensembles, my style, tone, and 

intonation has a greater influence on the maturation of the band than any gesture or 

advice I give from the podium. Many of my students play with their heads buried in the 

stand anyway, so they really don’t get much from my gestures as a conductor. The 

students are empowered and gain a sense of agency over the ensemble as they conduct. 

It becomes their ensemble, rather than my ensemble. This year we had the inaugural 

conducting competition and a student conducted a piece in the Spring Concert. I 

imagine that each year they will take conducting more seriously as we study it, knowing 

they will have an opportunity to conduct in a concert.  

The Comprehensive Musicianship Curriculum at the Study School 

In this section, I explain some of the musical experiences and concepts that were 

central to the curriculum in the ensemble classes at the school where the study took 

place. 
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Singing and Conducting 
 

In the Symphonic Band, we spend the first week singing and conducting. This 

year we began with “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” and “When the Saints Go 

Marching In.” The students learned a four beat and three beat pattern of conducting 

while singing the songs. The next step was to learn the song by ear on an instrument. 

The next step was to play the tune in another key (or multiple keys for those inclined to 

do so). The final step was to transcribe the notes and the rhythm. The rhythmic aspect 

of the transcription process allowed us to review basic note values. I address posture at 

this time as we begin singing basic solfege and major triads. We use numbers and 

solfege syllables as we are singing and conducting these simple songs. Use of numbers 

in addition to solfege syllables is particularly helpful; this allows for easy transference 

to the horn if the learner has a solid grasp of the scale. Using numbers helps 

experienced musicians easily play in other key areas. 

Rhythmic Integrity  

The comprehensive musicianship curriculum I am proposing needs to include a 

strong rhythmically based approach to learning music. In my opinion the difference 

between the best musicians in the world and the rest of us is an evolved sense of time. 

Unfortunately, information on developing one’s rhythmic sense is scarce, even from the 

best jazz musicians. There is an enormous amount of material written on what notes to 

play in the jazz literature. You can find treatise after treatise on learning to improvise 

using a variety of scales and harmonic principles. There are books on the use of blues 

scales, pentatonic scales, bebop scales, diminished scales, augmented scales, melodic 



 

 64 

minor harmony, whole tone harmony, diminished harmony, upper structure triads, triad 

pairs, etc. Most serious jazz musicians will say rhythm and time are the most important 

thing, however, it is mostly absent from the literature on learning to improvise. Mike 

Longo’s The Rhythmic Nature of Jazz (2010 and 2011) video series with corresponding 

books How to Sight Read Jazz and Other Syncopated Type Rhythms (1983) and The 

Rhythmic Nature of Jazz Part II: The Fundamentals (2011), Hal Galper’s (2005) 

Forward Motion: From Bach to Bebop: A Corrective Approach to Jazz Phrasing, and 

Vol.4, Melodic Rhythms (1998), from Jerry Bergonzi’s Inside Improvisation Series For 

All Instruments are three notable exceptions. Sarath (2010) explains the importance of 

“time feel” or “groove study.” “Multi-ethnic hybrids have become pervasive in the 

musical world and warrant an important place in musicianship training. While a wide 

variety of time feels exists, common principles may be identified that help musicians 

begin to develop a basic fluency with this important musical language structure and 

engage with many of the diverse musical streams that are merging in our times” (p. 48).  

Sarath (2010) brings up the importance of aural immersion to music study. “in 

this regard, mastery of time feels is very similar to learning a spoken language, where 

extensive aural exposure and emulation are central…For musicians with largely or 

exclusively European classical backgrounds, rhythmic time feels may be considered 

foreign musical languages, whose inflections nuances and pronunciation principles need 

to be mastered aurally” (p. 49). Aural immersion extends to all aspects of music. I find 

many students who are attempting to learn to play music without regular listening 

routines. Music learners need to be taught the skill of active listening. At the study 
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school we have dedicated listening journals throughout the year which require students 

to comment intelligibly on the music they are listening to.  

It seems that those with a highly evolved sense of rhythm have gotten it through 

an apprenticeship model. They learned to play by playing with someone who had an 

evolved sense of rhythm. That is fine if you are lucky enough to be in this situation, but 

the ordinary music learner is not going to have the opportunity to play with someone 

that good. The culture of learning music is much different than it was in the past. 

Academia has supplanted the apprenticeship system as gig opportunities and jam 

sessions have dried up due to a lack of venues and financial support. Even if you study 

with a musician that has this skill, it is not the same as playing on the bandstand with a 

group of players who possess a keen sense of rhythm. Having understood the 

importance of rhythm and time after being told many times how bad my time was, I 

became increasingly frustrated trying to find a systematic way to go about learning this. 

After spending time with the above books, particularly, Mike Longo’s method 

(2010), I decided to buy a drum set and began taking lessons with a local percussionist. 

My conclusion is that a music curriculum should involve percussion experiences for all 

learners. To develop the music learner’s rhythmic integrity I propose a basic rhythmic 

study that includes rudiment study, rebound strokes, single and double strokes on a 

drum pad, and practice feeling multiple time feels (i.e., Mike Longo’s Basic Hemiola 

Pattern). Studying Indian music or African music is ideal for developing rhythmic 

integrity. My knowledge in this area is limited at this time. There needs to be a method 

for integrating rhythmic motifs and rhythmic development into one’s improvisations 

and compositions, such as Bergonzi’s (1998) basic rhythms from Vol.4, Melodic 
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Rhythms. A comping method by pianists or comping instrumentalists (guitar or 

vibraphonists) would be useful, as well. I use Andy LaVerne’s Comping Rhythm 

Reference (pp. 8-9, 2007) and Phil DeGreg’s basic comping rhythms (pp. 233-234).  

Studying the Blues Using Triads as an Entry Point  

A part of our curriculum at the study school in both ensembles focuses on the 

blues. Both ensembles learn to play the blues in all keys at varying levels of 

complexity. The blues is pervasive across musical cultures and is often a common 

ground for musicians who are unfamiliar with one another. The blues allows for a 

practical entry point into pop/jazz chord symbols. Since this curriculum starts the year 

with the circle of fourths and playing the triads through all twelve keys, the blues 

provides a practical usage for the major and minor triads as we learn them.  

During our triad study we sing the major and minor triads around the circle of 

fourths before learning to play them on our instruments. Vocalists learned these on the 

keyboard. Triad study is a regular part of our warm-up routine. We use Ed Lisk’s 

Exercises for the Creative Band Director who also uses the circle of fourths and triad 

study to reinforce basic notation skills. Half of the students sing either the roots or the 

triads as the rest of the ensemble plays the exercises. Having the students singing the 

letter names as the other half of the group plays allows them to reinforce the triad 

spellings while developing the ear. I have also used the tritone scale, which consists of 

major triad pairs in a tritone relation. Since we have been working on the triads already, 

this is an easy step. This scale is similar to the blues scale with only two differences. 

The tritone scale uses the major 3rd and flat 9. By comparison the blues scale uses the 
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sharp 9 (which is difficult for inexperienced improvisers to hear and resolve) and the 

11th, which is an avoid note on dominant chords. It is important to provide the students 

with multiple applications for the musical material being presented. Shively (1995) calls 

this “retooling.” “A learner's knowledge base is expanded as he or she acquires new 

tools and applies them in different ways, the "retooling" of the knowledge base” (p. 61). 

During the course of our study of the blues, we use the iReal b play along app 

available on iPhones and iPads. The blues progression is projected on our Smart Board. 

A cursor shows everyone where we are in the form while we hear the rhythm section 

playing through the classroom speakers. We start by singing and playing the roots 

before moving on to triads. There is a connected workbook at this point that requires 

each student to fill in a packet containing the blues form in all 12 keys. The students are 

given a blues form that has roman numerals (I7, IV7, I7, I7, IV7, IV7, I7, I7, ii7, V7, I7, 

V7). The students first fill in the chord symbols, followed by the roots, triads, 7th 

chords, and finally scales. We work on this throughout the year gradually gaining in 

complexity. The theory work is followed by much practice before adding another 

degree of difficulty. This process allows for differentiated instruction. Inexperienced 

students play roots, while more experienced students will move quicker through the 

theory work playing triads, arpeggiated seventh chords, or improvise freely using the 

tritone scale, blues scale, or other vocabulary as they see fit. We all play together, with 

someone always singing through the roots in the form. I let students choose what key 

we want to play in, as some keys are harder depending on what key the instrument is in. 

This fosters a sense of agency.  



 

 68 

If the student would like to improvise as we are doing this, there is less anxiety, 

as forty-plus people are playing. They feel less self-conscious and they are able to get 

used to improvising over the form in a lower stress environment than having to play a 

solo in front of their peers. This can be a loud and chaotic process and is particularly 

challenging to give all the percussionists time on the four drum sets we have in the 

room. Percussionists are required to play melodic instruments such as steel drums or 

keyboard percussion to develop an aural and theoretical understanding of the blues, as 

well as working on time feels.  

Multiple Styles and Genres and the Transcription Process 

An understanding of the idiomatic ways differing styles and genres are played 

has a dramatic affect on how a musician’s playing is perceived. Style is an important 

factor to the field of musicians who may be listening and is a distinguishing 

characteristic between genres. Finding a proper model is the key to developing style. 

Articulation is one key to playing with the proper style. During warm-ups we play with 

a breath attack, as well as using our tongue. I was shocked to recently hear that jazz 

musicians start notes without the use of their tongue. This simple adjustment allows the 

musician to immediately play more legato gaining a more authentic jazz or pop/rock 

style. As previously stated, aural immersion is a key component to any music 

curriculum and goes hand in hand with learning to play with style. 
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Aural Immersion 
 

At the study school we begin the year on a search to find the musician(s) we are 

truly passionate about. This search involves a yearlong transcription process. The first 

step is to find recordings of musicians whose performance inspires our own playing. 

The goal is for each person to find a more informed other that they can play along with 

and learn from by listening to recordings. As the year goes on we start learning small 

chunks or larger phrases depending on the experience. Many students already have a 

repertoire of tunes and licks.  

With these students, my goal is to present new artists or increasingly harder 

material. I demonstrate solos I am working on throughout this process. This allows 

them to hear when I have just started a solo all the way through the end product. This 

year I focused my own transcription on two piano solos. I had nearly finished learning 

Wynton Kelly’s No Blues when the year started and was just beginning Keith Jarrett’s 

Bye Bye Blackbird at that time. The students heard the end of the process of the Wynton 

Kelly solo and the whole process of me learning the Keith Jarrett solo. I played them 

multiple transcriptions (either complete solos or small sections) I had copped on the 

saxophone as the year progressed, as this is my primary instrument.  

The transcription process allows for a doorway into the study of technology, as 

well. AnyTunePro is a staple in my musical world. The ability to manipulate the speed 

of a musical idea makes a huge difference in whether a learner is successful or not. I 

began by telling the students of my own long-term frustrations in regard to the 

transcription process. I related how in the early days, before I had this kind of 

technology, I would often finish a transcription session not knowing whether or not I 
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had even gotten any notes correct. I break down the process on the Smart Board for the 

process using Any Tune Pro and the Amazing Slow Downer.  

Non-discrimination Based on Voice or Medium 

The Creative Arts Ensemble was founded four years ago to provide a more 

inclusive, rather than exclusive, approach to music education at the study school. The 

CAE is an improvisatory-based performing ensemble, which does not discriminate on 

the basis of instrument (vocal, string, wind, percussion) type, medium, or ensemble 

experience. Many passionate musicians are left out of the music learning process when 

the education is limited to the traditional Symphonic Band, choral, or orchestral 

instrumentation prevalent in most school settings. Students who would like to develop 

skills as a pianist, drum set player, electric guitarist or bassist, DJ, or any of a myriad of 

different instruments are usually left out of the secondary education process.  

Studio Musician 

Many musicians today do no adhere to the discipline of learning to play an 

instrument in the traditional sense, yet they spend hours upon hours creating music. The 

year after this study, students were offered the opportunity to develop the skillset of 

what I will call the studio musician. Music learners in the Creative Arts Ensemble have 

the choice of learning to be a DJ or sound engineer as a full time endeavor. Students 

learn to mix, cut, set, and scratch. They manipulate digital music sources with a four-

channel performance DJ controller/mixer while learning how to use DJ software. Sound 

engineering students will learn to use Mac’s Logic recording software while recording 
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the work of the other musicians in the class. This allows the other musicians to hear and 

reflect on their work while having ongoing interactions with their peers doing the 

recording. The recording process will help drive instruction and create goal-oriented 

practice and musical creation outside of the normal performance demands of the 

ensemble. With the inclusion of the skills of the studio musician, we will open a 

doorway to other styles and genres that have yet to be explored. Students who have 

signed up are excited for the addition of hip-hop into the school curriculum. It is my 

hope that this will develop our ongoing trend towards being a multi-media ensemble. 

Those learning to be a DJ will DJ the school dances, providing a valuable service to the 

school community.  

Multi-media Education in the School Educational Setting 

The Creative Arts Ensemble has had multiple dancers and actors in the group 

over the years the group has been in existence. They have always been musicians, as 

well. As we move forward the curriculum will embrace learners across mediums. Our 

program will encourage interactions across artistic disciplines, allowing musicians, 

studio musicians, dancers, video artists, visual artists and actors to collaborate in one 

class. Building on our policy of non-discrimination in regards to voice or medium, we 

will bring the arts together to transcend the typical secondary music education.  

Searching For a Balanced Approach to Music Education 

The curriculum I have proposed and am implementing over time strives to meet 

the needs of today’s students. Azzara (2002) and Sarath (2002) have stated the need for 
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a curriculum that includes improvisation and creative-based practices that will allow a 

balanced approach to music learning. Sarath comments on the limitations of current 

curriculum practices: 

The problem with the conventional curriculum is not only its narrow structural 
and processual range, which limits the ability to address contemporary musical 
horizons, but also the fact that even assimilation of much conventional 
content/craft is limited by the absence of corresponding processes/expressive 
outlets. (Sarath, 2002, p. 193) 

Affording our students the opportunity to develop their musical craft in ways 

that highlights “processes and expressive outlets” should be our main concern. It is our 

job as educators to create curriculum that does not inhibit the possibilities for musical 

exploration by our students. Azzara (2002) has pointed out how little improvisation and 

creation-based practices are rarely used consistently in the classroom.  

While many music educators have advocated the inclusion of creativity and 
improvisation in music curricula, the research literature indicates that aside from 
jazz and beyond some elementary general music classes it is rare to find a music 
class setting where improvisation is a central part of the curriculum. (p. 182) 
 

As educators we must each find our own way in this process of reform, as we all 

have different strengths and weaknesses as musicians and educators. It is therefore 

incumbent that we take the advice of the leaders in this field such as Azzara and Sarath. 

Sarath (2002) identifies the path to reform: 

The task of educators is to find new frameworks through which the emergent 
qualities can manifest. Let us consider three conditions necessary to reform. The 
first is the design of new learning models that not only incorporate trans-stylistic 
improvisation experiences into the overall fabric of musical study. The second 
condition for change is a streamlined core curriculum in which students are 
given latitude, within reasonable constraints, to determine what to study and 
when. The third condition is institutional initiatives (e.g., incentives for faculty 
diversification, new course design, new promotion, and hiring criteria) that 
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promote the integration of improvisation in the overall culture of the music 
school. (p. 95) 
 

Azzara (2002) makes the following conclusion regarding curriculum reform: 

Giving improvisation a more prominent role in music education will necessitate 
change in current music curricula, communication among teachers in the various 
music education disciplines, and music teacher education. Nearly all of the 
researchers cited in this chapter request, and indeed the research requires, 
further study. Continued research will further illuminate improvisation’s 
importance to a comprehensive music education. (pp. 182-183)  
 
I present this study as an addition to the research on improvisation and 

curriculum reform. Hopefully this chapter clarifies my ideas about what comprises a 

comprehensive musicianship curriculum. As I stated previously, finding the means to 

implement such a curriculum is a daunting task, one far more challenging than stating 

the intended skills of a master musician. In the vignettes that follow you will get a 

glimpse of strategies I have employed to implement a more comprehensive curriculum. 

The data analysis section will provide a view of the search for meaning and emergent 

themes of the students who undertake this curriculum.  

 The following vignettes will explore how I have tried to reconcile the need for a 

more comprehensive musicianship model within an ensemble with mostly traditional 

Symphonic Band instrumentation. I have begun breaking away from the traditional 

instrumentation allowing students who play other instruments such as electric guitar, 

electric bass, violin, viola, and piano to join the group. The Symphonic Band focuses 

more on notational aspects of music than the Creative Arts Ensemble, but I am finding 

more and more students who would like to participate in both music electives. Allowing 

only traditional Symphonic Band instrumentation would alienate instrumentalists who 
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like to be in this ensemble. This seems to be a discriminatory practice, so I have done 

away with it. Students who play instruments outside of the mainstream band repertoire 

fit in nicely when studying technical aspects of music, improvising, composing, 

coaching, and conducting. Modifications to the system really only occur when 

preparing the traditional band repertoire. These challenges can easily be rectified with 

creative approaches to programming. Occasionally these students will play another 

instrument at times when creative programming fails to embrace their choice of 

instrument. These students often play percussion parts that would be typically left out 

because our percussion section is too small to meet the needs of the score. 

“Take Me Out to the Ballgame” 

The first days of the school year began with the band learning to conduct a three 

beat pattern while singing the song “Take Me Out to the Ballgame.” The next step was 

to learn to play it by ear on our instruments. Once the students could play the song by 

ear, I reviewed the basic note values in the song and we transcribed the rhythm together 

as a class. The students were then assigned the task of learning the song by ear in other 

key areas. Instruction is differentiated based on experience. Students who were just 

starting had to be able to play the song in concert Bb. Students with a little more 

experience were required to transpose it to one other key. More experienced students 

transposed the song to at least three keys. 

 This process takes time and students must be given ample time to digest the 

songs to be learned by ear. With the added caveat of conducting, the students are 

willing to spend more time singing. Shively (2002) reiterates the importance of singing 
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to the process, concluding that once they can sing it, they will be able to work it out on 

their instrument.  

In all music there will be naturally occurring complexities, and teachers should 
not be in a rush to oversimplify or break down learning. When teaching the 
learners a song by means of a model, play the whole song first, let them get it in 
their ears—let them find the starting pitch, and let them try to play the song. If 
they can sing it and they have the fingerings, they can learn to play the song on 
their own. (p. 176) 
 
This process took just over a week. We followed the same procedure with 

“When the Saints Go Marching In,” with the exception that on this song we improvised 

by varying the melody over the chord progression. The band played the roots of the 

chord progression and students improvised over the chord changes.  

Shively (2002) highlights the importance of using constructivist instrumental 

classroom experiences:  

Classrooms based on constructivist approaches to learning are classrooms where 
the responsibility for learning has been shifted from the teacher to the learner. It 
is not the role of the teacher to tell learners what they need to know about music. 
In a constructivist classroom, teachers provide learners with an array of 
experiences that afford them the opportunity to build a greater understanding of 
music and to demonstrate this understanding in much the same way as expert 
musicians do. The basic premise of constructivism is that knowledge is 
something that the individual constructs based upon experience, not that 
knowledge is something that exist independent of experience that is packaged 
for delivery from the teacher to learner. (p. 170) 

 
Our work with “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” and “When the Saints Go 

Marching In” involved a series of problems to solve.  

1. Can we sing and conduct at the same time? 

2. Can we conduct a three beat pattern? 

3. Can we conduct a four beat pattern? 

4. Can we learn to play a song we know by ear? 
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5. Can we transcribe the rhythm to a song we can sing and play? 

6. Can we transpose a song we know to another key area(s)? 

7. Can we improvise on a melody we know using the technique of variation? 

Fluency In All Twelve Keys 

 One of my main goals as an educator is to teach the skillset of the jazz musician, 

regardless of ensemble setting or genre. The skillset of the jazz musician requires 

fluency in all twelve keys. The field of jazz musicians has always held the musician 

who can play an idea through the keys in high esteem. Shively (2002) relates how 

fluency in twelve keys is either neglected or approached in a way that has no practical 

application for the student.  

Largely, learners will identify the need to play certain scales or exercises 
because the teacher will model how practitioners use them to play music they 
want to play and to play the instrument well. The beginning levels for most of 
school instrumental music experiences are restricted to band and orchestra keys. 
What prevents learners from exploring a variety of keys? While scales are 
important, learners are all too often asked to learn scales, then rarely if ever play 
any music in those keys. The teacher will want a wide-ranging repertoire of 
songs to teach both by model and by notation. There are many good sources for 
this material, but the teacher should transpose songs to explore other keys.  
(p. 176) 
 

 It is crucial for young musicians to be familiar with the concept of playing 

musical ideas through varied key areas from the beginning. This brings awareness to the 

fact that we have twelve key areas. Transposition exercises also highlight technical 

difficulties that arise on a specific instrument when an idea is moved to a foreign pitch 

center. I have been trying to build the learners vocabulary through playing increasing 

larger and complex pieces of material through the keys. We gained some initial 
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experience playing these two melodies in foreign key areas, but we did not play a 

musical idea through all twelve keys. The ability to play a more complex idea like an 

entire song through the keys is difficult and is not the place to start. I chose instead to 

start with the roots of the circle of fourths. We then increased the complexity as we 

used major triads around the circle. One simple interval would be an ideal next step, 

and could be used to help the learner hear intervals while gaining facility concurrently. 

Learners could also group a pair of intervals or more together transposing them to 

differing key areas. I chose to use major triads instead, because the students began the 

year learning to play all twelve major triads. The year began as follows: we learned how 

to play the roots of the circle of fourths. We then proceeded to memorize the major 

triads around the circle of fourths while singing and conducting. The students were 

assessed on this knowledge via a written quiz whereby they had to write out the triads 

through the circle of fourths from memory. The students continued retaking the test 

until they could write it out successfully. All the students in both ensembles were able 

to memorize the triads going around the circle of fourths. During this process the 

students suggested to one another different methods to successfully solve the problem 

of memorizing the triads in the order of the circle of fourths.  

Functional Notation 

We are now into the third week of the school year. This sets the scene for the 

following Symphonic Band vignette. 

Teacher: We haven’t discussed notation this year, so today I would like to pair 
our study of triads with a review of some basic rhythms. After we sing 
and conduct the major triads through the circle fourths I will give you a 
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little time to practice these on your own. We will then play each triad 
through the various rhythms I have written on the SmartBoard and 
proceed to play each triad in this way around the circle.  

For the first few weeks of the year, we spent little to no time on reviewing 

musical notation. We used it as a tool to write down the melodies we learned by ear and 

then referenced it slightly as we learned to conduct. We have been working on 

audiation (Gordon, 1986) and learning from a perspective centered on the aural 

perceptions of music, rather than the visual. As the vignette unfolds, I am attempting to 

bring a multitude of activities together at one time: singing, conducting, performing, 

and review of basic musical notation concepts. Shively (1995) discusses the functional 

role of musical notation in an educational setting:  

Music notation is a tool used in all three forms of representation. Almost all 
music practitioners use notation to represent their knowledge. A composer uses 
notation to describe creative knowledge. A student in an aural skills class taking 
dictation uses notation to describe what he or she hears. In these episodes 
notation is used as a tool, not as an inert body of knowledge. Typically though, 
notation is treated as an object to be learned in and of itself. However, it 
represents aural phenomena, and the learner's construction of notation must 
emerge from experience with aural phenomena. This distinction is very 
important to music teachers. Music notation is not a symbol system to be taught 
in a manner which disembodies it from the phenomenon it represents. Learners 
must actively use it to represent their knowledge of aural phenomena; notation 
describes sound. Music notation is also an example of knowledge that is present 
across music domains, but is used by practitioners in different domains in varied 
ways. This reflects the distinction between knowledge domains where the same 
knowledge is used in different ways. Furthermore, it is a tool common to the 
knowledge bases of most musicians that allows them to work across the 
different forms of representation—performance, creation, and description.  
(pp. 85-86) 

  
After outlining our goals regarding musical notation, I address how we will 

proceed to use our knowledge of triads.  

 
*   *   * 
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I began class by saying, “In the next day or so we will begin to improvise 

individually using the triads while the rest of the band creates a pad of sound. At the 

end of class you will share your composition assignments.”  

It helps to give learners multiple ways to investigate how to use what they 

already know. The students are developing their knowledge of triads, harmony, and 

notation, all the while practicing in a completely different venue, i.e., conducting. While 

the desired goal is for the students to hear and play at an instinctual level, that cannot be 

accomplished without much practice. Finding another avenue to study the same concept 

helps to alleviate possible boredom. Shively (2002) addresses the need for variety in the 

classroom: 

Learners need a variety of ways to represent what they know about music, 
which can then be used to create a variety of experiences within the beginning 
instrumental music classroom. The experiences that learners have in the 
beginning classroom should reflect a wide array of sources of music. (p. 177) 
 

 Continuing with the vignette, I give some basic instructions regarding 

conducting hand position, telling them we will have our left hand up, but we will not be 

using it at this point. The left hand will eventually be used for cuing and expressive 

purposes. Frank plays the major triads through the circle of fourths with us on electric 

guitar, so we can have a pitch reference as we sing and conduct.  

Teacher: We are going to give a prep beat, which is where we breathe. As we 
bring our hands up we are essentially letting the ensemble know what 
the tempo will be. What goes up? 

Class: Must come down.  

Teacher: That is what Isaac Newton said. When we come down, we are on beat 
one. We then go left for beat two, right for beat three, and as we go up 
for beat for we are preparing again for the next measure. We will sing 
C, E, G—and here will be beat three, the third note of the triad. We hold 
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that for two beats, which would be a half note, and we begin the next 
triad on beat one. Let’s have one percussionist playing, just to keep 
Frank3 honest. 

Frank: I’ll be honest. 

 We sing and conduct the major triads around the circle of fourths a few times. 

The majority of students are able to sing and keep the beat pattern. A handful of 

students are having trouble landing on beat one as we sing the new triad. I explain to the 

class that the rhythm we were singing is quarter note, quarter note, half note and I write 

this on the board. We sing and conduct again through the circle keeping this in mind; I 

also ask them to tap their feet at this point. The same students who had trouble the first 

time are again struggling. This time, however, each time they get off they raise their 

hands in the prep beat position waiting for beat one to come around. It is curious that 

Max, Rachel, Chris, Albert, and Erica all use the same strategy to get back on, 

considering they are all in different parts of the room. I am walking around the room 

helping students, “up, down, left, right, etc.”  

We pause for a moment and I say,  

One thing we want to do is have a little finesse. Grace is probably a better word. 
The style you use as a conductor sets the tone for the ensemble. You are 
modeling how you want the music to be played using physical gestures. (I walk 
over to the trumpet section). Albert, go up and down, and then to the left. That is 
where you are getting off. Try not to move your whole body. Just move your 
arm. 
 

 Albert makes a few attempts, while others take some time to practice on their 

own. I review that we were in 4/4, meaning we have four beats in a measure. I write the 

4/4 time signature on the board and explain that we are going to do the same exercise 

                                                
3 All student names are pseudonyms. 
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again, but in 3/4. I explain that the top number tells us the amount of beats in a measure, 

and the four tells us that the quarter note will receive one beat. I outline the new beat 

pattern, outlining the prep beat and then the reverse J. We practice the beat pattern a 

few times. I suggest that those who are locking their arms into their side should let their 

arm swing freely. This stops them from having to move their whole body. We sing and 

conduct the triads again around the circle using all quarter notes. This time, however, I 

don’t count off. We breathe together and start. As we sing and conduct this time, the 

tempo gradually increases. 

Teacher: One of our tendencies as inexperienced musicians is to rush, going 
faster and faster and faster. It is getting better around here, but I can still 
feel it. The exact spot were the rushing happens is beat three. If you cut 
beat three short (I am playing quarter notes on the conga), you get to 
beat one quicker than the rest of us and the result is the ensemble speed 
ups to catch up with those who are rushing. One way to counteract this 
is to subdivide in our heads (I play eighth notes and then sixteenth notes 
on the conga while counting, one, two, three). As we continue to work 
on this, we will divide up the class, having some of us subdividing 
while others are singing and conducting, or playing.  

I count off and we start conducting. Many people are late coming in, including 

Frank who is playing the triads on the guitar. 

Teacher: If you are used to a count off that is one, two, three, four, you might 
come in late. We are now in 3/4 and there is no beat four.  

We play again, but this time Frank plays C, E, G, rest.  

Teacher: Did you hear what happened? 

Amy: He put a rest in, kind of adding a beat to it. 

Teacher: Thank you, Amy. He is adding a beat, essentially changing the meter 
to 4/4. Frank plays it a few times on the guitar with the correct rhythm.  
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We conduct and sing again with Frank playing guitar and me subdividing eighth notes 

on the timbales. Near the end of the circle it falls apart. 

Teacher: Why don’t we do it again, but with a slower tempo? 

Frank: Thank you.  

We try it again. This time we get all the way through together. 

Teacher: Take the next five to seven minutes and practice playing this on your 
instruments individually.  

 As everyone is practicing, Erica is having trouble. I get a French horn and sit 

and play with her. At a certain point in the circle we are both having major issues. Later 

in the week I record all the major triads on Garage Band on the French horn and burn a 

disk for her to practice with. She later tells me that this was the most beneficial thing I 

have done to help her play the horn. From here on out I record all of her parts in this 

fashion. 

 After seven minutes of practicing we all play together. There is a brief 

discussion about duration and transposition. On the SmartBoard is a color-coded list of 

major triads around the circle. There is a separate color for each transposition (C, Bb, 

Eb, and F). We begin by playing concert C (whole note), E (whole note), G (whole 

note) and then a whole rest. The students are instructed to keep their embouchure set 

while they breathe in through their nose during the whole rest. The reason for this is 

two-fold: first, I want them to develop their embouchures and second, I want them to 

breathe in the correct way. There are a series of rhythms playing the triads in root 

position and then retrograde. After playing the series of rhythms we continue to the next 

triad and play the same rhythms again, continuing around the circle. I am playing 
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French horn. There is no conductor at this time. When we are doing technical routines 

like this, I usually play with them. This allows me to move around the band and help 

more students with individual problems. This seems to help the pace move quicker, as I 

count off and we play again. I feel when I am on the podium, often times my tendency 

is to talk too much when we stop. As the year progresses, students take turns 

conducting the warm-ups and technical exercises.  

 As we are playing I realize that Frank is playing by ear.  

Teacher: We are focusing on notation. Please read the notation, rather than 
playing by ear.  

Frank: Okay. 

Teacher: Quarter note, rest, rest, rest. 

Frank plays whole note, whole note. 

Teacher: Quarter…mute, rest, rest…quarter…mute, rest, rest. 

Frank: Oh.  

He then plays it correctly on the guitar. We resume playing, getting through six keys.  

 
*   *   * 

Composition as a Vehicle for Musical Understanding 

 Composition is used as a vehicle for understanding aspects of music 

traditionally learned through immersion in the Symphonic Repertoire or during the 

warm-up process. Dynamics, articulation, rests, musical notation, range, and scales are 

typically touched on as peripheral to problems that may arise during a rehearsal. 

Composition, though, can be used to study affective devices, as well as rudimentary 
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basics such as musical notation. It can also be a way to develop range, timbral 

awareness, or build a broader dynamic spectrum. While building the musicianship skills 

of the student, they are actively participating in authentic music making processes. 

Shively (2002) grounds his discussion of how to develop musical thinkers in a 

beginning instrumental setting through the lens of constructivism.  

Learning requires an environment in which learners are immersed in 
experiences that reflect the activities of those who function in a knowledge 
domain. In a music classroom, the activities of instrumental musicians are the 
focus. It is through these experiences that learners make sense of the world and 
construct or build knowledge that reflects their understanding of the experience. 
Learners will apply what they already know to strengthen their knowledge 
bases. Classrooms based on constructivist approaches to learning are classrooms 
where the responsibility for learning has been shifted from the teacher to the 
learner. It is not the role of the teacher to tell learners what they need to know 
about music. In a constructivist classroom, teachers provide learners with an 
array of experiences that afford them the opportunity to build a greater 
understanding of music and to demonstrate this understanding in much the same 
way as expert musicians do. The basic premise of constructivism is that 
knowledge is something that the individual constructs based upon experience, 
not that knowledge is something that exists independent of experience that is 
packaged for delivery from the teacher to learner. (p. 170) 
 
 

*   *   * 

 
Teacher: Denise says she is ready to go first today. I am recording these on 

GarageBand.  

Denise performs on the alto saxophone. 
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Teacher: Please tell us about the non-syntactic musical elements you used. 

Denise: It kind of got louder in the middle. 

Teacher: What non-syntactic element is it then? 

Denise: Dynamics. I had silence before I slowed the tempo down. I also had 
slurs, which would be articulation. 

Teacher: I thought also you used density; in that the eighth notes were fast at the 
tempo you played it. The density also changed as you slowed down. I 
know you didn’t study the non-syntactic elements with the same depth 
that the general music students are getting now. To review quickly: 
Tessitura is range—high and low. Density is the amount of notes in an 
area—more or less. I always use this analogy with the younger students. 
Pretend that this green-carpeted area is just grass, open space. What if it 
was now jam-packed full of trees? You have no room to even walk 
around. Then that is dense. If only half of the space is filled with trees 
and you can get around easier, then it is less dense. Think of a piece of 
music now. The green-carpeted area could be two or four measures and 
the trees would be the notes. If there are no trees, we have all rests. To 
continue reviewing the non-syntactic elements, silence is obvious. 
Tempo is fast and slow. Timbre is the difference in sound between an 
alto saxophone and a flute, clarinet, or oboe...and Albert’s voice or 
Pete’s voice.  

Denise: I guess I had four. I had density, silence, dynamics, and tempo.  

Jeanine: She also had articulation, because it was all slurred.  

Teacher: All of these are present when we play. It is a matter of awareness. Can 
you talk about how these are interacting? Or, what aspects of these are 
highlighted in the music we are playing or listening to? 

 
*   *   * 

 
Meyer (1989) coined the terms non-syntactic elements, also referring to them as 

secondary parameters. The control of these secondary parameters is crucial to the 

success of an ensemble. Non-syntactic parameters can be studied through composition 

and improvisation. In this way the music student is able to access other ways of musical 
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being while developing skills that can easily transfer over to the large ensemble setting. 

Here Meyer discusses their role in music. 

For as the rejection of convention led to a weakening of syntax (somewhat 
during  the last half of the nineteenth century, and often radically in the 
twentieth), secondary parameters became more and more important for the 
generation of musical processes and the articulation of a closure. Even in a style 
that is primarily governed by syntactic constraints, however, secondary 
parameters often play important roles, reinforcing, or undermining the processes 
generated by the primary parameters. (p. 16) 
 
Wiggins (2015) illustrates how the dimensions of music can be a gateway to 

initial compositional experiences: 

Dimensions and metadimensions of music can provide learners accessible points 
of entry into composing experiences…Learners might be invited to compose a 
piece in a particular form or with a particular textural structure. They might be 
asked to create a piece that changes dynamics, tempo, meter, or timbre—or that 
establishes a particular mood or other affective quality. (p. 79) 
 
Shively (2002) also broaches the subject of providing well-rounded musical  

experiences stating that “music educators need to provide opportunities for learners to 

explore music with variety in areas such as key, meter, and duration, as well, as in 

dynamics, articulation, and other expressive attributes. (p. 177) 

 
*   *   * 

 
The choir regularly joined the band this year for class. One of our goals has been 
to play a combined piece on each concert. This has helped foster a sense of unity 
in the music department. As our curriculums align we find it beneficial to work 
together as a team when we are working on similar concepts. The choir began 
the year working on duration and its connection to notation. It was natural for 
them to learn to conduct and begin the year studying triads, as well. In the 
vignette that follows the choir is singing along with the band. I explain that 
today we will be singing and conducting the triads. At points during this process 
some of the students will give the subdivision on the drums. I also explain an 
upcoming assessment on the triads.  
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Between the choir and the band, there are approximately 70 students in 
the room. The students who were are comfortable playing the triads are going to 
playing those first. The percussionists and those who would like to play whether 
the djembes, congas, or other percussion instruments are subdividing eighth 
notes. The majority of the class is singing and conducting. I give some basic 
instructions regarding hand position (keeping the top of their hands facing the 
ceiling and the bottom parallel to the floor) and limiting the size of the 
conducting box. I explain that we will breathe in together on the prep beat, 
which is up, before coming down for beat one, left for beat two, right for beat 
three, and then up again as we prepare for the next measure. We then begin 
conducting the four beat pattern together while saying up, down, left, right, up, 
down, left, right…As they continue to conduct, the choir teacher and I are 
walking around the room making corrections. I then walk over to the timbales 
and begin subdividing eighth notes (counting one, two, three, four), explaining 
that this is what the percussionists will play. As I start counting many members 
of the band start counting with me. I tell the percussionists they can start playing 
with me at any time. At this point, some of the wind players in the band decide 
they would like to play a drum and walk up and get behind a hand drum. We 
have about fifteen hand drums in front of the band. One of the flautists who is 
playing a drum makes sure that those who are coming up and playing with her 
are playing softly. We stop after doing this for several minutes. 

 
*   *   * 

 
Shively (2002) asserts, “Learners need multiple ways to represent what they 

know. The experiences in the beginning instrumental classroom should afford learners 

the opportunity to [perform, compose, improvise, write about and discuss music, 

conduct and coach].” (p. 178). He continues: 

Each of these suggested strategies is not just a way that learners can represent 
their music knowledge, but is a guide for the type of experiences that should 
occur in the instrumental music classroom. For example, students learning 
notation can also learn to play, compose, conduct and coach from it. The more 
ways they manipulate it, the greater a part of the knowledge base it becomes. 
Learners who are able to use the same knowledge in different settings can learn 
to work more confidently in a new context. (p. 178) 

 
 

*   *   * 
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The vignette continues as I demonstrate how we are going to incorporate the 

triads, as this is the first time the choir has joined us. I sing C, E, G—(the band students 

immediately join me), F, A, C––, Bb, D, F––, etc. As they are singing I explain over the 

top of their voices that beat one will always be the root of the triad, the second note of 

the triad will be on beat two, and the third note of the triad will be on beats three and 

four. We pause for a second, as I ask for questions. I reiterate the rhythm we are playing 

is quarter note, quarter note, and then half note. I write this on the board. Below the 

rhythm I write, down, right, and left-up. The saxophones give us a starting pitch. I give 

one measure of subdivision on the timbales, the percussionists join me for one measure 

and then everyone is to come in singing, playing, and conducting. We start and it 

immediately breaks down as the saxophones are playing the triad in whole notes. The 

mistake makes sense, as we were playing it this way the day before. The saxophones 

explain that they don’t know exactly when to come in. I tell them I will give a better 

cue and we try again. We get nearly all the way through the circle of fourths before the 

saxophones (who are the only ones playing the triads) break down at Concert E. The 

singers who are conductors continue unphased. We take a second to regroup and I 

chastise the choir for not singing louder. There is some gentle ribbing as I tell the choir 

they shouldn’t let the band sing louder, as we have about equal numbers. “I am forcing 

the band students to become better singers, but you are better singers, so please sing 

out.” At which point, the band takes offense. There is a little friendly banter as I 

challenge them to sing with a better tone and with better pitch. I ask the singers to listen 

more closely to those who are subdividing, explaining that they were rushing, and we 

begin again.  
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We make it all the way through the circle. The saxophones are still making 

mistakes in the area with the most sharps. I ask for other volunteers to join us in playing 

the triads. Some students come up to the percussion instruments and others grab their 

instruments. I tell them our goal is to identify any mistakes we are making, and make a 

little bit of improvement each time. I play one measure on the timbales, the other 

percussionists join in, and the ensemble begins singing, playing, and conducting again. 

We make it all the way through the circle. I interject that if the choir is having trouble 

singing and conducting they are free to do one or the other. I ask for the ensemble to 

sing louder, with a little friendly banter about how the general music students would put 

them to shame, and we begin again. We do this a few times and then the band plays the 

triads while the choir sings. No one is conducting at this point. We make around the 

circle with everyone playing. We stop long enough for me to say a few things. I tell 

then to reflect on which triads, in any, are tripping them up. I ask them also to focus out, 

and play with more awareness of all of those who are playing in the room, blending, 

and maintaining the proper balance.  

I ask them if they would mind if we just kept working on playing the triads with 

the choir rather than sharing the composition homework and they all acquiesce. We 

continue for the rest of the class playing and singing the triads. At various points, those 

who want to conduct are free to stop playing. We gradually speed the tempo up and add 

in a dynamic study. We start softly, gradually getting louder until we are at our loudest 

dynamic halfway through the circle of fourths. We then get softer gradually until we 

have reached our softest dynamic marking as we approach Concert C. We reverse this 

process, beginning loudly and getting softer, then gradually peaking the dynamic level 
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at the end. Lastly we vary the articulation. At the end of the class, we push the speed of 

the tempo as far as we can. For the weekend, I ask them to practice playing the triads 

backwards around the circle of fourths (Sol-mi-do, instead of do-mi-sol), and to practice 

their composition if they haven’t shared it yet.  

 
*   *   * 

 

Initial Introduction to Ed Lisk Exercises 

One salient feature of multiplicity regarding the use of the same musical 

material is reflexivity. It has been stated earlier that one of the goals of a musician is to 

be able to develop the musicianship to conceive of a musical idea aurally and then have 

the muscle memory to physically apply it in any musical situation. The learner further 

needs to be able to make a connection to his or her own musical knowledge 

contextually in a listening situation. One tension I have always found as a 

musician/educator is related to the boredom that comes with playing an idea as many 

times as it takes for the intuitive, embodied level to become a reality. To ease this 

tension, I have approached this problem by using various domains of musical practice 

while attempting to vary the classroom routine as much as possible. Shively (1995) 

speaks of this in constructivist terms as reflexivity.  

The ability of the learner to apply his or her knowledge base across experiences 
is at the core of knowledge construction. This ability is described as the 
reflexive use of knowledge. In a constructivist classroom, skills of reflexivity 
are valued over skills of remembering (Bednar et al., 1992). The development of 
skills of reflexivity is enhanced by constructing knowledge through the 
interpretation of experiences that occur in context and reflect multiple 
perspectives. The ability to apply knowledge constructed during one experience 
to future experiences exemplifies the learner's skills of reflexivity. (p. 112) 
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In the vignette that follows it is this sort of reflexivity I am trying to develop 

regarding my educational practices. 

 
*   *   * 

 

The circle of 4ths is written in a document on the SmartBoard for C, Bb, Eb, and 

F instruments starting on Concert Bb. I begin the activity by saying this: 

We have been practicing the circle of fourths. We are going to put some twists 
on using the circle. We have been playing major triads through the circle of 
fourths. We are starting on Concert Bb. We are going to study duration using the 
circle of fourths. We are only going to worry about counting. We are not going 
to be concerned with note values. Our goal today is to use our knowledge of the 
circle of fourths as we practice playing together as an ensemble. We will focus 
on initiating the notes and releasing the notes together across the ensemble. We 
are going to be in 4/4 and we will be playing four beats per note around the 
circle. This should be really easy, because we have been playing the triads. You 
only have to worry about one note, rather than three. We want to focus on 
initiating the note together and releasing on beat four. As we are playing you 
should be thinking, one, two, three, release (I play and sing this on the piano). I 
continue you to sing this around the part of the circle. Eric Brakke is conducting 
as I sing and play. To give you a little preview of how we will being doing this 
today, next we are going to play this in five (I play and sing at the piano…one, 
two, three, four, release…next key). We could also play this in six (one, two, 
three, four, five, release), or seven, or nine, and so on.  
 
I am sitting in the trumpet section playing flugelhorn. I count off and we begin 

playing together. By the time we get to Concert Db, the band is no longer releasing 

together. I stop them and say, “It sounds as if there is no release. We should hear silence 

on beat four.” We play all the way around the circle. It is better, but many students are 

still not releasing on beat four. I am not sure whether this is because they are not 

counting and are playing by ear or if this they do not understand how to correctly stop 

the air.  
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We proceed to play in five. I count off and many students start on beat five, 

which would normally be beat one, as they are used to playing in 4/4. We stop and start 

again after I explain that because we are in 5/4 I will give them five beats. We start, but 

it quickly deteriorates with some students essentially still playing in 4/4 and others 

failing to release on beat five. We start again and have to stop after the first measure for 

the trumpets. I explain to the trumpets, “You are going to play C, two, three, four, and 

stop the air on beat five.” We start again and the trumpets continue to play in 4/4, 

switching to Concert Eb one beat earlier than the rest of the band. I count off and we 

start again. This time I shout release on beat five each time. This seems to help, as we 

finally begin to hear the silence on beat five. We play the exercise again in 6/4. They 

are starting to get it now, as you can clearly hear the silence on beat six all the way 

through the circle.  

I divide the group into four sections. There are some questions among the class 

members, if this is somehow based on ability. We have been having an ongoing 

discussion about challenges and chair tryouts. I tell them that this is not based on ability 

and that we will be switching around frequently. I explain: 

We are going to make some chords now. We will start with major triads. We 
will do this by having the different groups start in different areas of the circle. 
Group 1 will start on Concert Bb. Group 2 begins on Concert D (I quickly give 
the transpositions to make sure everyone is one the same page). Group 3 starts 
on Concert F (I again give transpositions). Group 4 will start at the beginning of 
the circle, but try to stay with the lowest version that you can play on each note. 
We are just going to play whole notes. This what we should hear as we play this 
(I play major triads around the circle on the piano).  
 
We play around the circle. There are only a couple chords with wrong notes. We 

play it again, but this time we play it using the method we began the class with (One, 
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two, three, release, etc.). As we play it again, beat four loses the silence after six keys. 

We stop and I ask for a more concerted effort to release together. As we make another 

attempt, the problem still persists and we stop again and I say, “One, two, three, stop 

blowing. The point of this is to learn to play together as an ensemble. That means 

initiating the note, playing the middle of the note, and releasing the end of the note 

together.” We play all the way around the circle. I proceed to explain that if we change 

the starting place of group 2 we can get a minor chord quality. I demonstrate the sound 

we will hear on the piano.  

Group two now begins on Concert Db and we play the exercise one more time 

and I say: 

I was discussing what we have been working on with a friend of mine who is the 
conductor at UM-Flint. He told me about a book by an educator named Ed Lisk 
who also uses the circle of fourths. So I bought the book, and today we have 
been doing some of the exercises he wrote. I thought we could add this to our 
repertoire and use our knowledge of the circle of fourths to attain some other 
goals. Today, we were practicing playing together as an ensemble. It is 
important for us to have a clean sound. What I mean by that is that we play the 
beginning, middle, and end of each note we play in the same fashion.  
 
 

*   *   * 
 
 

 These opening vignettes are a glimpse into how I have attempted to re-invent 

how I approach the Symphonic Band experience. The vignettes to follow will continue 

with these broad strokes in mind. In summary, Shively (1995) makes a deeper 

clarification of the goals of the constructivist model as it applies to an instrumental 

music environment.  

The constructive process allows the learner to bring perspectives from any 
domain he or she views as relevant. Furthermore, learners should capitalize on 
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the ways in which practitioners in different domains construct knowledge. In the 
case of this study, experiences solely within the domain of the instrumental 
musician would place constraints on the constructive processes of the learner. 
Using only the knowledge about theory without experiencing the constructive 
perspective of the theoretician or responding to the conductor without 
experiences within the domain of the conductor provides just these constraints.  

This is not a suggestion that band classes de-emphasize performance, but 
that learners in a band class be afforded every opportunity for deeper knowledge 
construction that reflects both the individual and collaborative nature of the 
constructive process. How might experiences in the conductor's domain or the 
composer's domain, for instance, support all constructive processes of the 
learner? The emergent knowledge from these experiences could reflect the 
learner's increasing perspective of music. (pp. 100-101) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

DATA ANALYSIS 
 
 
 

In the following section I describe my attempts to foster agency in instrumental 

settings. The students in the study explore various improvisatory,  compositional, and 

conducting techniques. As the study unfolds several emergent themes appear. 

Improvisation brings about discussions of fear along with questions about the 

importance of using the models of masters to create a personal musical language. I 

hoped to retool their prior knowledge of triads as we begin to focus more on the 

creation of a personal music vocabulary. During the course of the data analysis I began 

o question why it is I teach what I teach in hopes of learning more about the ways I am 

or am not fostering agency in the classroom.   

Fear of Improvisation? or Fear of Performing in Front of Friends? 

 In Free Play, Nachmanovitch (1990) emphasizes the negative impact the mind 

can have on creative processes. In the vignette that follows, I will explore the fragile 

balance between young improvisers and their audience. Note the differences between 

the students’ statements about performing for their peers in the concert hall versus the 

anxiety that is present when playing for their classmates. Educating the music learner to 

improvise involves more than note choices, chord scale-theory, and conceptual 

considerations such as balance (more vs. less), phrasing, listening, and tension and 
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release. As educators we must also be psychologists, understanding the complexities of 

the individual and her relationship to the classroom dynamic. An atmosphere of trust 

and security must be established over time. The larger the class, the greater the tension 

there seemed to be to perform in front of peers. Azzara (2002), who led me to the quote 

below from Free Play, states, “a necessary element for creating an improvisation 

culture is letting go of fear” (p. 173). 

Nachmanovitch (1990) writes,  

Buddhists speak of the Five Fears that stand between ourselves and our 
freedom: fear of loss of life; fear of loss of livelihood; fear of loss of reputation; 
fear of  unusual states of mind; and fear of speaking before an assembly. Fear of 
speaking before an assembly sounds a little silly next to the others, but for the 
purposes of Free Play it is the central one; let us extend it as “fear of speaking 
up,” “stage fright,” “writer’s block,” and our other old friends. The fear is 
profoundly related to fear of foolishness, which has two parts: fear of being 
thought a fool (loss of reputation) and fear of actually being a fool (fear of 
unusual states of mind). (p. 135) 

 

*   *   * 

 
 We have spent two days improvising with the blues form. Each student was 

asked to take at least a one-chorus solo over the blues form in the key of his or her 

choice. The students who were not performing a solo were either quietly playing or 

singing the roots of the chords with the iReal b play along track. The musicians could 

see the chord progression on the Smart Board with a cursor moving from chord to 

chord. Many of the most experienced students were reticent to perform in front of the 

class. Heather was the first to go after much coercion on my part. Heather is always the 

first to volunteer to play or lead off in a discussion. There were some technical 

difficulties half way through her chorus, so I asked her to start again.  



 

 97 

Heather: I played. It is now someone else’s turn.  

Teacher: We want to hear you play through a whole chorus. Please try again. 

 After Heather played, I ask for another volunteer, but no hands go up. At this 

point I realize something is up, but I am not sure what. I start alphabetically down the 

class roster and can hear a collective sigh of relief from Lori, Marlon, and George. They 

are at the end of the alphabet. As I go down the list, each student makes some comment 

or objection to soloing. The first day I didn’t think much about it, but as we got into the 

second day I realized there was a serious amount of anxiety about playing in front of the 

class. I expected this from those who were new to the ensemble, but I was flabbergasted 

to get this from the veterans. After two days of soloing, what follows is a class 

discussion about the anxieties we seem to have encountered.  

Teacher: My question for you is—what is intimidating about playing by ear? 
Why is improvisation challenging to you or not? I want Heather and 
Joanne to speak first. You told me that part of your problem was 
playing in front of your peers. If it is just playing in front of your peers, 
how come you had no problem the other day when you asked to play 
the Randy Newman thing for the class? 

Heather: I think we were more comfortable with it because we had practiced it. 
We had more of a concept of it. It wasn’t something that we had to 
make up. 

 Even though we have been working on the blues form for a while, I feel like we are not 

comfortable enough, especially in front of each other that we can just play and not think 

about it. You can go home and play, and just play whatever. In here people are paying 

attention to you. If you mess up, you feel like people are going to know. I have never 

had trouble improvising in front of people before, as you know. 

Teacher: Yes, that is why I was surprised.  
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Heather: Before it was a smaller, closer knit group. 

Teacher: Absolutely. There is more than twice the amount of people we had last 
year.  

Heather: Whereas now, I feel there is more pressure because there are more 
people judging. Last year I was asking for solos, and now I am not as 
comfortable.  

Teacher: We need to get to know each other a little better. There are now more 
than 40 people in here. You have played in front of the whole middle 
school many times, though. Did you have anxiety when you played for 
them? 

Heather: No, because I feel like it is different in here. We all have the general 
concept of music. When we play in front of the middle school, they 
could care less, as long as we are making a sound.  

 Csikszentmihalyi (1996) states that “the second component of creativity is the 

field, which includes all the individuals who act as gatekeepers to the domain. It is their 

job to decide whether a new idea or product should be included in the domain” (p. X). 

Here it is evident that the “gatekeepers” he is referring to includes the peer group with 

whom we are learning. I was shocked that even the most experienced players would 

exhibit such a high level of reluctance to improvise in front of their classmates. During 

the course of the previous days’ improvisations, it took considerable prodding to get 

long-term group members and experienced improvisers like Heather to take a solo.  

Teacher: You think the people in here are more informed and they know more 
about it? They are going to understand more if you play a sour note? 

Heather: They can definitely tell if you are messing up. The middle school is 
like, wow, they are making noise. Yeah! 

Dana: Bhinda and I play and take lessons at A Joyful Noise (a local community 
music center). When we learn a song and they tell us to improv, they 
don’t know what we are supposed to play. It doesn’t really matter to 
them as long as you’re improvising, but the people in here know what 
you’re supposed to play.  
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Teacher: The expectations in the room affect you, but improvisation is a skill to 
be honed. There is a level of comfort that happens because you have 
practiced this skill.  

 Azzara (2002) contends that “in most cases, comprehensive improvisation skill 

development is absent from music curricula…with a deeper understanding of what it 

means to improvise, music educators may begin to come to terms with its role in the 

teaching and learning process” (p. 171). Performing together in a large ensemble setting 

is probably not going to create the circumstances that are being discussed here. It is 

clear to me that this has broad implications for other classroom settings as well. I 

wonder if students experience this kind of anxiety when speaking in front of peers in a 

math class.  

 Lori speaks here to the tensions of playing notated music as opposed to 

improvisation. Lori has a history of stage fright. In her first year in the Creative Arts 

Ensemble she was conspicuously sick on all the concert dates. The second year I 

discussed her performing anxieties with her mother. I told her I knew her sickness was 

really stage fright and her mom agreed. We proceeded to create a plan to deal with this, 

including getting Lori to school on the day of the concerts no matter what.  

Lori: We both know that I don’t like to play in front of people at all. I think it is 
easier to play music in front of people when the notes are right there 
because the notes are there for you. You have exactly what you need to 
play. At the same time, it’s harder too, though, because the notes are 
right there for you there is no excuse when you make a mistake. With 
improvisation there is not a way to mess up. I guess if you have notes 
that don’t sound good together you mess up, but here is so much 
flexibility with improvisation that it’s good because it’s harder to mess 
up.  

Joanne: I personally took this class to learn to improvise. I never improvised 
before. I play mostly classical music and I memorize the song. You 
can’t memorize how you’re going to improvise. If you do it is no longer 



 

 100 

improvisation, it is memorizing. Like Heather said, everyone knows 
what it should sound like. It is really stressful. It is stressful in bigger 
groups also. 

Teacher: I want you to know that I am invested in helping you overcome these 
barriers. 

Richard: Aside from the stress and stuff, I think when we were improvising 
freely in previous years it was more fun. It is not really fun to be 
confined to playing triads  and certain chords all the time. Sometimes 
it is fun to just free play. 

Teacher: Richard said the triads and chords are limiting. One thing I struggle 
with is that I don’t want to set limitations, but I want to give structure to 
those who need it. Let’s say we are playing the blues, once you start 
improvising, I don’t care what you play. I don’t care if you play a triad, 
a blues scale, whatever. As we go forward, if we are doing that you 
don’t have to play the triads. I want you to see the triads, roots of 
chords, guide tones, scales, etc., as a safety net. If you go out and jump 
in the ocean and all of a sudden you are sinking fast, dropping to the 
bottom of the ocean, it helps if someone throws you a life preserver. 
Triads, roots of chords, and guide tones are a lifeline to get back to the 
harmony if you feel like you are drowning. If I am playing D Blues and 
I am at the IV chord, I know G or the G major triad will work. 

Bhinda: I also want to add, for some people, like me, it is not all just about how 
people are going to know you messed up, because that is what flashes in 
front of my head when I improvise or I sing in front of people…most of 
the time it is about having so many eyes on you. I don’t care that I am 
messing up; it is that so many people are watching you. It is so 
pressurizing; your either going to do amazing or awful, not in the sense 
that you mess up, but you just don’t sound good.  

 Azzara (2002) contends, “much of the improvisation literature recommends the 

importance of creating a culture that embraces and encourages improvisation, creativity 

and risk taking” (p. 172). Later on in this section Azzara quotes pianist Kenny Werner 

who discusses fear at great lengths in Effortless Mastery. “Werner (1996) also discusses 

the aspect of fear—fear based practicing, fear-based teaching, fear-based listening, and 

fear-based composing. Werner writes that improvisation and self-expression require 
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‘the taming of the mind, the dissolution of the ego, and letting go of all fears’ (p. 75)” 

(p. 173). 

Teacher: To kind of paraphrase what Bhinda said, it is going to be great or 
awful? This is important. One of the things about playing improvised 
music is when you improvise at a high level there is a different feeling 
that goes with it. I feel there is a level of satisfaction that doesn’t 
necessarily come when you play music that is notated. You are bonding 
with the other musicians and there is a level of community. When it is 
right it creates extreme bliss. That is beautiful. I have been accompanied 
by an orchestra, and had high-level experiences playing notated music, 
but in my opinion when you have a peak experience playing improvised 
music it is different. It is high risk because when it is bad it is really 
bad, but when it all comes together it is an incomparable experience.  

Heather: In years prior, last year, what you did was gave us the basic guidelines 
of improvisation before we jumped in. I feel like that helped people out 
a lot year. 

Teacher: Can you tell me what you mean by guidelines? 

Heather: Last year you gave us two or three minutes to come up with a little 
melody and had us play it, and then told us to use the same notes but 
change it, then you gave us ways to change it.  

Teacher: She is talking about altering the rhythm, melody notes, making some 
of the notes longer or shorter (augmentation and diminution), octave 
displacement, retrograde, etc. These are ways improvisers and 
composers manipulate musical ideas.  

Heather: This is something we need to go over again. There are only a couple of 
us that would remember this, but in my 6th year we were doing group 
free improvisations. There were only about ten people. We all 
improvised at the same time and sometimes it was really good because 
we bonded. I feel like if we had three or four people improvising at the 
same time it would make it easier when others are improvising it would 
take pressure off of us.  

Teacher: You are pointing to some strategies that I am looking to get to as we 
break into groups. There will be assignments to do this with your group, 
rather than having the spotlight of playing in front of everybody. 

Heather: I still think singling us out at the beginning is just not right, because a 
lot of people have improvised before and it is nerve racking for them, it 
is like torture. 
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 To wrap up this discussion I tell the class that I understand their concerns about 

soloing in front of the class. I point out that they will at some point have to do this in 

public. As a class we need to support one another’s efforts to develop our 

improvisational skillset.  

*   *   * 

 
 My goal was to give them various tools to navigate different musical forms. I 

chose to start with the Blues because it transcends disciplines and musical cultures. 

Once we have understood how chord symbols affect our note choices we can build a 

toolbox that includes “triads, scales, guide tones, chord tones, specific techniques of 

melodic manipulation, quotation, or pre-composed lines to play in an improvisation. 

From a curricular standpoint it is important to think sequentially. I want the students to 

have a basic understanding of what is expected in the jazz tradition because I feel it 

includes the most comprehensive skillset. We can then study improvisation from what 

Ed Sarath (2002) calls a “trans-stylistic” perspective using Leonard Meyer’s (1989) 

non-syntactic musical elements. The concepts of motivic development such as 

augmentation, diminution, retrograde, altered pitch and rhythm, octave displacement, 

sequencing, embellishment, and interval expansion and contraction that Heather was 

referring to in the vignette can be coupled with the trans-stylistic and non-syntactic 

improvisational study as a way to develop the melodic playing needed to tell a 

convincing story the way a jazz musician plays. The music learner then has the tools to 

deal with the chord changes and the formal structure of the blues, rhythm changes, or 

other standard forms.  
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 Azzara (2002) concludes that “research on the topic of improvisation is 

relatively young and in need of replication and expansion. The most fundamental issues 

that face educators concern an improved understanding of the improvisation process 

and the inclusion of improvisation in comprehensive music education curricula.”  

(p. 182). Azzara asserts that the following questions should be addressed: “What are the 

appropriate levels of understanding and skill development for students as they progress 

through their music education from preschool to adulthood. What skills are associated 

with various levels of development? Are there critical periods for the development of 

certain skills or dispositions necessary for improvisation? What are the necessary 

ingredients for the creation of an improvising culture?” (p. 182).  

 Is the middle school age key to the development of dealing with the fears 

Nachmanovitch, Werner, Azzara, and others are discussing here? Prior to this, I had 

never had a general music student withdraw from the improvisational process out of 

fear. None of my students have exhibited this kind of apprehension about performing in 

front of their peers. They may have anxiety about playing, but none of them has stated 

publicly the types of statements these middle school students have shared. The middle 

school age is a fragile time for students. Is it possible that a music education based 

around improvisation can help knock down the walls that are starting to be built up? Is 

there a shift that happens regarding fear of improvisation and performance in front of 

peers between elementary, middle school, and high school students? Perhaps these are 

questions that can be explored in further research relating to improvisation and the 

comprehensive music education curricula.  

 



 

 104 

Trans-stylistic Improvisation Using Non-syntactic Elements 
 

 Ed Sarath (2010) discusses improvisation study from what he calls a “trans-

stylistic” perspective using theorist Leonard Meyer’s (1989) nonsyntactic parameters.  

Trans-stylistic improvisation, which refers to a palette of improvisatory 
experiences that include both syntactic formats where style features are 
delineated in advance and more open formats where style is a by-product of 
process. The defining principle of trans-stylistic improvisation is not the use of 
multi-stylistic frameworks, where students, say, improvise using jazz chord 
changes, Turkish maqam, and Indian ragas. Rather trans-stylistic simply means 
that within the spectrum of improvisatory experiences students at times work in 
frameworks where-instead of preordained style parameters-they are enabled to 
draw freely from the complete range of style influences they have assimilated 
and consequently fashioned their own. When students are enabled to transcend 
stylistic boundaries and draw upon their entire reservoir of style resources, they 
“deconstruct” the syntactic formations (IIIA) into constituent nonsyntactic 
elements and thus perceive the syntactic-nonsyntactic (IIIB) spectrum in a more 
fluid manner, where basic elements can be molded into an array of style 
formations. (p. 191) 
 

 Leonard Meyer (1989) divides musical features into syntactic and nonsyntactic 

parts. Sarath (2010) explains them as such. “Syntactic parameters include harmony, 

melody and rhythm. Non-syntactic parameters include dynamics (volume), density 

(amount of note activity—from highly sparse to highly dense—in a given passage), 

tessitura (high or low range), duration, timbre, timbre, and silence” (p. 4). I have added 

articulation (smooth or choppy) and tempo (fast or slow) to the list of non-syntactic 

musical elements. In Sarath’s words, the idea is “to refine our playing through the use 

of non-syntactic parameters as improvisatory catalysts” (p. 4). I use non-syntactic 

elements twofold; first, to teach the students about the concepts from a general 

perspective and second as ways to propel and develop skills as an improviser. When 

done well, the use of dynamics, timbre (tone color), tessitura (developing one’s range), 
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density (the ability to control how fast or slow one plays), and articulation (especially as 

it relates to style), improves the artistry of the musician.  

 The “trans-stylistic” perspective Sarath discusses is important from the 

standpoint of agency. It allows the music learner to bring her own experiences to the 

table. We all have a wealth of influences and musical experiences. As educators our 

task is to draw out the qualities that separate one individual from another. By studying 

improvisation in this way, we are being more inclusive than exclusive. Sarath uses the 

non-syntactic elements in his teaching in two ways. One is to break down any 

reservations a classically trained musician may have, and second, to develop clarity in a 

player who may already be steeped in another tradition. It does not matter whether it is 

jazz, blues, country and western, Indian raga, or Turkish maqam. By taking the focus 

off of note selection and structure, it allows the player to think conceptually and interact 

on a higher level with the musicians she is playing with. The idea is to transcend, yet 

still include our own personal influences. Strictly speaking, a musician who enters into 

jazz improvisation study from another musical perspective (classical, blues, pop, World, 

etc.) can be overwhelmed with chord-scale theory, form issues, and the depth and 

breadth of how many tunes there are to navigate. Studying improvisation “trans-

stylistically” allows the musician the freedom and liberation to play what they already 

know. Essentially, this includes rather than alienates them. Our goal in teaching the 

music learner to improvise is about learning to create, rather than interpret. As the 

learner progresses, she can then make a more disciplined study of the genre of her 

choosing. Improvisation does not have to be linked with the study of jazz, per se.   
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*   *   * 

 
 As we were practicing improvisation using the Blues form, students expressed a 

need to practice improvisational basics without having to worry about form and 

structure. Following their initial anxiety about soloing in front of the class over the 

Blues, I reviewed Leonard Meyer’s non-syntactic music elements. As a student of Ed 

Sarath’s, I found the “trans-stylistic” approach particularly liberating during my initial 

attempts at improvisation. I introduced the class to the “trans-stylistic” perspective of 

improvisation, whereby they could incorporate their own musical experiences while 

focusing conceptually on the non-syntactic elements silence, timbre, dynamics, 

tessitura, articulation, tempo, and density to propel their improvisations. The class spent 

about a week and a half improvising along these lines in their combos. During this class 

each group is performing for the class and being assessed on their understanding of the 

non-syntactic musical elements. Half of the class had performed the previous day. 

Today’s class opens with general complaints that it was unfair they were being 

videotaped while the others were not.  

 Richard (clarinet) and Wyatt (trumpet) are the first two to perform. Richard 

explains, “We are working on silence and dynamics” and then starts out very softly on 

the clarinet with a tritone interval. Marlon picks up on one of Richard’s ideas. It seems 

as if Marlon is a little nervous. Marlon seems to have difficulty on the trumpet matching 

Richard’s dynamics, but it is clear he is trying to play softly. Richard expands on his 

opening motive by playing it repeatedly, while gaining in speed and intensity, getting 

louder and louder, before moving on to develop a melody. Marlon is listening silently 
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as same plays before coming in with an idea related to what Richard has played. Marlon 

is significantly louder now as they build together before both resting. Richard ends the 

improvisation playing the opening tritone motive at pianissimo. The improvisation lasts 

40 seconds. Richard sounds amazing—very in control of the clarinet, both dynamically 

and technically speaking, like a very good upperclassman in high school. Alex asks for 

clarification: “We have to pick one of these?” and I respond, “One or more; either 

silence, density, dynamics, tessitura, or timbre.” 

 Sarath (2002) pointed out “a major challenge to reform is the sheer breadth of 

the knowledge base, and an important way of addressing this challenge will be the 

design of courses that selectively retain essential conventional knowledge and integrate 

it with essential contemporary knowledge” (p. 195). The integration Sarath is 

discussing is evident here as the students are learning about the dimensions of music 

through improvisational study. 

 Frank and Alex are the next students to perform. Frank plays a slow groove with 

a kind of melancholy chordal thing on the electric guitar, gradually building in 

intensity. Frank is strumming quarter note chords turning the volume up on the guitar 

about every five to ten seconds. Alex plays a slow rock groove the whole time very 

softly, adding in occasional fills, and generally playing responsively to what Frank is 

playing. Alex ends before Frank allowing him to end by himself. George says, “That 

sounded sad.” 

 I thought the same thing as I listened to it. I ask the pair how they used 

dynamics in the one-minute improvisation, as I felt Alex could have used a wider 
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dynamic spectrum. Frank answers for Alex after Alex fails to come up with an answer. 

Alex finally says: “when he got low, I got low.” 

Davie (percussion), Darwin (baritone saxophone), and Albert (clarinet) now 

share their improvisation. Albert opens softly, with a nice melodic motive in the middle 

range of the clarinet similar to what same played, but with a minor 3rd. The idea is 

legato and beautiful, reminiscent of an Aaron Copland melody. Darwin comes in with 

the same exact interval on the baritone sax but with a completely different 

character…kind of a Cantina Band thing, ala John Williams before stopping and 

listening to Albert continue. Albert is still playing a beautiful lyrical melody. Darwin 

again plays a more rhythmic idea before becoming silent again. Albert continues to 

play. This time Darwin comes in more in the character of what Albert is playing. 

Darwin migrates to the note Albert is playing and they fade out in unison. The 

improvisation lasted one minute and they played the whole piece in the same key. I am 

not sure if they discussed this ahead of time or if Darwin just has a good ear.  

George: Davie, did you play at all?  

Teacher: Tell me about the non-syntactic elements you used. 

Davie: I was using the non-syntactic musical element silence.  

 It was often the case in Ed Sarath’s university group that someone either played 

the whole time or did not play at all. Ed encouraged his students to be engaged in the 

groove the whole time. Sarath (2010) emphasized, “It is not necessary to play 

constantly. Find places to rest in order to let the music breathe and give space to 

ensemble members; you will appreciate it when they return the favor, and the music 

will inevitably reach new heights as a result. As ironic as it may sound, the ability to not 
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play is as important as the ability to play in the development of improvisational skills.” 

(p. 6). 

Darwin: Albert was using density and Davie and I were using density and 
 silence. 

Teacher: One thing that everyone can think about is to be aware of when you are 
playing the same note as someone in your group. All of a sudden, if you 
are listening, you will start to be more aware of what notes everyone is 
playing. That allows you to communicate better. If you were listening 
closely, you can hear Darwin playing the same intervals as Albert 
before moving on to other ideas. They both ended the improvisation on 
the same note. One thing that came to my mind was the non-syntactic 
element articulation. Albert was slurring and Darwin was tonguing and 
more articulate and had a choppier sound at the beginning before 
changing his style at the end to be more in character with what Albert 
was playing.  

 Keith (percussion), Lou (electric guitar), Tom (alto saxophone), and Ross 

(electric bass) are the next student group to perform. Keith said, “We are focusing on 

density.” Ross starts high up on the neck of the bass with a very nice grooving ostinato: 
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Keith kicks in the groove after a few measures: cymbal splash with kick drum, before 

breaking in to a slow mesmerizing kind of groove. Tom and Lou add a colorful texture 

on the alto saxophone and electric guitar, respectively, but mostly not playing too active 

of a role.  

Teacher: Please play again for half the time, but more dense.  
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Ross: What do you mean?  

Michael: More notes. 

Keith and Ross play the same groove. Lou plays a climbing idea gradually adding more 

and more notes. Tom plays a kind of a rhythmic stabbing idea on the saxophone.  

 
*   *   * 

 
Sarath (2010) contends that the purpose of exercises like these “is to move 

outside of our comfort zone” (p. 5). When discussing density he counsels the 

improviser 

not to be concerned if your high-density playing stretches the boundaries of your 
technique to the point where you may not feel in total control of what you are 
playing. The main point is the effect and experience of high-density music and 
going beyond our ordinary boundaries. Often we stop short of the high-density 
texture we are capable of because it means risking the precision we work so 
ardently to develop. (pp. 4-5) 
 

It is important for the improvising student to take risks. It is the educator’s job to 

provide the environment to cultivate such risk taking.  

 

*   *   * 

 
Crystal, Shelly, and Buffy are primarily vocalists in our ensemble, but here they 

all fall back on their skills as multi-instrumentalists when confronted with the idea of 

vocal improvisation without Devon who is the pianist in their combo, and who was 

absent that day.  

Buffy picks up the electric guitar we have for everyone to use. Crystal and 

Shelley go to keyboards. Shelley says, “I guess we are going to focus on silence.” Buffy 
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plays a jagged chordal (out of tune) guitar riff before Crystal counters with a melody on 

the piano. Buffy follows with a single note line on the guitar. Shelley does not play, as 

they all avoid singing entirely. The improvisation lasts 35 seconds.  

I asked them to do it again, doing more of what they were doing at the end, but 

with more spaces. They play again, this time with more space. Their improvisation has 

a disturbing quality to it, eerie and spacey. Shelley skips playing the keyboard and adds 

the bongo as a texture. 

When they finished, I commented, “Silence can really change it into something 

different. There are levels of silence. If I am playing in a group of three people, there is 

silence as it relates to me, and silence as it relates to the group. When am I being silent, 

and when are we all being collectively silent?” 

 Sarath (2010) speaks to the transformative nature of silence.  
 

Another way of invoking heightened awareness is the use of silence in your 
 improvising. While it is only natural in our ardent pursuit of musical skills to 
 focus largely on making sounds and understanding the various ways they are 
 melded together, let us not forget that music consists of both sounds and silence. 
 In fact, instead of thinking in terms of sound as the basic fabric of music, 
consider thinking of silence as the basic fabric and sounds as temporary 
interruptions in the silence. (p. 17) 

 
 This trio of students completely abandoned the idea of improvising with their 

voices in front of the class, even though they are primarily singers in this class. Crystal 

studies piano privately with me, and Buffy obviously has skills on the guitar. I find it 

interesting that the idea of vocal improvisation creates such tension for these 

performers.  

 After Crystal, Buffy, and Shelley perform I talk briefly about the priority a 

vocalist needs to make on audiation. In discussing the mental processes involved with 
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improvisation, Azzara (2002) relates how improvisation skill building relates to 

Gordon’s music-learning sequence. “Gordon coined the term audiation. Audiation 

offers a more precise definition of musical imagery, that is, aural perception and 

kinesthetic reaction, and a definition of how persons understand and create meaning in 

music” (1986, p. 174). It is important for the educator to understand the tensions that 

arise when teaching improvisation. This last interaction highlights the differences 

between vocal and instrumental improvisation. It is easier, I think, to hide behind an 

instrument. The needs of the improvising vocalist may require a special emphasis 

within this type of setting.  

 A different trio will now explore silence. The next vignette displays the 

powerful role a percussionist plays in an improvisatory setting. Carolyn, Barb, and 

Angie perform next. Carolyn and Barb are on keyboards and Angie is on the drum set. 

Carolyn introduces the performance: “We are going to use silence and density.”  

Angie plays a stock drumbeat while the pianos play in a pointillistic, spacey, 

manner. The keyboards have a jagged connected style while Angie seems oblivious to 

what they were playing. As the piece continues Carolyn and Barb play even more 

disconnected until the end has huge spaces, accentuating the pointillistic nature of the 

piano parts. 

Teacher: Angie, where were you silent in that improvisation. 

Angie: Very little. 

Teacher: Certain instruments have characteristic roles. As a drummer, be 
careful. When you lock in a groove like that, it does limit the 
possibilities for what else can happen? Not everything has to be a 
groove. You can play with no time and use silence like anyone else. The 
concept is silence. If you play the whole time you aren’t listening in the 
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same way as the other group members, and you aren’t using silence. 
Everyone should have an equal say in the improvisation. Once you start 
a groove it is hard to do anything else. That is a lot of power. Think 
about the drum set as a set of timbres and possible textures to be 
explored. Use the cymbals and various drums as individual sounds, 
rather than always playing a stock beat. There is always the opportunity 
to go to a groove later on in an improvisation. 

In discussing the importance of transparency, laying out, and soloing, Sarath 

(2010) confronts the issue I am trying to address with Angie and the other 

percussionists specifically, even though these are concepts for our whole ensemble to 

understand.  

Two of the most important aspects of collective improvisation are the capacities 
 to lay out—to not play for possibly extended periods of time—and to play 
 transparently, as these allow the ideas of others to move to the forefront. A third 
 necessity is the ability to move to the forefront when the music calls for it. One 
of the signs of mature improvisers in the ability to move fluently between these 
 roles. (p. 21) 

 
 In the next improvisation we again see the difficulties a percussionist has with 

the concepts Sarath has elucidated. While Carson is attempting to lay out and play with 

the type of transparency that Sarath is discussing, the other group members have 

adopted the notion that the drummer must play a groove the whole time. 

The next group consists of Emmett (electric guitar) Carson (drum set) and the bass 

clarinet duo of Carey and Ben. Carey introduces their work with, “We are going to do 

silence,” saying it in a way that it sounds like he is saying they planned it out.  

I insert, “This is supposed to be an improvisation. An improvisation is not 

planned out ahead of time.”  

Carey plays a short flourish on the bass clarinet and then shouts, “Hit it, 

Carson!” 
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There is an awkward pause and they stop and regroup. They again have trouble 

starting as they attempt to begin again. Emmett begins with a typical blues lick on the 

electric guitar. It is not exactly in time, allowing Carson to add a rhythmic texture, 

rather than a groove. He breaks it up, allowing room for more of an interaction between 

the two of them. Carson is playing more like a horn player here than a drummer. It 

doesn’t last long, however. Emmett starts a riff on the guitar and Carson starts the 

seemingly obligatory standard rock groove. It quickly dissipates into chaos as Carson 

attempts to go back to playing sparsely. There is a sense of general confusion and it is 

clear they are not comfortable with the silence or playing without having an ongoing 

groove. Finally they stop out of frustration. The class claps.  

I ask them to please play again, but withouth any time––just sounds and space. 

They begin again. The bass clarinets get the idea, playing freely. Carson is adding 

coloristic splashes on the cymbals while Emmett comes in again with the same riff as 

before. Three of them are trying to play with large silences, but the guitar continues to 

play in time, causing confusion that leads them to stop.  

 
*   *   * 

 
 The use of trans-stylistic improvisational study with non-syntactic musical 

elements is one possible way to move in and out of genre-specific improvisation. 

Sarath’s (2010) approach “provides for expanding the horizons of experienced, style-

specific improvisers” while simultaneously opening the doors to novice improvisers  

(p. 2). 
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The use of ‘non-syntactic’ catalysts…expose musicians to new ways of 
generating and organizing ideas. Having transcended familiar style terrain, 
musicians can now return to it with newfound appreciation and understanding. 
Here it should be emphasized that the aim of the trans-stylistic approach is not 
to replace style-specific engagement but to lay the groundwork that enables 
musicians to move freely between both worlds. (p. 2) 

 
From a curricular standpoint, I think it is important to note that trans-stylistic 

improvisational study can be revisited at many points during the course of a students’ 

education. It is particularly relevant as part of a sequential study that moves from a 

style-specific learning situation like our study of jazz and the Blues and the introduction 

of trans-stylistic study that arose out of the students’ desire to study improvisation in a 

more general sense.  

 Reimer (2003) discusses sequential development as an important factor in 

learning to improvise.  

The sequence of improvisatory learning that best provides for optimal 
development especially needs to be taken into account. As we have learned from 
the jazz improvisation experience, the nurturing of skills, understandings, and 
creativity in that role requires approaches quite different in many important 
ways from how they are nurtured in performing notated compositions (and even 
different, I suggest, for performing notated jazz). Added to the complexity of 
appropriate sequential musical development is the issue of culturally embedded 
practices for each different improvisatory musical tradition, needing to be 
understood and applied as culture bearers of that tradition exemplifying them. 
(p. 284-285) 

 
 This seems evident from the two previous vignettes. The students were 

intimidated with the typical format of soloing with chord changes. Richard mentioned 

feeling limited, longing to play in a freer situation, while Heather asked to revisit more 

conceptual techniques such as motivic development and the use of non-syntactic 

musical elements. The demands of the traditional jazz dynamic of soloing over a given 

set of chord changes can provide a student who already has reservations about 
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improvising with another layer of obstacles. Using Ed Sarath’s “trans-stylistic” 

techniques coupled with non-syntactic musical elements allows for students to draw on 

previous musical experiences. This helps to break down the fear inherent in novice 

improvisers when one can focus on broader musical concepts. It is important for all 

musicians to understand musical concepts such as silence, tessitura, dynamics, tempo, 

timbre, articulation, and density. Using these musical ideas with improvisation may 

allow for a deeper study than if they were referenced casually in a group performance 

based rehearsal.  

Building a Musical Vocabulary Using Triad Pairs 

 The following vignette explores how the students are developing a musical 

vocabulary using musical materials from our prior knowledge. On of my major 

curricular goals is for students to build a storehouse of musical vocabulary, or what 

Berliner (1994) refers to as a “repository of discrete patterns” (p. 101). As the students 

develop this body of musical ideas they are simultaneously learning to play through the 

keys while acquiring technical knowledge of their instruments, and learning to hear 

what they are playing. In essence, they are practically studying music theory. 

Composing and improvising with their own found and created musical ideas has 

personal meaning. They choose which patterns to assimilate and manipulate, giving 

them agency over the vocabulary they are using. They get to choose which words to use 

and how to phrase them. This freedom of expression is one of the most liberating 

aspects of the music making process. It is crucial that they develop personal agency and 

musical agency over the music they are playing and discovering. Comprehending that 
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they have control of the language they use is key to this process. In Musical Agency 

Wiggins (2016) characterizes the musical learning process regarding agency as follows: 

Music learning requires both personal agency and musical agency, that is, belief 
in one’s capacity to engage, initiate, and intentionally influence one’s life 
circumstances and also belief in one’s capacity to engage musically, initiate 
musical ideas, and intentionally influence one’s musical life circumstances. 
Embedded in this construct is a belief/trust on the part of the individual that 
others in shared situations will value the ideas initiated and interactions that 
result. (pp. 103-104) 
 

 The learner needs to understand that the music she makes is her own. She is free 

to construct and shape phrases, motives, and small cells of notes in unique ways 

identifiable only as her own musical expression. It is this sense of ownership that will 

lead to a further investment of time and energy. Once the sense of discovery is valued 

as fun and meaningful on a personal level, the student is far more likely to spend more 

time practicing, listening, and creating music in an array of settings.  

 Traditionally the jazz idiom has been learned in a variety of ways. The jazz 

vocabulary was historically passed down aurally in a master-apprentice relationship. 

The apprenticeship system has dissipated, but is still alive through the university system 

and in smaller pockets regionally around the country. Aspiring jazz musicians, both in 

the past and currently, listen to jazz on recordings or live performances and try to 

replicate the shapes and lines they hear on their primary instrument. Students of jazz 

today invest money in a wealth of jazz education literature that provide a systematic 

approach to learning the language. While there are myriad ways to approach learning to 

play jazz, there is no doubt that jazz music is an aural tradition. It is expected that the 

basic syntax is to be learned by ear from the recordings of the masters. In the following 

statement Berliner (1994) speaks to the importance of taking idiomatic jazz phrases 
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from those who have preceded us. “There is no objection to musicians borrowing 

discrete patterns or phrase fragments from other improvisers, however; indeed, it is 

expected” (p. 101). Furthermore, Berliner outlines the process like this: 

Many students begin acquiring an expansive collection of improvisational 
building blocks by extracting those shapes they perceive as discrete components 
from the larger solos they have already mastered and practicing them as 
independent figures. They acquire others selectively by studying numerous 
performances of their idols. For some musicians, this is the entire focus of their 
early learning.  
 Securing a repertory of discrete patterns offers a clear advantage to 
young performers whose mastery over their instruments is insufficient for 
copying solos in their entirety. Correspondingly, ‘a whole solo can be just too 
much to take in at once. Little sections or melodic fragments’ are more easily 
absorbed (ER). As youngsters cultivate their tastes and become more 
discriminating, they also find that the phrases of solos differ in quality, some not 
warranting the time and effort involved in acquiring them. Finally, whereas 
analysis of complete solos teaches students about matters of musical 
development and design, analysis of discrete patterns and melodic cells 
elucidates the building blocks of improvisations and reveals commonalities 
among improvisations that are not necessarily apparent in the context of larger 
performances. 
 At the same time, this approach involves its own distinct challenges, 
some akin to learning a second language. Just as the beginning foreign language 
student finds that the cadences of fluent native speakers frequently blur the 
audible boundaries between and among words, phrases, and sentences—
confounding the student’s ability to understand them—rapid, dazzling jazz 
improvisations may also initially sound seamless to beginners. (pp. 101-102) 
 

 While the students are working on an ongoing transcription project many young 

students are not yet invested in jazz or any other style enough to spend the required time 

learning “discrete patterns from recordings,” as Berliner (1994) refers to repertory 

acquisition. Requiring this level of dedication of anyone not invested to pursue this 

intrinsically is not in the students’ best interests.  

 From a curricular standpoint I feel it is imperative for the students to attain a 

vocabulary in two ways; first, through the ongoing transcription process, and secondly 
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through creation using musical materials the students have in prior knowledge. Tying 

improvisation and composition exercises together with language acquisition in this 

fashion gives the students invaluable experiences in activities that are creation-based, 

rather than interpretive-based.  

Prior Knowledge As We Begin to Build a Vocabulary 

The students began the year learning to aurally comprehend, sing, and play 

major triads. In this lesson I have asked them to compose six licks, each containing two 

major triads a tritone apart. When the triads paired in a tritone relation are played 

linearly the result is the tritone scale. I explain to the students that the tritone scale is 

almost identical to the construction of the blues scale many of them already know. I 

find the tritone scale is easier to hear and resolve. It contains the flat nine and the major 

third instead of the sharp nine and eleven. Inexperienced players have a harder time 

hearing how the sharp nine resolves. The eleventh or fourth scale degree is considered 

an avoid note. The goal is for the students to build a musical vocabulary based on their 

tastes while building technique and aural skills through exploration of the composition 

process. After creating variations on their own licks, the idea is for them to use this 

language in an improvisatory setting. These assignments are practical, having a 

practical application to their own musical lives. Here the students are building on prior 

knowledge and are building a language in a way that reflects their own tastes. Asking 

the students to create using cells or scales they have already mastered allows them new 

insights into that vocabulary. It also gives them a sense that they learned the prior 
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material for a reason. Shively (1995) relates the importance of what he calls “retooling” 

prior knowledge.  

Knowledge is a tool to be wielded in the constructive process. An individual 
uses his or her knowledge base to make tentative interpretations of an 
experience. With each experience, an individual re-constructs his or her 
knowledge base thus "re-tooling" his or her knowledge base. The constructive 
process is a constant application and re- application of a knowledge base, with 
that knowledge base being reshaped by its use. (p. 81) 
 

 
*   *   * 

 

I begin the next activity by saying:  

I want to offer a tip and possible suggestion that might help you. As we do this, 
I think it is important to try and keep the triads intact as much as possible. This 
is only from my perspective. You can take this and throw it right out the 
window if you don’t care for it. I feel that the triads create a symmetry or 
balance to the sound that only they can give (I play C E G, F# A# C# (an octave 
below on the soprano saxophone). Another thing I do, is to transpose the pattern 
between the two keys––E, G, C, A# C# F#.  
 

I play with this inversion, varying it eventually by leaving the roots out. I demonstrate 

for the class how varying the rhythm can make the most out of a simple idea.  

Teacher: I think it is harder if you try to scramble up this scale in some weird 
way. 

Beth: An FYI from my perspective, I think this is difficult. Some parts sound 
okay, but others sound horrible to me. Are you going to grade me down 
because of this? 

Previously, I have written about fear regarding the improvisational process. Here Beth 

is providing an example of what Kenny Werner (1996) refers to as “fear-based 

composing” (p. 73). Werner states: 

Fear of composing, like fear of playing is irrational. The source is the same; fear 
of writing bad compositions. There is really no importance to writing a good 
composition other than to nourish your feeling of self-worth. If one weren’t in 
need of validation as a composer, one could delightfully doodle, happily filling 
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many music notebooks. If a person has acquired the tools of composing through 
study, then that expertise will manifest in his compositions. It must be said again 
and again: without the need for self-validation, talent and acquired knowledge 
flow naturally. (p. 73) 
 
Teacher: No, I’m not. I am not grading this based on whether your composition 

pleases my ear. Did you use all six notes? If not, explain why you chose 
not to. Those are the only two factors in your grade.  

 Richard, Marlon, and Darwin are exploring the two triads in different 

arrangements from a more improvisatory perspective. After they have coalesced on an 

idea they like they each write it down. Richard plays one of his ideas for Marlon on the 

clarinet. Marlon likes the idea and plays it on the trumpet.  

 Berliner (1994) explains how many young musicians study informally. 

One conventional way for young artists to share information is through informal 
study sessions, a mixture of socializing, shoptalk, and demonstrations known as 
hanging out. “Most of the guys were self-taught, but they really went at the 
academics, the mechanics of music, so thoroughly,” Tommy Turrentine says. 
“Other guys went to school, and they would pass their knowledge to one 
another.” Turrentine himself learned largely “by asking about things I didn’t 
understand. (p. 37) 
  

 Todd is taking a different approach. He is working without the help of his 

trumpet. He is writing out his composition and then practices playing it.  

 Tom improvises over the triads using octave displacement. He experiments with 

playing one note of the triad either an octave higher or lower. Frank is playing back 

Tom’s ideas by ear on the guitar. 

Observing and listening to theem as they work, I offer: 

This is not an academic exercise. Experiment with it; practice hearing and 
playing it. I would prefer if you didn’t write out the notes and turn it in without 
playing it. This is going to be your vocabulary. You need to like it. You are 
more likely to hear and digest the sounds if you practice playing these on your 
instrument. Another goal is to build technique using these. If you are merely 
writing the notes down to satisfy the requirements of the assignment, you are not 
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building any technique on your instrument or building a musical vocabulary. By 
improvising and experimenting with it from the beginning it is easier to make a 
conscious decision about what you like and do not like. If you write it out and 
turn it in without playing it, you won’t have any idea how you feel about it.  
At this point I am talking mainly to those who do not have their instruments out. 

I know that Todd is going to play through his once it is written out and then go back 

and edit it, as I have witnessed how he works in the past.  

Tom continues to investigate the shape of the triads adding the octave key on the 

saxophone at random points (or so it seems to me).  

Frank begins to leave out one of the three triad notes and works at repeating the 

two note patterns using different means of articulation and repeating one note out of the 

two note motives he is creating.  

Todd begins playing through his composition on the trumpet, making 

corrections as he goes. Todd also experiments with the tempo and articulation of his 

composition.  

The following day we shared our compositions. The process of sharing is 

always a prickly one, as students are inhibited about playing in front of their peers. 

Beth, a pianist and guitarist, had an extreme aversion to the tension created by the 

pairing of the triads in tritone relation. This was evident throughout the process, but she 

confirmed it once again as she shared one or two of her licks. I thought her ideas 

sounded fine, and told her that over time, her ear will learn to hear tension in a different 

fashion.  

Kenny Werner (1996) discusses many ways we can address our fears and 

overcome the ego’s hold over our playing. He calls it “channeling composition.” 

“Channeling composition involves the same process as improvisation – through the 
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grateful acceptance of whatever comes out.” One thing we must be aware of is as we 

teach musical practices that are creation-based, is that the students seem to grapple 

more with the ego and fear of creating something sub-standard. Interpretive-based 

practices take this fear away; someone who we perceive as already knowing what they 

are doing has already created the work. Acknowledging these fears and discussing them 

should be of paramount concern during this process.  

Joanne performed one of her favorite licks for the class on the piano, and the 

class immediately voiced its approval. Joanne has a grandfather who is a serious pianist 

and has grown up taking lessons from her grandfather. Recently Joanne and Heather 

had played Randy Newman’s You’ve Got a Friend in Me for the class and I point out 

how much Joanne’s lick has in common with the sound of the Newman song.  

Bhinda shares one of her licks with the class and voices similar concerns as 

Beth, with one key difference. Bhinda explains that she can hear how if you use one of 

the chromatic notes as a pick up, it gives the music a different flavor. While she hasn’t 

figured out how to compose one exactly as she likes it, I think she hears the potential 

for a cool sound.  

As we go around sharing, Darwin, Frank, and Tom liked the contrast in tension 

while Beth, Heather, and Bhinda were not as receptive to it.  

Midore, another pianist, is probably the most outspoken about the process. 

Midori explains that she hates jazz and only desires to play pretty, flowery, music.  

I relate that it is the process that is important here, not the relationship of these 

two particular triads. I chose the triad pairs and tritone apart because I felt it would give 

them a feel for a bluesier sound. The important thing to remember is that you can create 
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your own language. Taking small melodic cells and composing or improvising variation 

is one way to work on building a personal language.  

 
*   *   * 

 
A logical next step might be to use other triad pairs. Beth, Bhinda, and Elisabeth 

would probably prefer to create using triad pairs a perfect fourth or fifth apart. Using 

triads a perfect fifth apart would allow for an investigation of the tonic-dominant 

relationship. Setting an assignment that involved creating a lick or phrase using a 

perfect fourth could create an interesting study of sub-dominant harmony. These are not 

steps I was able to take last year, but they will be options I will explore in the future.  

I can see now how structuring composition exercises with specific intervallic 

relationships may work better if we worked from a point of less tension towards more 

tension, rather than beginning with the tritone triad pair. While my ear easily accepts 

the sound of the tritone pairs, for some students, this was particularly difficult. One 

theme that emerges here could be the zone of proximal development. Was my choice of 

the tritone relationship outside of what the students’ ear could hear? It could be that the 

tension created between my assignment and the ears of some the students created was 

too far from their zones of proximal development. All of the students did the 

assignment, but it is clear some of them had trouble digesting the sound. Another way 

to look at this, though, is from the standpoint of finding a bluesier sound in general. 

Many educators propose starting with the blues scale when teaching beginning 

improvisational study. The blues scale provides a set six note cell to manipulate that 

usually works over a given chord progression without having to make the changes. As I 
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stated above, the tritone pair allows for the same result without the problems in 

resolution caused by the sharp nine and the eleventh scale degree. As a performer, I am 

much more likely to use the tritone pairing and scale, rather than the blues scale. This 

assignment reflects my own bias on the matter.  

Wiggins (2016) refers to Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of proximal 

development as a key factor regarding learner and musical agency.  

The centrality of learner agency to human learning process is clearly evident in 
Vygotsky’s (1978) vision of learning as taking place within what he described 
as the zone of proximal development (ZPD): “the distance between the actual 
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the 
level of potential development as determined through problem solving under 
adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). Engaging 
and interacting below a learner’s ZPD means working at a level of difficulty and 
proficiency that the learner has already mastered. Teaching at a level that lies 
below a learner’s ZPD means teaching something the learner already 
understands or knows how to do. Engaging and interacting above a learner’s 
ZPD means working at a level of difficulty and proficiency that the learner is 
not ready to pursue. Teaching at a level that lies above a learner’s ZPD means 
teaching something the learner does not have the prerequisite experience or 
knowledge to understand or know how to do. For Vygotsky, teaching and 
learning take place within the ZPD––at a point that lies just above the learners’ 
level of competence, where the learner can operate successfully with the support 
of the teacher (at a level that lies just above what the learner has already 
mastered and can do on his or her own without teacher support). (p. 104) 
 

 Wiggins (2016) continues to discuss the ZPD in relation to Rogoff’s (1990) 

work.  

This vision of learning/teaching process makes it clear that, in the process of 
learning something new, a learner must operate at a level that is just above his or 
her level of competence––a situation that requires learner willingness to take 
risk (Rogoff, 1990). Willingness to take risk and enter into a situation of 
working above one’s level of competence requires personal agency (self-belief 
in capacity to engage, initiate, and intentionally influence one’s life 
circumstances). Learners who do not believe themselves capable will not enter 
the situation; they will disengage or resist the teacher’s efforts. Learning is an 
act of the individual that requires personal initiative, engagement, and agency. 
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Without the presence of these qualities in the learner, learning cannot take place. 
(p. 104) 
 
The phrase “disengage or resist the teacher’s efforts” strikes me as relevant here 

regarding Beth, Bhinda, and Midori’s aversion to the sound created by the tritone 

relation of the major triads. There was a “willingness to take risk,” however, as all three 

finished the assignment. The key factor in all this seems to be the mindfulness of 

agency, fear, and the zone of proximal development in the learning process. As 

educators we will stretch the limits of these concepts if we are doing our job well. 

Acknowledging the impact agency, fear, and the zone of proximal development has on 

the learning process helps to keep the learner engaged in the musical problems under 

study.  

 Transcription: “Why do we have to do it?” Emulation and Group Cooperation 

 Learning to emulate others helps make a crucial connection to the community of 

musicians. Transcription,4 whether actually notated, or learned by ear with minimal or 

no use of notation, allows the learner to improve through free lessons with a more 

informed other. Berliner (1994) states: “beyond their functional and pedagogical value, 

quotations from the historical literature of jazz establish the relationships of improvisers 

to their larger tradition” (p. 103). The transcription process develops our ear in the most 

practical way. The music learner builds a language based on her own musical 

preferences while simultaneously building technique and grasping the style of the 

                                                
4 By transcription, I mean the process by which a musician learns a musical passage by 
ear and then plays it on her instrument/voice. The transcription could be of an 
improvised solo, a song, or a short musical phrase. A transcription may be notated or 
memorized.  
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chosen tradition. She is learning to play in tune and grapples with the subtlety and 

nuance of a master musician. Lucy Green (2002) speaks to the process young musicians 

undertake as they learn to emulate those they listen to. 

Children not only copy the behavior of adults and other children, but they also 
make copies of objects which they find in the environment. Here, the object in 
question is music, and its main form of existence for most people most of the 
time is in recordings and broadcasts in the home, school, college, at work, at 
social gatherings and in other public places. Live music is encountered much 
less. By far the overriding learning practice for the beginner popular musician, 
as is already well known, is to copy recordings by ear. (p. 60) 
 

Berliner (1994) speaks of the process using a similar metaphor: 

Just as children learn to speak their native language by imitating older 
competent speakers, so young musicians learn to speak jazz by imitating 
seasoned improvisers. In part, this involves acquiring a complex vocabulary of 
conventional phrases and phrase components, which improvisers draw upon in 
formulating the melody of a jazz solo. (p. 95) 
 

 The vignette that follows offers a window into the approach used in my 

classroom to integrate informal and formal musical learning practices within the 

Creative Arts Ensemble. Students form bands with their peers and learn songs of their 

choosing in various ways while also being required to learn through imitating the 

musicians about which they are most passionate. The Creative Arts Ensemble affords 

the students the opportunity to collaborate with their peers in the decision-making 

process about what music they will play, and how they will play it. Individual 

preferences guide the music selection process, rather than being teacher directed. 

While this vignette is primarily about the transcription process, learner agency is 

also evident. The students in this ensemble bring a wide array of influences and ideas 

about how music should be played. Wiggins (2016) acknowledges the musical integrity 

of the student and relates the importance of fostering a process that highlights the 
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students’ musical worldview. She states, “it is essential for music educators to 

understand and respect the musical knowledge and experience that learners bring to 

music learning settings, be they classrooms or studios.” 

 
*   *   * 

 
Teacher: Tomorrow, the name of your transcription piece is due. That is 

anything you are learning by ear. You are required to give the name of 
the song, who is playing, and who wrote the song? The point of the 
transcription exercise is to find someone you like and to learn to play as 
closely as you can to the recording you have selected. You don’t have 
to learn the whole song or solo. Some of you might only be able to learn 
one minute. Those of you who have been playing for many years, the 
expectation is that you learn something considerably more challenging.  

Kamani: Can you go over how to do this again? 

Teacher: First everyone needs to choose a musician that you love to listen to. 
After that you should pick a song you are passionate about. Sing it with 
them over and over until you can’t tell the difference between you and 
the person playing or singing. That is the point of all this, to sound just 
like the person you are listening to. Once you can sing it, you will be 
able to pick out the notes on your primary instrument. It is important 
that you get started on this right away. If you pick a song that is too 
hard and you wait until the last minute to begin learning the song you 
will be in trouble. For example, let’s say you are a guitarist and you 
have picked your favorite Eddie Van Halen solo. If you have worked on 
the solo for an hour without being able to play one note, maybe that 
song is too hard for you. Learning by ear is a process. It is a practice. It 
may or may not come naturally for you. When I first got started I was 
really bad at this. It didn’t come naturally and led to a lot of frustration. 
Many of you have already learned to play a lot of songs by ear, so it can 
obviously be done.  

Heather: I have been working on a song. Can I just improvise over the chords? 

Teacher: No. The point of the transcription project is to develop your ear and 
improve your playing regarding style, tone, intonation, and articulation 
(what else?) by listening and emulating the playing of a master 
musician. Learning the chords and improvising over the chords is a 
worthwhile endeavor, but that is not what the transcription project is 
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about. This is an ongoing project where you are copying someone else’s 
style…someone who you like. You are basically stealing someone 
else’s licks. You are copying and quoting other musicians.  

Albert: Do we have to learn two songs by ear? 

Teacher: Let me clarify this for those who are confused. The transcription 
process is ongoing. It will take months to finish the transcription. The 
concert is next month. For the concert you may choose to learn the song 
you have chosen by ear. Others will find sheet music and work from 
that. Many of you will probably reference notated music and use your 
ear. You are also welcome to perform an original composition.  

Lori: I don’t get why we have to sound exactly like someone else. Isn’t the point 
of this to be yourself?  

Teacher: The point is to be yourself, but you are going to be yourself no matter 
what. Learning to play a solo or performance of a master musician 
raises the level of your playing considerably. Transcription also 
connects you to whatever tradition or style of music you are playing. I 
have transcribed somewhere upwards of 70 solos, but no matter what, 
when my friends hear me play, they know it is me. There are many 
musicians who are more experienced than us and emulating them 
allows us to grow as musicians. When I play in public, people with a 
good ear will hopefully hear that I have done my homework. They may 
say, “I can hear Coltrane, Dexter Gordon, Sonny Stitt, Keith Jarrett, 
Wynton Kelly, McCoy Tyner, he sounds like Gene Ammons…His 
favorite player is Tom Harrell.” Even though I am taking an idea from 
someone else, I am making it my own. Because I am playing the idea at 
a different time and place, the language is being used in a new way. 
Good question.  

George asks a very good question after my answer to Lori regarding why we need to 

learn to emulate others. George’ question gets to the heart of understanding the 

importance of lineage. In any discipline, there is a lineage. It is important to understand 

the historical concepts behind any tradition or discipline.  

George: Where did they get it? 

Teacher: They got it from someone that came before them. It might be the same 
person. The Tom Harrell influences I know of are Clifford Brown, Blue 
Mitchell, Louis Armstrong, and Benny Goodman. A lot of the jazz 



 

 130 

language comes from Charlie Parker and John Coltrane. There are 
certain people that have been more influential than others. The time and 
location of where you are and who you like to listen to plays a large part 
in how you sound. You maybe trying to emulate someone specific or 
maybe reacting to a sound you don’t care as much for. No one grows up 
in a vacuum.  

Berliner (1994) speaks to George’ question. “Once youngsters develop a serious 

interest in jazz, they complement haphazardly gained knowledge with deliberate effort 

to master the performance styles of great improvisers” (p. 95). 

There are many reasons to transcribe the work of others. Many students pay 

great sums to take private lessons. The transcription process is free with the exception 

of the cost of the recording. It can be done at any time and does not require travel. In 

the jazz community, it is felt that you need an understanding of the language set down 

by the masters. The music has been handed down aurally. The subtlety of the playing 

only comes from repeated listening and attempts at emulation of the stylistic 

characteristics of the model under study. The current jazz masters ultimately decide 

whether or not we are successful at playing the idiomatic jazz language. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) would say that the jazz masters are the “gatekeepers.” In the 

following quote, he explains the concepts of field and domain while discussing 

creativity  

The second component of creativity is the field, which includes all the 
individuals who act as gatekeepers to the domain. It is their job to decide 
whether a new idea or product should be included in the domain. In the visual 
arts the field consists of art teachers, curators of museums, critics, and 
administrators of foundations and governmental agencies that deal with culture. 
It is the field that selects what new works of art deserve to be recognized, 
preserved, and remembered. (p. 28) 
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This may be esoteric from the point of a middle school student, but I feel it is 

important for them to learn in this way and understand the process. The idea of 

mastering a concept and navigating the field and domain transcends discipline. This is a 

reality of life, regardless of what path they choose in life. Berliner (1994) quotes Arthur 

Rhames’s summation of the importance of connecting to the work of the masters.  

The great players always give homage to their predecessors by recalling certain 
things that they did. They give it in appreciation and in understanding of the 
validity of their predecessors. Being able to quote from songs and solos is part 
of a mature artist because he is aware of the contribution of others and its 
impact, how valid it is. Something that is really valid is timeless. (pp. 103-104)  

 
Berliner (1994) later gives the trumpeter Art Farmer’s assessment of the importance of 

transcription. You learn “where their choice of notes comes from. There’s value in 

learning the licks just to see what people did, how a solo was constructed, and to see 

what you could do with chords” (p. 105). Berliner continues to elaborate on the 

importance of this process recalling the pianist Tommy Flanagan’s experience 

mastering the language. 

Sometimes, you would try to duplicate something the soloists did. It was almost 
like they put it down for you, like they were showing you something. So, you 
might try to duplicate a run or buy a transcription book to see how it looked on 
paper and then apply it, use it yourself from there. Mostly, they showed you a 
general way of thinking about playing a song or a phrase. Or they showed you 
another way of looking at a chord, how it related to other things—like the way 
you can make one phrase cover three or four chords. It was very interesting and 
good study for the ear. (p. 105)  
 
 

*   *   * 

 
 Learning by ear, whether it is a transcribed solo, a song, or part of a song, is a 

common practice that all music learners should regularly embrace. It is important for 
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educators to guide students in this practice, as it is one that can be frustrating at first. 

Many students in the Creative Arts Ensemble have developed a body of tunes in this 

fashion while others are just starting on this path. The transcription process affords the 

student a free way of studying privately with the best musicians that have ever played. 

With today’s technology and resources, such as Anytune Pro, the Amazing Slow 

Downer and YouTube, anything can be heard, and easily slowed down to be more 

easily learned. Lucy Green (2008) concludes that some learning practices transcend 

cultures and social contexts, and learning by ear is one of them.  

For what I am suggesting is that the practices of children across different 
cultures and contexts might be fundamentally similar if they were involved if 
they were all given a similar task—and this particular task centrally involves 
copying music that they have chosen for themselves from within their own 
culture. They would be likely to approach the task in ways that are 
fundamentally similar, even if on the surface their approaches are articulated in 
a variety of ways depending on the nature of the music being copied, the 
instruments, and the social practices and values surrounding music-making and 
music reception with which the children are familiar. (pp. 41-42) 
 
Transcribing is only part of this process. Listening is a key component. 

Musicians listen to far more than they are able to gain through transcription alone. 

Green (2002) differentiates between three specific modes of listening. “Copying 

recordings involves all three types of listening…purposive, attentive and distracted—in 

so far as it is undertaken with varying degrees of self-conscious systemization” (p. 61). 

Green describes “purposive listening” in detail: “the most systematic, conscious and 

goal-directed approaches to learning through listening and copying involve something 

akin to what I have described as ‘purposive listening’” (p. 61). 

 Green (2002) elaborates on what the musicians she studied referred to as ‘just 

listening.’ “Other, less conscious and systematic approaches to listening and copying 
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are akin to what I have referred to as attentive and distracted listening, and even 

hearing” (p. 64). These last types of listening are likely to be the types of listening that 

are most common. Green (2002) discusses the concept of “rock authenticity,” 

explaining that rock and roll is often frowned upon by music educators because “the 

fact that the musicians have acquired their skills largely outside of formal 

education…lends the appearance of not having ever consciously or purposefully ‘learnt’ 

them at all” (p. 103). It is this process that we need to validate as educators, rather than 

the style or genre, being studied. Failing to affirm this process negates learner agency 

and the agency of the music student. In Green’s study (2002), she identified that the 

musicians felt others would “unconsciously overlook and downgrade their own learning 

practices” (p. 104). Furthermore, she states: 

The lack of recognition that music learning can occur without music teaching 
looks in two directions. On one hand, it feeds the ideology of authenticity, for it 
involves a concealment of the social, conventional nature of all musical 
practices and all music. (p. 104) 
 

  In order for students to develop in a constructive and natural fashion, they must 

enjoy the process. They must have learner agency and musical agency over the 

materials being learned for them to be internalized in a way that is meaningful. If the 

process and the music studied have no relevance or interest to them, they will withdraw 

from the discipline over learning music. The rigors of learning need to appear not as a 

“discipline” as Green refers to it, but as a process that is fun, fueled by the learner’s 

sense of discovery and desire to play the music they are passionate about. Green (2002) 

relates it this way regarding the musicians in her study: 

Whereas, the concept of ‘discipline’ is associated with something unpleasant, 
enjoyment was, as has already been made apparent, a major aspect of all the 
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musicians’ learning practices, so much that it is impossible to do full justice to 
its centrality and all-pervasiveness in a dedicated section without repeating a 
good deal of data considered elsewhere (p. 104).  
 

What Am I Teaching About Music Theory and Why 

As we were preparing for our Winter Concert, many groups in the Creative Arts 

Ensemble approached me with questions about pop/jazz chord symbols. The students 

choose their own music, many of them printing off lyric sheets with chord symbols 

from the Internet. Those who go this route, rather than learning the whole song by ear, 

typically learn the melodies by ear and then work from the chords given to realize the 

rest of their arrangement. Some students use the chords to fill in what they can’t quite 

comprehend. Unfortunately, as I point out to the students, the chords are often wrong, 

but that is another matter. I had planned on starting the New Year off with a study of 

pop/jazz chord symbols and how they can be used to inform our note choices. The 

volume of questions regarding chord symbols allowed for a nice segue into this short 

unit. Elliott (1995) emphasizes the importance of using formal learning practices to 

solve problems and convert them into procedural knowledge.  

Most musical practices are sufficiently complex that music makers (including 
teachers and students) must consult sources of formal musical knowledge at 
various times. Verbal concepts about music history, music theory, and vocal and 
instrumental performance practices can influence, guide, shape, and a refine a 
learner’s musical thinking in action. By itself, however, formal musical 
knowledge is inert and unmusical. It must be converted into procedural 
knowing-in-action to achieve its potential. Accordingly, verbal concepts about 
musical pieces and procedures ought to be viewed as nothing more or less than 
resource materials for improving the reliability, portability, accuracy, 
authenticity, sensitivity, and expressiveness of musical think-in-action. In this 
view, the issue of prime importance to music educators is not whether to make 
use of formal musical knowledge but when and how. (pp. 60-61) 
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*   *   * 

 
Teacher: How many of you had problems understanding chord symbols as you 

prepared for the concert? 

About twenty-five percent of the class raised their hands. I continued: 

Today we are going to begin exploring what these symbols mean and how they 
will help you navigate a chart that has these. Practically speaking, you are going 
to see these jazz/pop symbols in many musical situations. If you can hear these 
and know what notes go with the symbol, you are going to be playing notes that 
sound correct when you improvise. You can also use the pop symbols to help 
you when you are learning a song or solo by ear. If you have a good idea of 
what the chords are, you can use this information to make a more informed 
choice about what is being played. 
 

I played through seven different versions of 7th chords at the piano, CMaj7, C7, Cmin7, 

Cmin7b5, the fully diminished 7, C+7 and Cmin-maj7. I explained that this covered the 

most common types of seventh chords without getting into alterations or slash chords, 

but that would be focusing only on the major, dominant, and minor 7ths. “In CMaj7, the 

letter stands for the major triad and the Maj7 tells us 7th is going to be major.” Richard 

added, “The 7th is the note above the triad.”  

I explained the Cmin7 symbol, informing them that the C min part stands for the 

C minor triad and the 7th stands for a minor 7th interval on top of that. The C7 is similar 

to the CMaj7 in that the C represents a C major triad, and the 7 again means a minor 7th 

above. Some of the class was not fully engaged at this point, but Frank brought them 

back on task by saying, “Guys, be quiet.” 

As I presented this lesson and other lessons related to more theoretical concepts, 

I found help from other students who were invested in the process. The atmosphere of 

our class was always such that the students were free to question why and what we were 
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learning. Over the years I have relied more and more on leadership from the groups in 

managing the class. This means being open to finding a better way and being open to 

student criticism and suggestions as presented. Often times it is about communicating 

the goals and reasons for what I am presenting clearly. In this next exchange you can 

hear Lori asking about the purpose of this lesson.  

Lori: I don’t even play chords, why do I need to know this? 

Teacher: If I know the rhythm section is playing a certain chord, knowing what 
1, 3, 5, and 7 are gives me four different options that will work. 

Berliner (1994) discusses the importance of understanding chords.  

Learners must also master the chord progression of each piece as a fundamental 
guideline because of its role in suggesting tonal material for the melody’s 
treatment and in shaping invention to its harmonic-rhythmic scheme (p. 71).  
 

Later Berliner outlines specifically the limitations of those who play instruments that 

produce one note at a time. 

Youngsters whose melody instruments lack the capacity to perform multiple 
pitches simultaneously sometimes lag behind their friends in harmonic 
development. Those who have difficulty hearing chords commonly adopt piano 
as a second instrument, providing them with the key to harmonic understanding. 
(p. 72) 
 

This was the case in my own development as a musician. After experiencing the 

constant frustration of seemingly always being lost in the form, I began taking private 

jazz piano lessons. Learning to hear music the way a pianist does has deepened my 

conception of harmony.  

Beth: So that is why there is a seven-thing-amobber. That makes sense.  

Teacher: C7 is a little more complicated because you have to find the dominant 
scale first. The dominant scale is built off the 5th scale degree of the 
major scale. What scale is C the fifth note of? C7 – Can anyone figure it 
out?  
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Darwin: F.  

Teacher: Look at the brain on Darwin. If I put the F major scale up – we see that 
C is the fifth note of this scale. In music there are what are called 
modes. You can make a different scale starting on every note of the 
major scale. So C7 requires the dominant scale or mixolydian. We find 
the dominant scale by finding scale degree five of the major scale. We 
then build the mixolydian scale by going from scale degree 5 up until it 
appears again using the key signature of the major scale. We are 
working backwards here. I did the instructions quickly. Hopefully this 
process is clear. I create a scale from C to C in the key of one flat. I get 
the C mixolydian or dominant scale. C, D, E, F, G A, Bb, C. If I play 
these notes when I see this symbol, technically I will be correct. If I go 
1, 3,5, 7, then that gives me the notes in the C7 chord. This shows you 
how to come up with the related scale to play with a given chord 
symbol. 

Beth: I don’t understand what the point of this is. 

Teacher: The point is to know what notes go with the C7 symbol when we see 
it. We are learning to figure out exactly what the notes in C7 are, and 
then what notes we can play over that sound. 

I sit down at the piano and explain some basic chord voicing’s and demonstrate what 

happens if you play a major 7th over a dominant chord and vice-versa.  

Teacher: Here is the change in the sound between Cmaj7 and C7.  

Frank: The first one is depressing. 

Teacher: You think so. The B causes tension. I would probably voice it more 
like this. I play a different voicing (C and G in the bass with E A D G B 
above). Listen as I play the wrong seventh.  

They all groan as I play a Bb over Cmaj7. I proceed to play a C7 chord with against a 

B. I further explain that other notes can conflict with the chord tones, as well. I play the 

11th over a dominant 7th chord and major 7. They collectively ask me to stop and I then 

play a #11 over the major and dominant relieving the tension. I inform that if the note in 

the melody is a half step away from the 3rd or 7th of the chord it will create a dissonance 

our ear doesn’t like. Lastly, I compare it to an 11 over a minor 7.  



 

 138 

Teacher: I just love the sound of the 11th on a minor 7th chord. The point of all 
this is for you to figure out the most efficient way to find notes that 
sound beautiful to you. Understanding the jazz/pop symbol is one key 
to staying away from playing notes that aren’t pleasing to the ear, or 
avoid notes as I call them. Better yet, let’s call these “handle with care” 
notes. Because I know that the 4th of a dominant chord or major scale 
interferes with the 3rd (I play this note against the 3rd and they again ask 
me to stop as I play it over and over), I consciously train myself not to 
play that note when that chord comes up.  

We discuss modes and practice finding the scale that goes with a given chord symbol. 

Their assignment to do in class gives the chord symbol, asking what are the notes in the 

chord, and what scale goes with it? They have major, minor, and dominant chords 

through 8 keys. On the way home I decide this was too involved and I look for a better 

way to do this without all the scale work. My goal was to give an understanding of 

pop/jazz chord symbols and connect this to chord-scale relationships. What transpired 

was a lot of confusion, forcing many students to shut down out of frustration. While 

there were students who understood and could easily do the assignment, for the 

majority of students, this was too much to take in at one time.  

 
*   *   * 

 
My mistake in the previous situation was adding in the material on chord-scale 

relationships. My goal was to help them solve the problems regarding chord symbols 

that arose in preparation for the concert. I took this as an opportunity to also introduce 

modes and scales into the equation. We have been working on triads and many of the 

students have vast experience playing major scales and blues scales, so it seemed like a 

good idea at the time. It was evident as I worked with the students that this was too 

much to take in all in one class time. The assignment overreached what they were 
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collectively capable of and led many to just give up. Reading teachers have this 

factored into their assessments of young readers. When the scores fail to reach a certain 

level, they call this the frustration level. No learning can happen when this level is 

reached. It is clear I forced this to happen here. As Elliott (1995) contends, formal 

knowledge should be practical in nature. The learner needs it when a problem presents 

itself.  

This praxial philosophy of music education holds that formal knowledge ought 
to be filtered into the teaching-learning situation parenthetically and 
contextually. Verbal concepts about musical works and music making ought to 
emerge from and be discussed in relation to ongoing efforts to solve authentic 
musical problems through active music making. This contextualization of 
formal knowledge enables students to understand its value immediately and 
artistically. This, in turn, enables students to convert formal musical knowledge 
into musical knowing-in-action. As procedural knowledge develops in 
educational settings that approximate genuine musical practices, actions come to 
embody formal knowledge, including knowledge of musical notation. (p. 61) 
 

Realizing the assignment went beyond the parameters of the needs of the learner, I 

devised a new assignment that night for the next day.  

 
*   *   * 

 
Teacher: Yesterday I put up an approach that after we got started I thought was 

not user friendly. It involves too much work for you to get out of what I 
want you to get out of it. You don’t need to do all of that work. What I 
want you to get out of this is, is to be able to quickly identify the notes 
in a chord if you are given the jazz/pop symbol. If I give you C7, what 
are the notes that define that symbol? What I have decided to do is just 
worry about the triads and the seventh interval. We are going to leave 
the scale/chord relationship for now. If I need to find C maj7, or C 
triangle 7 (I like the triangle, but I think most other people prefer the 
maj.7), then you need to be able to find, this is under #2 to construct a 
major triad I look on the sheet under major triads and then add the 
interval of a major 7th interval. The intervals are down here below. I go 
to C and next to it is B. 
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Heather: There is an easier and easier way, all you have to do is write out the 
major scale and then take 1, 3, 5, and 7.  

Heather was absent yesterday. She is an experienced musician with the ability to play 

all twelve major scales.  

Teacher: We did that yesterday and when you factor in the dominant and minor 
sevenths you have to do too much work with modes and it takes too 
long. I think this way is quicker and easier. The mode stuff is important 
to know, but for our purposes, I think this is a better process. We will 
get to modes in the future. So Dominant chords, let’s do Eb7. Frank it is 
Dominant, not dominate. Go under #1 – it has all the Dominant 7ths. 
Flip the sheet over and find the Eb major triad.  

Carey B: Eb G Bb 

 
Below is the content of the document the students were given as a guide. 
  
 

Constructing 7th Chords 
 

Major triads 

C E G 

F A C  

Bb D F 

Eb G Bb 

Ab C Eb 

Db F Ab or C# E# G# 

F# A# C# or Gb Bb Db 

B D# F# 

E G# B 

A C# E 

D F# A 

G B D 

 

Minor triads 

C Eb G 

F Ab C  

Bb Db F 

Eb Gb Bb 

Ab Cb Eb 

Db Fb Ab or C# E G# 

F# A C# or Gb B Db 

B D F# 

E G B 

A C E 

D F A 

G Bb D 
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Constructing 7th chords 

Major 7th chords 

1. Cmaj7, Dbmaj7 or C#maj7, Dmaj7, Ebmaj7, Emaj7, Fmaj7, F#maj7 or Gbmaj7, 

Gmaj7, Abmaj7, Amaj7, Bbmaj7, Bmaj7  

2. Find the major triad and add the interval of a major 7th. 

 

 

Dominant 7th chords 

1. C7, Db7 or C#7, D7, Eb7, E7, F7, F#7 or Gb7, G7, Ab7, A7, Bb7, B7 

2. Find the major triad and add the interval of a minor 7th. 

Minor 7th chords 

1. Cmin7, Dbmin7 or C#min7, Dmin7, Ebmin7, Emin7, Fmin7, F#min7 or Gb 

min7, Gmin7, Abmin7 or G#min7, Amin7, Bbmin7, Bmin7 

2. Find the minor triad and add the interval of a minor 7th. 

Half diminished 7th – take a diminished triad (a minor triad with a flatted fifth) and add 

a minor 7th. 

 
Fully diminished 7th – take a diminished triad and add a diminished 7th (a diminished 7th 

is a minor 7th that is lowered a half step. 

 

Minor 7th intervals: 

C – Bb 

C# - B or Db – Cb 

D – C 

Eb – Db 

E – D 

F – Eb 

F# - E or Gb – Fb 

G – F 

Ab – Gb or G# - F# 

A – G 

Bb – Ab 

B – A 
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Major 7th intervals: 

C – B 

C# - B# or Db – C 

D – C# 

Eb – D 

E – D# 

F – E 

F# - E# or Gb – F 

G – F# 

Ab – G 

A – G# 

Bb – A 

 

 

Teacher: The next part changes, you have to go under minor 7th intervals from 
Eb. What is it? 

 Frank: Db. 

Teacher: I think this is vastly simpler then what we were doing yesterday. 

Everyone: Yes, this is much easier.  

Minor 7th – somebody pick one.  

Two people shout out at the same time: C and A.  

Teacher: Look for the C minor triad – what is it?  

Teacher: Emmett Henski what is the C minor triad? You look like your 
enthralled.  

Emmett: C E G 

Teacher: No. That will get the wrong sound.  

Marlon: It is C Eb G.  

Teacher: What happens next?  

Richard: We find the minor 7th above the minor triad. 

George: Where are you finding this?  

I go and help George. 

Lori: Can’t you just go down a whole step from the root to get the minor 7th, or 
go down a half step to find the major seventh?  
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Teacher: Yes that is true Lori, but enough people will have trouble with the 
enharmonics or half steps and whole steps in general. I think this is 
easier for the whole group, but you can do it that way…Your 
assignment is to add all the sevenths to the Blues packet. You will only 
be looking in the minor 7th column, because there are no major 7ths in 
the version of the blues form, I gave you.  

Previous to this, all the band and CAE students put in all the triads for the blues 

progressions through the keys.10 people come up and ask questions.  

Teacher: Sit down and let me explain this again. A lot of people still are unclear 
about the process. Now, I need to find C7, I want to find the minor 
seventh to put over the C. I go to the “minor 7th” column and I find next 
to C – Bb. I explain F7 in the same way. 

Henry: So there are no major 7ths? 

Teacher: Yes, there are no major 7ths in the blues form I gave you. Major 7ths 
do occur in many versions of the blues, but not this one. Guitarists and 
pianists, one useful thing to do while you do this is this: No, on second 
thought, everyone does this: circle the 3 and 7, because that gives us the 
guide tones. Jose. Go to work. 

Jose: I finished.  

Teacher: We started two minutes ago. Your telling me you have put in every 
seventh for all twelve measures in all keys…144 sevenths… 

Somebody in the background says; they are not working. Why aren’t they 
working? 

 
*   *   * 

 
Wiggins (2015) explains how important it is for the students to understand the goals of 

the learning process.  

One component of the process that enables learner agency is for learners to 
understand what they are supposed to be learning—the goals of the learning 
experience. It is not enough for the teacher alone to possess this knowledge. If 
the learner is not fully cognizant of what he is supposed to be doing and 
learning, he cannot take responsibility for his own role in the process. Learners 
need to understand the goals of a learning experience and how what they are 
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learning relates to other things they know. The greater extent of their 
understanding of the situation, the more the will be empowered as learners.  
(p. 22). 
 
It is important for the educator to be asking himself these questions in an 

ongoing matter, as well. What are they supposed to be learning? As I was reevaluating 

the process I realized that my lesson plans had strayed too far from the goal, which was 

for them to understand jazz/pop chord symbols. My initial goal was not for them to 

understand what to play with the symbol, yet this is exactly how I set up the first 

assignment.  

I have found that it is necessary to continually be asking, do they comprehend 

what I am teaching. If they do not, why is that? As I was asking myself why aren’t they 

getting this, I realized I had strayed from the initial problem. With concepts like music 

theory, it is necessary to be self-reflective during the process of exploring new material. 

Many of my students choose not to ask questions. If I assume they aren’t asking 

questions because they understand the material, more often than not I would be wrong. I 

constantly try to take the classes temperature regarding the discernment of new 

material. What may appear easy to myself, or the higher functioning students, is not 

usually the case with the whole class. In this case, I was able to apprehend after the first 

class that I had gone too far. By rethinking and restructuring the nature of the goal and 

assignment, the end result was far less confusion, providing the students with a greater 

opportunity for success.  
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Learning to Play the Blues in a Symphonic Band Setting 
 

The Symphonic Band tradition is rich with interpretive-based repertoire, but 

conventionally speaking usually involves technical development set apart during the 

rehearsal setting. Scale practice and warm-ups are typically at the beginning of 

rehearsals and can be something that the students want to get out of the way so they can 

play “the real music.” With proper technical development, however, an ensemble can 

mature significantly, vastly opening up options to play more challenging music than 

they may have without this growth. As an educator, one of my curricular goals is for the 

students to become well-rounded musicians, enabling them to play a wider variety of 

musical styles and difficulty levels. The traditional Symphonic Band setting holds dear 

the practice of reading notation. While it is important to be a proficient reader, this 

excludes many musical ways of being. The ability to read music is no doubt important. 

This can easily be highlighted by the fact that even someone with a great ear has to hear 

something at least once before they can play it. A proficient sight-reader can do justice 

to a piece of music they have never seen. Alone, this practice can limit the student’s 

ability to hear the music they are playing.  

Learning to improvise holds the ability to hear what we are playing at a 

premium, because it takes the eyes out of play. Improvisatory experiences in the 

Symphonic Band setting allow the students to not only have access to a broader palette 

of stylistic options, but to develop their ears, which may sometimes get lost when 

worrying about comprehending music from the written page. My own development has 

shown that developing the skillset of the improviser and jazz musician has greatly 

enhanced my musicianship in a way that was not available to me when I focused merely 
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on interpretive-based performance practices. This skillset requires the ability to fluently 

play in all twelve keys while also developing the ability to hear and react to one’s 

surroundings.  

The ability to play in all twelve keys stretches the musician’s performance 

abilities, making some keys far less challenging. The typical band keys of Concert Bb, 

Eb, F, and Ab, become far easier when one has the ability to play in all twelve keys. 

Unfortunately, many Beginning Band programs limit the majority of their time to “the 

key,” Concert Bb.  

I have used the study of the blues to facilitate the introduction of improvisation, 

playing through all twelve keys, and ear training. This necessitates that the students 

become more technically proficient while providing them with a practical reason for 

doing so. Earlier in the year we spent time studying the major and minor triads through 

all twelve keys. Learning to play the blues allows for the students to use what they have 

already learned in a different setting. It is important for students to understand how they 

may use technique in a practical way. In doing so, technical exercises can be seen as a 

means to an end, rather than something to get through so they can play “the real music.” 

This approach is meant to enrich the skills of those students in the Symphonic band 

setting. Learning to play the blues also is a practical foundation for musical learning, as 

the blues is apparent in many musical traditions, including rock and roll, country-

western, pop, and jazz, among others. When musicians from various backgrounds get 

together, one common ground to begin playing together is often times the blues form.  

Shively (1995) highlights the importance of knowledge construction and 

representing knowledge once it is attained in multiple ways:  
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For constructivists knowledge is what we use to interpret our world. 
Furthermore, it can be categorized, used as a tool, and represented in a variety of 
ways. Categorization is reflected by domains and sources, but not by knowledge 
level or type. The ways in which practitioners use and represent knowledge 
constitutes a domain. The knowledge within a domain is not necessarily 
exclusive to that domain; practitioners in different domains might use the same 
knowledge in different ways or a practitioner in one domain might use 
knowledge in the manner of a practitioner in another domain to support the 
construction of his or her knowledge base. (p. 81)  

 
 

*   *   * 

 
 This vignette occurred on the first day of second marking period, essentially the 

first rehearsal of the year with the full band. Previous to this the students have taken 

two days to fill in the major and minor triads in a workbook I created that contains the 

Jazz Blues Form in all twelve keys. I have already given a brief introduction to the 

chord symbols in the workbook. Today we are going to sing and play through some of 

the keys for the first time. Berliner (1994) discusses the difficulties that arise when 

attempting to transpose. To conquer this dilemma he relates how important it is to sing 

and audiate what we want to play before the process of playing on an instrument 

begins: 

To meet the challenges of key transposition, students must train themselves to 
hear a piece’s intervals, that is, to imagine their precise sounds, at differing pitch 
levels. Many experts advise learners to practice singing tunes initially with 
nonverbal or scat syllables—to master the melodies aurally without relying on 
physical impressions such as fingering patterns or the visualization of an 
instrument’s layout. Learning to sing the letter names of the pitches or the words 
of a piece is another method. To introduce students to rudimentary music theory, 
some players like Julius Ellerby vary these approaches by numbering each pitch 
in relation to the piece’s tonic and suggesting that pupils sing the numbers 
instead of scat syllables in every key. After thoroughly absorbing a tune through 
these exercises, students work on reproducing it on their instruments to develop 
control over each version’s unique fingering patterns—including their 
distinguishing points of ease or awkwardness. (p. 66) 
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Teacher: We are going to begin by singing.  

Student: We sing all the time! 

Teacher: We are going to sing numbers: I, IV, I, I, IV, IV, I, I ii, V, I, V. Please 
be fingering along as we sing. The clarinets, trumpets, and tenor 
saxophones should have the C Blues in front of you. Alto and baritone 
saxophones should be looking at the G Blues. Erica (French horn) has 
the F Blues out. Everybody else has his or her packet turned to Bb, and 
that is what we see on the SmartBoard. The SmartBoard has the iReal b 
play-along track for Jazz Blues connected.  

 The iReal b gives one measure and then the band is in, singing the roots of the 

jazz blues progression in whole notes. I am singing and playing the roots on the piano. 

We sing twice through the form, and I ask for ladies only to sing the next chorus. The 

gentlemen sing a chorus and then I ask for the band to play as the next chorus comes 

around. The saxophones are playing in the wrong key and we stop after the first chorus 

of playing. 

Teacher: Saxophones, something is very funky. Are you playing G Blues? 

Denise: No. 

Teacher: What key were you playing in? 

Denise: F 

Teacher: Can we hear you playing in F, so everyone can hear how that relates? 
The saxophones are going to play in Concert Ab. Everyone else plays 
the key we should have been playing: Bb. Let’s just have the clarinets 
and flutes play in the correct key. That way we can hear it better. If 
everyone else plays, it will be difficult for you to hear the contrast. One, 
two, here we go.  

The clarinets and flutes play Blues in Bb while the saxophones play Blues in Ab.  

Teacher: Can you hear how awful that sounds when you play in the wrong key?  

Band: Yes.  
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Teacher: That’s what happens when someone plays in the wrong key. It happens 
all the time in the world. We all want to be playing the correct key. 
Let’s try it again. The play-along will give you four beats. 

We play again, but some of the saxophones are still playing in the wrong key, so I 

explain: 

Let me explain what is happening here, in case there is anyone who doesn’t 
understand. When the flutes play a Bb that is really the saxophones’ G. That will 
get the same sound. When the clarinets and trumpets are playing a C we all get 
this sound (I play a Concert Bb on the piano). This is because the length of the 
tubes everyone plays is different. The nature of the instruments is different. This 
is why we have to talk about Concert pitch. It allows us to talk about the same 
sound without giving four different notes. Some of us are lucky enough to play 
in concert pitch…the flutes, percussion, baritone, trombone, guitar, and oboe. I 
don’t think I am leaving anyone out. They can read the music that is on the 
SmartBoard. These symbols have a different meaning for everyone else in the 
room. For the clarinets, the bass clarinets, tenor saxophones and the trumpets, 
the Bb really means C. For the alto saxophones, the Bb means G for you. 
  
Denise: Are we going to repeat it? 

Teacher: Yes. The 12 bars repeats over and over. Usually there would be what 
we call an in-head, or melody played once or twice, followed by solos 
and then the out-head (melody played once or twice).  

Heather: I noticed there was a section that was a whole beat behind. I think that 
is pretty hard to do. It happened when we moved to the IV chord.  

Teacher: Can we all make sure we are listening to those around us, and the 
rhythm section? You can also keep track by looking at the SmartBoard. 
The cursor shows us where we are in every measure. Also, please tap 
your foot.  

The student’s interaction with iReal b and SmartBoard is a prime example of 

what Shively (1995) calls knowledge construction being distributed across individuals 

and artifacts: 

The constructive process and the resultant knowledge are not exclusive to an 
individual. Knowledge construction is distributed across individuals and 
artifacts. The recognition of the distributive nature of the constructive process 
elaborates on the claim that knowledge construction is both an individual and a 
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social process. Distribution, however, goes beyond humans to include artifacts. 
The use of artifacts in knowledge construction will be the focus in this section. 
The construction of music knowledge is distributed. The construction of music 
knowledge does not occur solely within the “head” of the learner. It is 
distributed from the learner across other learners and artifacts. The distribution 
among learners manifests itself in several ways, which are related to how the 
learners represent their music knowledge. Knowledge that has been distributed 
among other people and artifacts constitutes a change in the environment. For 
example, an instrumental musician may distribute his or her knowledge about 
intonation across an electronic tuner. The tuner might be used to support the 
learner's efforts in the complex problem of performing a musical selection. Even 
though the learner has knowledge of "in-tuneness" and "out-of-tuneness," the 
distribution of this knowledge across the electronic tuner enhances the learner's 
ability to make musical decisions. (pp. 109-110) 
 
The band continued to play twice through the form. Near the end of the second 

chorus I asked for quarter notes. At the top of the third chorus that band changed to 

quarter notes. They played for one chorus and I asked the band to stop. This gave them 

a rest, as I played eighth notes on the piano for the next chorus. I asked them to join me 

when the top of the form came around again and the band came in playing eighth notes. 

It sounded pretty swinging for a Symphonic Band. 

Teacher: The next step is to play triads. For example, I will sing in the key of 
Bb: Bb D F-, Eb G Bb-, Bb D F-, Bb D F-, Eb G Bb, quarter, quarter, 
half note, Bb D F, Bb D F, C Eb G, F A C, Bb D F, F A C, and we are 
back. Does everyone understand?  

Class: Yes.  

Teacher: I am going to slow it down the tempo a little bit. Let’s also slur it…tah, 
ahh, ahh. You are only tonguing the first note of every triad.  

The iReal b play-along track gave four beats and the band started in what seemed like 

four different tempos. I let it go, and they were all on track by the seventh measure. 

Near the end of the first chorus I asked for the clarinets and bass clarinets to play alone, 

knowing they would model it correctly.  
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I suggested that they “finger along and keep your place in the form. Each 

section will play by itself. I will let you know during the turnaround which section plays 

next. Saxophones are next. Saxophones: One, two, three, four.  

As the saxophones are playing I tell the brass they will be next. The brass plays, 

followed by the flutes and clarinets. The saxophones continue, followed by the brass 

again. The brass breaks down and we stop. I ask Keith to go to the drum set (the 

percussionists have been playing mallet instruments or steel drums). The brass plays 

again and then the whole band comes in.  

Teacher: This isn’t how we would normally play over the blues. These are 
exercises to get the sounds in our ears and fingers. They also help us to 
understand the differences between the chords in the form. The idea 
would be that you would improvise over this progression. I will 
improvise over the progression using only the triads that you just played 
(I improvise two choruses). Every note I played was one of the triads. It 
puts me right inside the changes, meaning I am outlining the chord 
progression. Each one of those notes will work and fit nicely. I am 
working on getting everyone a disc that has practice tracks for all these 
keys. That way you will have something to practice improvising with. 
Can someone pick another key from the packet? 

Dana: Can I pick a hard one? 

Teacher: Pick one you can play. 

Dana: I can play all of twelve.  

Teacher: Sweet. Which key are we going to do next? 

Dana (alto saxophonist): F# 

Teacher: That is A Concert. The C people will be playing A Blues. The Bb 
people will be playing B Blues, and Erica will be playing E Blues. We 
are going down a half step, right? 

 Berliner (1994) relates how important it is to play in all twelve keys and how it can be 

shocking to those who think music happens in one key area: 
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Awareness of this characteristic can itself come as a “shocking revelation” to 
beginners who assume that all music is composed in the first scale they learn or 
that pieces are played in only one key of the first printed version they encounter. 
(p. 66) 
  

 It is crucial to play in multiple keys from the outset. Berliner (1994) proceeds to 

explain how to work on this skill: 

Because the operations of seasoned musicians include the melodic transposition 
of compositions, youngsters embark on the correspondingly arduous course of 
learning to reproduce the relative movements of a composition’s progression in 
every key. Many grapple with these challenges early in their professional lives 
as they encounter bands that avoid comparatively standard versions of pieces to 
exploit their moods and distinct qualities in alternate tonic keys. Additionally, 
because of the effects of transposition on a melody’s range, singers select keys 
that are most comfortable for their vocal range…At session, moreover, 
musicians commonly test one another’s skills by performing pieces “through the 
keys,” modulating by descending half steps or by ascending fourths with each 
chorus. (p. 82) 
 

 We play one chorus of whole notes on the roots before moving to quarter notes for the 

second chorus. As we get to the turnaround of the second chorus I shout out triads for 

the next chorus (I am playing tenor saxophone along with them). We get into the second 

chorus of playing the triads and a few students have lost the form, so we stop and start 

again. We play one more chorus. The V chord going back to the top of the form is 

where students are having trouble.  

Teacher: Whose got another key? (Heather is exuberantly raising her hand, but I 
call on Marlon). 

Marlon (trumpeter): G. 

Teacher: That is Concert F. F for the trombones, flutes, percussion, guitar, and 
oboe…G for the clarinets, trumpets, and tenor saxophones…D for the 
alto and baritone saxophones, and C for Erica. Your playing is very 
impressive by the way. That last key was particularly tough, and you 
nailed it. We will start playing whole notes and quarter notes on the 
roots before going to triads on the third chorus.  
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We play through three choruses without any problems. There is some confusion 

in the fourth chorus, as some students thought we were finished and stopped. I shout out 

IV chord and everyone gets back on the same page and we stop after the fourth chorus.  

Teacher: How many keys have we played? 

Class: Three. 

Teacher: Let’s do one more. Frank (Heather lets out a big sigh. She is a strong 
leader and always has input. I am consciously trying to get others 
involved in the process).  

Frank (baritone saxophonist): A. 

Teacher: This is the key of concert C. D for the Bb people…A for the Eb 
people…Obviously C for the C people, and G for Erica. Ideally, these 
are all memorized. If you can memorize the blues through all twelve 
keys, you have attained a skillset that puts you in a pretty exclusive 
category of musicianship. The amount of people who can play the Blues 
in all twelve keys is rather small. 

Richard: Are they in danger? 

Teacher: They are not in danger anymore. There are over fifty people in this 
room who are about to do it and none of you are older than the age of 
13. Here we go. You will get one measure.  

 We play through two choruses and I shout top. This confuses many of the students, 

who stop, thinking I said stop. We have to stop and regroup.  

Teacher: Sorry. I said top, not stop. From my perspective, you have done pretty 
well. I wasn’t here for two days and you were able to fill out all twelve 
keys and we were able to easily play through four keys today. Do you 
have any comments about this process? Do you like the Blues? Dislike 
the Blues?  

Carey Medina: I don’t like it when we do the triads. 

Teacher: Why?  

Carey: I don’t have those memorized, yet.  

Teacher: If you could play them all, would you be happier? 
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Carey: Yes. 

Teacher: Practice.  

Rachel. I like the beat. It’s really jazzy.  

Teacher: I can change the groove, too. There are lots of other cool grooves on 
that app.  

Lori: I feel like it is really easy, but too often some people are messing up the 
time and that is when we get off.  

Teacher: Time is always an issue. Our tendency is to rush. 

Heather: I feel like it is a good foundation for us to start, but I feel like we are 
spending too much time on it. 

Teacher: We don’t want to leave anyone behind. We have a lot of different 
experience levels in here. We want everyone to be on board.  

Darwin: It’s groovy.  

Richard: I think we should work more on classical pieces, because this is band, 
not CAE. 

Teacher: Interesting comment. This is a multi-style group, as well. 

Richard’s comment here recurs throughout the course of this study. While being 

mindful of the students who are in both the Symphonic Band and the Creative Arts 

Ensemble, it is important for the Symphonic Band students to experience playing in 

varying contexts. Shively (1995) speaks to the importance of developing reflexive 

knowledge: 

The ability of the learner to apply his or her knowledge base across experiences 
is at the core of knowledge construction. This ability is described as the 
reflexive use of knowledge. In a constructivist classroom, skills of reflexivity 
are valued over skills of remembering (Bednar et al., 1992). The development of 
skills of reflexivity is enhanced by constructing knowledge through the 
interpretation of experiences that occur in context and reflect multiple 
perspectives. The ability to apply knowledge constructed during one experience 
to future experiences exemplifies the learner's skills of reflexivity. In the 
instrumental musician domain, reflexivity is sought as new compositions are 
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rehearsed and performed. The experience of a new composition requires new 
constructions specific to that composition. However, the ability to apply the 
present knowledge base of the learner is important to this new construction. It is 
how a domain practitioner thinks about a new experience that serves as the 
model. In traditional classroom settings there is a lack of reflexivity because of 
decontextualization and oversimplification. Knowledge is not as likely to be 
reflexive when removed from the context in which it’s meaning is embedded 
because it loses its depth. Knowledge in a traditional setting is transmitted as it 
relates to the transmitter's understanding of a specific situation, not emergent 
from the perspective of the learner. This approach reflects an emphasis on skills 
of remembering. (pp. 112-113)  
 

The students continue to share their views on the process. 

Travis: I think it sounds a lot better when you play it. 

Class: There is a lot of laughter.  

Richard: It always does.  

Teacher: I have been at this for thirty years. That is not even fair.  

Bill: I like the Blues. 

Maria: I like how modern it feels. It actually feels like we are playing modern 
music. 

 Maria’s comment speaks to Shively’s (1995) thoughts on the transformative 

nature of practices involving jazz and their general neglect from most school 

curriculums: 

School music classes tend to concentrate on mainstream academic and textbook 
sources. Experiences reflecting transformative knowledge sources in classes 
such as guitar, jazz, and Afro-Cuban drumming are viewed as important to 
music education, but they are not available in many schools as either a part of 
the curriculum or as extra-curricular activities (p. 88). 
 

 The students continue to discuss the merits of improvisation, while voicing other 

opinions about what the ensemble should be focusing on.  

Rachel: I think we should play a real song.  

Jennifer: I think it is fun and we should keep doing it.  
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Teacher: We will keep this in our repertoire. We will begin to improvise over 
this form and I will have some play along tracks for you to practice by 
next week. I hear those of you that think this belongs only in CAE, but 
many of the students in this class are not in that ensemble. I feel they 
should have the right to play other styles, as well. I will try to maintain 
a balance, but this ensemble is going to play more than just the 
traditional Symphonic Band repertoire. To address Rachel’s comment. I 
will pass out some more music next week and we will begin to decide 
what you would like to play for the Winter Concert.  

 

*   *   * 

 
Practicing the Blues during this class allowed us to move to a higher level of 

contextualization with the triads we have been working on for a couple months. We 

have used major and minor triads in many ways, including ear training, technical 

proficiency regarding playing an idea through twelve keys, and as musical material to 

generate motive and phrase construction in early composition attempts. Shively (1995) 

highlights the importance of what he refers to as a “retooling” of prior knowledge.  

Knowledge is a tool to be wielded in the constructive process. An individual 
uses his or her knowledge base to make tentative interpretations of an 
experience. With each experience, an individual re-constructs his or her 
knowledge base thus “re-tooling” his or her knowledge base. The constructive 
process is a constant application and re-application of a knowledge base, with 
that knowledge base being reshaped by its use. (p. 81) 

 
Using the triads in relation to the Blues form allows the students to hear how they 

function in a common chord progression. The Blues is prevalent in many genres of 

music, and it’s study will help the students aurally assimilate what they hear outside of 

the music classroom. As young musicians are able to put their knowledge into differing 

contexts, they are able to build on prior knowledge, making their experiences more 
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meaningful on a personal level. Shively (1995) discusses the evolution of knowledge 

when taught from a constructivist perspective: 

Performance is the primary authentic activity of instrumental musicians. 
Knowledge emerges from the performance experience and serves to mediate 
future performance—future constructive experiences. This active use of 
knowledge in performance is the response to the concern over inert knowledge. 
Music knowledge is made potent through its continual, generative use as a tool 
in the constructive process. Constructing music knowledge in the classroom 
requires that attention be paid to the situated nature of knowledge construction. 
Because meaning is dependent upon context, knowledge emerges as the 
interpretation of experiences. Meaning can vary from context to context; 
therefore musical decision-making loses value when it does not emerge from 
context. It is the ability to apply knowledge and to reconstruct it’s meaning 
across contexts that is crucial to a learner's constructive process. (p. 106) 
 

Conducting as a Constructivist Approach to Teaching in Symphonic Band  

Shively (1995) discusses the importance of constructivism and reflexive use of 

prior knowledge. Although the beginning band setting is a performance based learning 

environment, there are multiple points of entry for crossing into other musical ways of 

being. Shively calls these core knowledge domains. Shively asserts that is of paramount 

importance to remember that the field of musical performance includes experiences in 

conducting, composition, improvisation, arranging, and small and large ensemble 

opportunities. It is crucial that students are allowed access to these musical ways of 

being, as they support the skills of the performing musician. When the students’ 

knowledge base grows out of learning from other authentic musical contexts, Shively 

refers to this as a reflexive use of knowledge. Here Shively outlines the constructivist 

process and the importance of studying other knowledge domains: 

It is through the constructive process that a learner makes meaning of what has 
already transpired. The teacher only identifies those experiences which are 
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reflective of the core knowledge domain…thinking within the knowledge 
domain of the instrumental musician, it must be remembered that domains are 
not exclusive; that there is much to be shared across domains. The constructive 
process allows the learner to bring perspectives from any domain he or she 
views as relevant. Furthermore, learners should capitalize on the ways in which 
practitioners in different domains construct knowledge… experiences solely 
within the domain of the instrumental musician would place constraints on the 
constructive processes of the learner. Using only the knowledge about theory 
without experiencing the constructive perspective of the theoretician or 
responding to the conductor without experiences within the domain of the 
conductor provides just these constraints. This is not a suggestion that band 
classes de-emphasize performance, but that learners in a band class be afforded 
every opportunity for deeper knowledge construction that reflects both the 
individual and collaborative nature of the constructive process. How might 
experiences in the conductor's domain or the composer's domain, for instance, 
support all constructive processes of the learner? The emergent knowledge from 
these experiences could reflect the learner's increasing perspective of music.  
(pp. 101-102) 
 
The following series of vignettes explore how conducting is used as a tool to 

further the construction of performance based skills as an example of a reflexive use of 

knowledge. Affording the students the opportunity to conduct supports a learner-

centered educational environment whereby the ensemble members assert agency over 

the ensemble. Student-conductors are given the latitude to direct the sections of music 

to be rehearsed, as well as the processes by which the ensemble may improve. As the 

students take the podium they gain empathy for the conductor, while gaining valuable 

insights into how the ensemble sounds from the front, rather than their traditional seat 

in the ensemble. Rachleff (Casey, 1991) discusses the value of student involvement: 

“The more people making the music are involved in the rehearsal, the more they learn. 

Furthermore, the more we energize them by having them contribute and think, the more 

they will choose to be involved” (p. 151). 
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As a student participating in Rachleff’s ensembles during high school at 

Interlochen, this type of involvement was commonplace. It made a noticeable effect on 

the spirit of the rehearsals. It felt as though I was an equal part of the music making 

process. This was not a feeling I shared in all of my ensemble experiences up to that 

point. The difference in aural perspective gives the student-conductor the opportunity to 

retool, using Shively’s (1995) terminology, their preexisting knowledge of musical 

processes. He suggests that the reflexive use of knowledge is at the core of 

constructivist learning theory. Shively states, 

The reflexive use of the knowledge base grows out of constructing 
understanding in multiple contexts as a result of learner determined application. 
The characteristics of any knowledge, as constructed to this point, should 
emerge and thereby deepen meaning with respect to multiple situations. (p. 71) 
 

Rachleff (Casey, 1991), discusses the importance of what Shively calls retooling in the 

following statement about involving students in the decision making process: 

The more we involve them in decision making as we guide them, the longer the 
learning remains, and the more they can transfer it to other situations. It is easy 
for them to feel used if they are not involved. (p. 151)  
 

The student-conductor is able to embody rhythmic, dynamic, and architectural 

principles through gesture. Because the student-conductor is freed from playing her part 

in the band, she is given the chance to focus all her energy on listening to the product 

created by the ensemble. The student gains valuable musical knowledge as she 

navigates the score, seeing all the parts in the band, rather than her single line. She is 

able to hear and see how her part fits into the whole with a clarity she may not have 

heard playing her part alone. Shively (2002) in discussing how learners need to 
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represent what they now in a myriad of ways relates the importance of teaching young 

musicians to conduct.  

Learners need an opportunity to look at scores and to hear what an ensemble 
sounds like from the front of the room. Even more basic than this is learning 
basic conducting patterns provide greater insight into what they see the 
conductor doing as they play. (p. 178)  
 
Casey (1991) puts this quote forward by Ross A. Leper on teaching students to 

follow the conductor. 

Response to conducting must be taught, just as we teach them performance 
protocol, or rules about how to bow or turn the page properly. I begin as soon as 
the first day, teaching the size of the beat, beat styles, and beat in relation to 
articulation styles. With phrasing, I introduce them to loud, soft, separated, 
connected, ritardando, and accelerando, and beginnings and ends of phrases. 
These are the basis of phrasing that we stress at this age. (Casey, 1991, p. 139) 
  
From a constructivist standpoint, it seems more appropriate to give the students 

conducting experience to explore the previous concepts proposed by Leeper. For a 

conductor to truly guide and shape the musical experience the performers in his 

ensemble must comprehend and be able to respond to the gestures of the conductor; if 

this is not occurring than the conductor is of little use. Shively (1995) shares his 

thoughts on the matter: 

Conducting is another important example of a tool used to represent music 
knowledge by practitioners in the knowledge domain of conductors. It is a 
descriptive gesture that, while not used by practitioners in the instrumental 
music performance domain, must be understood by performers. (p. 87)  
 

Shively continues to explain the goal of a constructivist band class, stating: 

The purpose of a constructivist beginning band class is to provide learners with 
experiences that support their own construction of knowledge. The teacher 
strives to support the learner in constructing a knowledge base in response to 
musical experiences and applying it to new musical experiences. (p. 102) 
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The new experience in this case is conducting. Students in the Symphonic Band setting 

spend much of the rehearsal time under the guidance of a conductor. While a conductor 

can explain and share what the gestures mean to the students, why not give them the 

opportunity to explore for themselves what it means to be a conductor? 

 
*   *   * 

 

Al Loves to Conduct 

 Al is a sixth grade trumpeter who struggles with reading and math. At our 

school students are often denied the opportunity to take elective classes when this is the 

case. Students are taken out of their chosen elective classes and put in either Reading or 

Math Fundamentals. Al has a lot of energy and often has showcased his dancing 

abilities in class. Al can be found most mornings before school in the music room 

playing tunes by ear on the piano. While Al plays the trumpet fairly well for a sixth 

grader, it wasn’t until late in the year that I found out he was having trouble reading 

musical notation. Al was taken out of the Symphonic Band during 3rd marking period 

and placed in Math Fundamentals.  

As fourth marking period approached Al asked the intervention team if it was 

possible to be placed back in band 4th marking period so he could be a part of the 

inaugural conducting competition. I had similar thoughts at the time and had been 

talking with Al regularly to make sure he was doing his best to bring his grades up so he 

could be released from the intervention program. After having a meeting with the 

Intervention Administrator, it was agreed that Al could be placed back in band provided 
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he followed certain agreed upon parameters. Al had a sub-standard grade in band 2nd 

marking period, because of a consistent inability to turn in work. Our agreement was 

that Albert could stay in band as long as he had no missing assignments in band or math 

class. If it weren’t for Al’s passion for conducting, he would have spent the rest of the 

year in intervention. Allowing the students to conduct fostered a sense of excitement for 

Al giving him agency over the ensemble. Placing the students at the center of learning 

practices really paid off here for Al. Patricia O’Toole (2003) highlights the importance 

of student-centered strategies:  

Effective teachers realize the importance of student-centered teaching where 
students come first, even ahead of the music. In the student-centered classroom, 
students share in decision-making and take charge of their education, which 
leads them to become more independent and confident musicians. (p. 50)  
 
Al showed a keen interest in conducting from the beginning of its introduction 

to the band curriculum. While Al initially struggled with the beat pattern, it was 

apparent that he was practicing at home. He quickly was able to learn the beat patterns 

and moved to a point with his conducting style was more about style and affective 

purposes. Al was always the first person to put his hand up when I asked for conducting 

volunteers. Al finished third in the conducting competition that included ten 

participants. The following vignette will explore Al’s growth as a conductor and 

highlight how his passion for conducting shaped his growth as a young musician and 

helped make him an integral part of our ensemble.  

 

*   *   * 
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 As I was taking field notes for this project, I often saw Al practicing conducting, 

rather than playing the trumpet during rehearsals. It was clear that he was practicing on 

his own, as he made large leaps in progress over a matter of days. As we practiced 

conducting as a class, his focus displayed an intensity and fire that I had never seen 

when he played the trumpet. This vignette starts near the end of the rehearsal. I had told 

Al ahead of time that he would be the first to conduct today. 

 Al comes to the podium excitedly. As he steps on the podium he is looking to 

see if everyone is paying attention. He steps on the podium with one foot, and then 

steps back off because not enough students had displayed the ready position with their 

instruments. Al gives a large prep beat and easily commands the four-beat pattern that 

had caused him problems just a couple days ago. Al’s wide smile indicates the pleasure 

he is having as he conducts.  

I am sitting in the trumpet section playing the flugelhorn and stop the band after 

four measures because of the confusion that arises as some members the play the wrong 

rhythm. I say, “Al is right, you are playing half notes, instead of whole notes. Al is 

conducting as I sing the rhythm for the band. As I sing a whole note Al makes a gesture 

as if he is running, clearly enjoying himself. Al brings the band in again often waiting 

on beat four for the band to catch up with him. It seems as if the band is consistently 

behind at the same part of each phrase. Al begins to make a much larger gesture 

between beats four and one, as he brings his left hand into play. This clears up the 

problem as the band begins to pay more attention to him. Al reacts by giving a much 

larger gesture at each beat four resulting in a gradual crescendo as he makes the gesture 

larger in each successive phrase. The band is playing major triads around the circle of 
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fourths in whole notes with a whole rest in the fourth measure before they proceed to 

the next triad. As the band becomes more responsive to Al’s gestures he begins to move 

his body more with the 8th note subdivision that is being played in the snare drum and 

starts singing the triads. Al gets more into it with each passing beat until he jumps at the 

point where he previously was making the largest gesture. The bell rings, but seeing 

how much fun Al is having (and my own desire for them to get through all twelve 

keys), I motion for him to keep conducting. When we are done I ask everyone to give 

Al a round of applause. The band claps and I ask him to dance for us. He goes back up 

to the podium and dances (I have always enjoyed Al’s dancing and encourage it 

whenever I can). When he is done, I say, “He did well, didn’t he?” The Band whoops 

and hollers, with comments like, “Yeah, Al.” “You go, Al!” 

 
*   *   * 

Heather Conducts 

Teacher: Over the next week we will narrow down the piece you would like to 
use for the conducting competition. Beginning today, you will conduct 
all the warm-up exercises and technical studies until the competition. 
This will allow you more time on the podium practicing. I will give you 
mini-conducting lessons or make a few suggestions as the opportunities 
arise. Who wants to conduct the Caruso Warm-Ups? 

Heather: Me.  

Heather is the first chair clarinetist and one of the true leaders in the ensemble. 

She regularly shares positive ways for us to improve as an ensemble.  

Heather: One, two, ready, play.  

Teacher: May I make one suggestion. Can you ground your right foot? You are 
swinging it back and forth. I like the way you counted in the rest. You 
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made it clearer for us after someone played in the rest. Traditionally if 
you take a conducting class, you are instructed not to mirror with your 
left hand what you are doing with you are doing with your right. The 
left hand is usually used for cuing and affective purposes. The right 
hand gives the beat pattern, showing us where we are in the measure. If 
you want to mirror, I would do it to give something more emphasis. I 
might also do that if the band is falling apart and we are having a train 
wreck. Why don’t you try again? 

Heather: One, two, three… 

Teacher: Can you just give us the downbeat, without counting off? Give them a 
breath on the prep beat, so they understand the tempo.  

 Heather conducts through the rest of the exercise. We go on to the next 
exercise.  

Heather (to me): Does it matter how far we go? 

Teacher: No, it’s up to you. Only do three keys. Whether you want to repeat 
them or not is up to. 

Heather: We are going to repeat once, and then go straight to the retrograde.  

Heather raises her hands and then drops them on beat one. No one in the band is able to 

come in on time. It is chaotic and she cuts the band off.  

Heather: Let’s do that again.  

Denise: I feel like when you start you have to give us a prep beat or indicate the 
tempo better. 

Heather: You mean bring it up?  

Denise: Yes.  

 This time they start together, but play all quarter notes, instead of eighth notes. I 

explain where the subdivision is, singing the pattern. Carey asks if they should be 

tonguing or slurring. Heather decides we should tongue each note. There are 

suggestions from multiple students in the room about how she can make it clearer. 

Denise in particular is quite critical. 
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Teacher: You can all have your chance to conduct. You can show us the way 
when it is your turn.  

 Heather brings them in, subdividing one measure first. They come in correctly, 

but she gets lost in the beat pattern almost immediately. I walk up next to her and 

conduct with her until she is back on.  

Heather: Let’s play in the key of Concert Ab next. Slur it and play mezzo-piano.  

Band member: Do we take repeats? 

Heather: Repeat the first four measures and take the retrograde, just as before.  

Heather: The timing was fine that time, but I didn’t hear everyone slurring and 
we definitely were not mezzo-piano. Let’s do the next key and try to 
slur and play mezzo-piano this time.  

Teacher: I would like to have at least two people conducting a day. Would 
someone like to take over for Heather?  

The importance of agency cannot be overlooked. Allowing the members of the 

ensemble to be involved in the decision making processes from the conductor’s place 

on the podium allows them the chance to share their unique musical insights giving a 

higher sense of involvement in the process. Rachleff (Casey, 1991) highlights how 

important this is in his approach to education from a conductor’s viewpoint: 

The idea of their involvement is a very basic premise of mine. Their sharing of 
responsibility really makes a difference. A conductor can fool himself by 
believing he is the only person hearing what is happening in the rehearsal. They 
will be incorrect if they think that the kids cannot hear. (p. 151) 
 

*   *   * 
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Richard Wins the Conducting Competition 
 

After careful consideration the students chose which song would be used for the 

inaugural conducting competition. I asked two colleagues who were music educators to 

join the students in judging the competition to avoid any perceived bias. Ten students 

participated in the competition. Richard was the clear winner as he demonstrated 

complete control of the beat pattern—a problem for some students. Richard conducted 

the band without the use of the score. Many of the students fell prey to the common 

mistake of burying their heads in the music, which often times led to mistakes with the 

beat pattern causing confusion for the band. Richard was also successful in using 

gesture to highlight affective purposes while successfully drawing out the style he was 

looking for. Richard was able to break out of his introverted nature during this process, 

transforming his personality to meet the needs of the ensemble with his conducting 

technique. H. Robert Reynolds is quoted by Casey (1991) regarding the importance of 

transcending our own personalities to meet the needs of the music and the job of the 

conductor: 

It is our job, as conductors, interpreters, and musicians to be the music even if 
it’s not similar to our own personality. I’m a much quieter person off the 
podium, I’m not different but I feel I have to exaggerate myself to become a 
caricature—a sincere caricature—but a caricature nonetheless, of myself on the 
podium in order to encompass all the people in the room. (p. 135)  

 
It is important that we foster these types of opportunities for our students, it 

seems especially beneficial for those who may not be as outgoing. Richard has since 

gone on to high school, but has started taking conducting lessons on a weekly basis in 

addition to his private study of the clarinet.  
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*   *   * 

 
 Teaching and allowing students to conduct has been meaningful in many ways. 

From a constructivist standpoint, it has allowed the students to find multiple ways of 

building on their existing knowledge base. Remember how Shively (1995) described 

this as a “retooling:” 

As knowledge is constructed it is used to generate new knowledge; with 
knowledge as a tool, the learner is able to develop a continually richer 
understanding of the domain. A learner's knowledge base is expanded as he or 
she acquires new tools and applies them in different ways, the "retooling" of the 
knowledge base. (p. 62) 
 

While the beginning band student should have a working knowledge of meter, the 

kinesthetic aspect of differentiating between a three and four beat pattern as conductor 

gives them a much keener sense of meter than when they are merely playing. Craig 

Kirchoff from Casey (1991) relates how conducting is used in his ensembles: 

I teach students patterns from the physical standpoint. They practice the patterns 
physically so they can get up and understand from a visual and kinesthetic 
standpoint what it feels like to conduct three-four or four-four. Something fun is 
to have seventh graders conduct. It is amazing; they are really pretty good. They 
know how to start and stop the group. The more they understand about 
conducting from the gestural sense, not just metronomic actions, the better off 
they are. (p. 139)  

 
As the student-conductor is responsible for the dynamic contrast of the 

ensemble, their prior knowledge of quiet and loud gains a new perspective from the 

podium. Tempo, articulation, architecture, style, ritardando, and accelerando, all take a 

different perspective when viewed through the lens of the conductor. It is this 

“retooling” that is of grave importance to the constructivist; the knowledge of the 

student is extended and refined through this retooling.  
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Palmer (Casey, 1991) explains how he incorporates conducting in the band 

setting: 

After I explain and demonstrate the basics, I have them practice the basic right-
hand beat patterns first. I will have half the class play and the other half conduct. 
After students become familiar and accurate with the basics of conducting, I will 
ask students to conduct the band form the podium. We work on this every day 
for a few minutes until all the band members have a chance to conduct. (p. 139) 

 
In addition, conducting allows for other principles of the constructivist process 

to shine through. Shively (1995) discusses four other principles of constructivism that 

can be observed when the student takes the podium; modeling and coaching, 

articulation, reflection, and exploration. Shively cites Collins in a discussion of the 

efficacy of coaching like this: 

The use of coaching puts the ownership of performing the task on the learner 
with the expert offering assistance in the form of “hints, scaffolding, feedback, 
modeling, reminders, and new tasks aimed at bringing their performance closer 
to expert performance” (Collins et al., 1989, p. 481). (p. 144) 
 
The student-conductor brings all her musical knowledge to help the ensemble. 

She is the more informed other on the podium. As an educator, it is my job to try and 

stay out of the way, only giving “hints, scaffolding, feedback, modeling, and 

reminders,” as the student-conductor runs the rehearsal. Shively (1995) expounds on 

articulation, reflection, and exploration: 

Articulation, reflection, and exploration are used to further the learners' 
immersion into the apprenticeship. Articulation and reflection emphasize 
increasing the depth of observation of experts and other learners toward the 
development of richer strategies with exploration emphasizing learner 
autonomy. Articulation involves getting learners to articulate their knowledge or 
problem solving process within a knowledge domain… Reflection involves the 
comparison of problem solving skills with domain experts, other students, or the 
learner's internal cognitive model. A common technique used here is a 
postmortem analysis whereby the teacher or learner describes how he or she 
solved the problem. It is designed to draw the learner's attention to the critical 
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details of the solution. This technique is also referred to as an abstracted replay. 
Exploration involves moving learners toward becoming self-sufficient in 
domain exploration. It is hoped that through exploration learners will develop 
the ability to frame questions and problems that are both interesting and 
solvable. While the purpose of exploration is to fade support, exploration 
strategies, themselves, must be taught. These strategies involve setting general 
goals for learners and having them develop their own sub-goals. (pp. 144-145) 
 
There are at least two knowledge domains working during the student-conductor 

process, conducting and instrumental performance. The student-conductor is 

constructing knowledge using both domains simultaneously. I would like to draw 

attention to emphasis that was put on “learner autonomy,” in the previous quote. 

Getting our students to learn how to learn is crucial to their success in life. Cultivating 

situations where the students are in charge of the learning process in authentic musical 

ways of being gives them the space to construct and solve their own musical problems. 

This autonomy gives the students agency over the ensemble and the musical learning 

environment in a powerful way. Allowing for student-conductors is but one way to 

cross-pollinating the learning process using musical domains that are peripheral to the 

main goal of an ensemble, which is development of the instrumental performing 

process.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
 
 

In this work I have sought to study my developing understanding of the 

importance of how agency and constructivist practices play out when trying to 

implement a comprehensive musicianship curriculum in two emerging ensembles. As 

an educator I have attempted to create a curriculum that fosters comprehensive 

musicianship through the use of creation-based musical practices and classroom 

processes that put the student at the center of the learning model. Examples of this 

include allowing the students to regularly hear and guide the ensemble from the 

podium, culminating in an annual conducting competition; creating the Creative Arts 

Ensemble (CAE) that does not discriminate based on instrumentation, voice, medium, 

or genre; allowing the students in the CAE to choose both the membership in their 

bands and the music they perform in the concerts; giving the symphonic band greater 

say in the repertoire to be performed, as well as classroom processes, and broadening 

the symphonic band experience to include improvisational and composition study 

which led to the composition of a school fight song and alma mater.  

I feel this focus allows the music student to have increased agency over the 

learning process. Improvisation and compositional study gives the students the chance 

to understand that we can all develop a musical language that is our own. Creation-

based practices sharpen the development of technique, while retooling prior knowledge 
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to be used in practical situations musicians regularly face. Interpretive practices, such as 

reading music and sight-reading are enhanced as the musicians find multiple lenses to 

view the musical language they are endeavoring to understand. Learning to play 

through the keys allows for a greater palette of expression and offers challenges not 

always evident in the literature at the beginning band level. Offering a comprehensive 

musicianship curriculum at the early stages of the students’ musical education allows 

the student an introduction to skillset building that may transfer over into other 

disciplines, regardless if the student makes music a life-long endeavor. Classroom 

processes that highlight agency and student-centered learning practices help facilitate a 

deeper bond with the music making process. As educators we often talk about making 

music. Merriam-Webster defines “make” in the following ways; “to build, create, or 

produce something by work or effort;” “to cause something to exist, happen, or 

appear;” “to bring into being by forming, shaping, or altering materials;” “to form and 

hold in the mind;” “to compose, write.” Considering music education through this lens 

truly puts the student (the maker) at the center of the curriculum.  

Success and Tension 

As I have implemented what I feel is a more comprehensive musicianship 

curriculum over the last five years I have found both success and tension. The demands 

of such a curriculum require patience from the educator. It is challenging to find the 

proper musical problems to solve, where they should fit into the curriculum, and where 

you should go after each problem. Over the course of this study I have found that I have 

often ventured outside of the students’ zone of proximal development with a problem. 
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Realizing this was the case, I had to go back to the drawing board and design a lesson 

or series of lessons that allowed the students a better possibility for success. In the 

vignette “Why Do We Have To Learn Music Theory?” or Perhaps More Appropriately 

“What Am I Teaching About Music Theory?” I devised a lesson to address the trouble 

the students had comprehending chord symbols. The lesson I created explained chord 

symbols through their relation to chord-scale theory. While some students understood 

the connection, the majority of the students were confused by the addition of using 

modes and scales to derive the notes of the chord implied by the chord symbol. That 

night I rethought the assignment and created a sheet that contained only triads and 7ths, 

the two constituent parts of any chord symbol. The new approach eased the frustration 

that was felt the day before, giving the students a practical understanding of chord 

symbols, which was my original goal. When creating a curriculum it is important not 

only to set an appropriate target for the students, but also to make sure that the target is 

not obscured by superfluous material. Being mindful of student frustration allowed me 

to see that I had deviated from the original goal. While chord-scale theory might help 

them to become better improvisers and was related to the goal of understanding chord 

symbols, this was not the right time to introduce the concept. It added too much 

information for the students to comprehend, leading them to shut down rather than gain 

an understanding of what they really wanted to learn.  

As I have endeavored to go beyond typical interpretive-based practices with 

such a curriculum, I am wading into unfamiliar territory. It is important for me to 

realize that how and when I learned this material is quite different than the situation my 

students are in. I learned the improvisatory techniques I am introducing in college or 
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much later in life. That is not to say middle school students cannot grasp this material. It 

just means I have to be mindful of presenting material in a way that allows for mastery 

over basic concepts before moving to problems of greater difficulty. Balancing 

performance demands with broad curriculum changes puts managing time at a 

premium, given each ensemble only meets forty-five minutes a day. Assemblies and 

ever increasing standardized testing procedures further drain the time we spend in class. 

Complicating matters further is the broad disparity in experience levels and 

instrumentation. The curriculum now makes room for pianists, vocalists, drum set 

players, steel drum players, guitarists, bassists, strings, as well as the typical band 

instrumentation. This varied instrumentation means that there is a greater need for 

differentiated instruction. The problems a drum set player faces is quite different from 

that of a violinist, guitarist, or pianist. Providing musical experiences that are fruitful 

and challenging for all is a balancing act. Having such varying levels of experience only 

heightens the need for carefully chosen musical problems that do not lead to frustration. 

The musical problems can arise either because the musical variables are either too hard 

or too easy, or do not resonate with the students. This study has shown me the 

importance of staying within the students’ zone of proximal development, even if I 

continue to struggle in this regard. It has also allowed me to reflect on whether or not 

the problems I give the students offer them the best means of personal development.  

What Do I Teach, When Do I Teach It, and Why? 

This study has given me ample opportunity to study what it is I teach, when I 

teach a particular concept, and why. As I sifted through the completed vignettes of the 
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data analysis section trying to figure out what this study is really about, I realize that the 

tension I am encountering as an educator is often related to finding the proper sequence 

of events so the students have the best chance of success. I have come to the realization 

that this struggle not only mirrors the issues I am dealing with in the development of my 

own playing, but that the biases I have as a player are reflected in the approach I take as 

an educator, for better or worse. This study has shined a light on some of these biases 

and given me a glimpse of how to better proceed in the future. The material I choose is 

based on my own ongoing study of music and reflects any biases I have. The path I 

have taken as a teacher reflects the concepts that are important to me as an artist. As a 

musician I try to build a routine that will improve my playing as quickly as possible. All 

the while I am looking for a way to tweak the routine to make the process as efficient as 

possible.  

Practicing, taking private lessons, attending workshops, reading, listening, and 

trial and error allow for this process to be fluid and ongoing. This often means going 

back to the drawing board, adapting old ways of thinking to meet with a change in 

priorities. In any case, it is a lifelong process, demanding patience and discipline. This 

process works the same way for myself as an educator, except there is one key 

difference. The student is now at the center of this dynamic. What works for me does 

not necessarily for everyone else. The students and I have differing priorities and do not 

always share the same musical goals. I am passionate about jazz, while that is not the 

case with all students. Many of the students in the Creative Arts Ensemble are far more 

interested in more mainstream pop and rock music. They may not share or try to 

comprehend my view that the skillset of the jazz musician allows the musician a greater 



 

 181 

palette for musical expression. They may not fully comprehend that it is not my goal for 

them to become jazz musicians, but rather it is the skillset I want them to transfer to 

whatever style or genre of music they are passionate about. Regardless, it is clear that 

my own musical ways of being greatly influence what and how I teach. While my own 

developing musicianship yields many positive benefits for my students, it has been 

beneficial for me to examine my biases. Understanding any negative consequences that 

arise from these biases should allow me to be more thoughtful as I proceed with this 

curriculum in the future. 

My own musicianship skills began with a fundamental grounding in 

interpretive-based study as a classical saxophonist. I cannot deny how important this 

training has been to my development as a musician, but it is only a piece of the puzzle. 

It is the study of jazz, world music, and improvisation that has opened my heart to a 

deeper study of music. Ongoing attempts to develop the jazz language have led me to a 

deeper understanding of the multiplicities and complexities of melody, harmony and 

rhythm, even if this understanding is more about what I don’t know than what I do. 

Improvisation requires the musician to tell a story using melody and rhythm in real 

time. The challenges of telling a meaningful story involve understanding tension and 

release, balance, when to play and when to be silent, and how to share your story with 

the tools you have right now. The study of improvisation requires a highly developed 

sense of audiation. The master improviser hears what he plays before he plays it. This is 

a skill I place above all others as a performer and an educator. Placing the development 

of the student’s capacity to play by ear front and center in a music curriculum allows 

the students to develop the means to express and develop what it is they hear. The 
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student is the storyteller. As music educators we can help the student learn to tell her 

story. While I have started discussing the importance of improvisational study in the 

classroom, it is important to note that composition, or any acts of musical creation, 

allow for similar opportunities for the student to develop the tools to tell her story. 

Compositional study has many benefits for the student of music, as it allows them 

added time to investigate how they would like to tell their story. It also lets the educator 

present another vehicle for the student to apply what she already knows. Instead of 

practicing scales and chords, or melodies and counter-melodies from the ensemble 

repertoire, composition and improvisation techniques give the student the opportunity 

to work with the musical material under study in a highly personal fashion.  

I see improvisation as the most demanding and purest form of creation. 

Improvisation elevates the importance of the present moment and requires a high degree 

of mastery over one’s own instrument and personal expression. Musical ideas must be 

mastered before they come out intuitively in an improvisation. Ongoing attempts to 

develop the skillset of the jazz musician have elevated my musicianship well beyond 

that of my study as a classical saxophonist. After doing this study, I see clearly that this 

bias has an impact on the classroom problems I choose for the students to confront. My 

comfort as an improviser is not shared with the students. While I have been improvising 

for over twenty years, I have much to learn. I have far less experience teaching 

improvisation. Improvisation has been part of the curriculum for five years, a relatively 

short period of time. Scaffolding improvisational situations in an appropriate way seems 

to be of paramount importance, as does providing more opportunities for practical 

application of the concepts under study. 
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The Field is the Ensemble 
 

In the vignette titled “Fear of Improvisation? or Fear of Performing in Front of 

Peers?” I was able to explore the fear that arises for beginning students of 

improvisation. The parameters of the situation can help ease or enhance the fears 

students have when improvising. Jazz typically involves one person soloing while a 

rhythm section accompanies the soloist. In our classroom we often solo along with the 

iReal b app. The students are able to see the cursor following the chords on the Smart 

Board, which helps them keep their place in the form. While one student is soloing 

others may be singing or playing the roots or guide tones to the chords. The rhythm 

section students are playing along using what they here from the rhythm section on the 

app as a framework for how to play. The typical jazz solo model presented multiple 

problems at first even when playing over the jazz blues progression containing three or 

four chords. Students objected to having to improvise in front of their peers, whom they 

felt were a very informed audience. 

The idea that this group of informed others was constantly critiquing their 

playing caused a high level of anxiety. Many of my students found improvisation to be 

alienating and resisted when called to improvise in front of their peers. In the vignettes 

on the transcription process we had meaningful discussions about why we study the 

music of the master musicians of the styles we are endeavoring to play. Jordan’s 

question, “I don’t get why we have to sound exactly like someone else. Isn’t the point 

of this to be yourself?” is an important point to be considered. My answer to this 

question was “the point is to be yourself, but you are going to be yourself no matter 

what. Learning to play a solo or performance of a master musician raises the level of 
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your playing considerably. Transcription also connects you to whatever tradition or 

style of music you are playing.” We discussed that when you are a part of any discipline 

there is a field that must be negotiated. A group of more informed others that in essence 

decide whether to take you seriously or not. At the time I was considering this from the 

standpoint of how I as a professional musician interact with other more informed 

professional musicians. During the course of this study, I realized that they were 

already dealing with anxieties related to this phenomenon. In the “Fear of 

Improvisation, or Fear in Performing in Front of Peers,” this was apparent as we 

discussed the anxieties that were prevalent during two particular class periods spent 

soloing. I was surprised that Samm in particular was reticent to improvise in front of her 

peers, as she was always quick to offer informed opinions and had much experience 

performing as a clarinetist, singer, pianist, and dancer. Her reply, though, gets to the 

heart of this concept of the field. “In here people are paying attention to you. If you 

mess up, you feel like people are going to know. I have never had trouble improvising 

in front of people before, as you know.” 

While we discussed the concept of the field during this class, I was unable to see 

in that moment that our classroom was a great example of a field being negotiated. 

Even among the more experienced improvisers, there was a real tension resulting from 

performing in front of their peers. I had wrongly perceived a comfort level that was not 

really there for the students. Looking back, I think this comes from my own bias, 

having a lot of experience as an improviser. There is also an educator bias at work. Just 

because I have provided regular opportunities for the students to improvise, does not 

mean they are comfortable with the process. While I have shared stories of how I have 
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grappled with the fear associated with improvising, I can see that too provided little 

comfort as the students grappled with their own fear of improvisation. Providing a safe 

place for improvisational opportunities became of paramount concern to me.  

Looking for the Best Way to Teach Improvisation 

Some students complained the strategies I presented them with to navigate the 

blues were too constraining while others expressed the approach was too complicated. 

They felt inhibited basing their improvisation on the triads, the blues scale, or tritone 

scale that we were studying. They failed at first to grasp that these were merely pieces 

of a basic language we all shared and was meant as a point of departure, or sort of 

safety net if they were stuck. My goal was to use the elements we had been studying for 

some time, namely triads and scales, in a fresher way. Looking back now, I believe part 

of the tension here arises because I am trying to design improvisational problems for 

ensembles with such a varied range of experience. With hindsight I can also see that I 

spent too much time practicing scales and triads before there was any practical 

application to improvisation and composition techniques. In any case, as I presented a 

glimpse into the jazz solo model there were multiple points of stress for the students. 

The dialogue we had as an ensemble about the tensions that were arising proved to be 

fruitful. 

Heather mentioned how much easier it was in the previous year when we 

improvised as a group focusing on broader concepts such as dynamics, tessitura, more 

vs. less, silence, and articulation. My plan all along was to introduce the jazz solo 

model first and then proceed to Ed Sarath’s concept of trans-stylistic improvisation. The 
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study of the blues seemed to be the perfect next step since we had spent the first part of 

the year learning to play the triads through all keys. One of my curricular goals is to 

share musical material that the students can study and apply in a variety of ways. This 

study has allowed me a greater understanding of the need to properly sequence 

improvisational opportunities for the students. The students spent too much time 

learning to play the triads before there was an opportunity to improvise or practically 

use the material. This may be a bias that comes from my own somewhat faulty 

approach to improvisation. I enjoy developing the technical aspect of my playing and 

often place this as a higher priority than finding a way to practically use the musical 

material I am working on. Providing regular situations for the students to improvise is 

important. Significant attention, however, should be given to how to carefully scaffold 

these opportunities in the classroom.  

I also experimented with having multiple students improvising at the same time 

over more formal structures such as the blues form. This approach seemed to alleviate 

some of the apprehension the students were facing. Having two to four students soloing 

over the chord changes at the same time creates a denser texture, however. In order for 

this to be effective, the students have to really be listening to the others who are playing 

with them. One key is to allow the others enough space to play. Successful 

improvisation problems in the classroom must address a myriad of issues. First and 

foremost is alleviating the fear of improvising in front of others. Once the students are 

more comfortable improvising, it is easier to add to the complexity of the situation 

regarding melodic phrase construction, form, harder key areas, chord-scale theory, 
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discussions of tension-release, and other factors that lead to telling a good story during 

an improvisation. 

Ed Sarath’s trans-stylistic approach allows the students to improvise while 

focusing on broader musical concepts such as dynamics, tessitura, more vs. less, 

articulation, silence, and simple ideas about same and different. Entering into 

improvisational situations in this manner gives less-experienced musicians a greater 

chance for success. In an ensemble of greatly varying ability levels, it also allows for a 

common ground of musical concepts that is less dependent on technical proficiency. 

One of my key findings in this study is the importance of allowing the students to 

master simple concepts before proceeding to more difficult situations, while also 

considering the role the students play in determing their path. The dilemma I face is 

how to properly juggle improvisational study with curricular goals, such as learning to 

play through the keys, developing a personal musical language, improving the students 

overall skill on their instrument, and learning meaningful repertoire. In the future I hope 

to present these concepts in a clearer way that allows mastery over simple problems 

before moving on to those of increasing complexity. Providing more improvisational 

experiences from day one should also help the students be more comfortable with this 

process. It is unnecessary for the student to have a high degree of technical proficiency 

with scales and chords before entering into the improvisational arena. Finding and 

maintaining this balance will require patience and consistent introspection into how the 

curriculum is meeting the needs of the student.  

It is clear that the students in this study may have felt more comfortable 

beginning with group improvisation using Ed Sarath’s trans-stylistic approach before 
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moving towards greater complexity using specific chords and forms. One of the 

beauties of the trans-stylistic approach is that it transcends any one style. Improvisation 

does not have to be inextricably linked to the jazz genre. The two ensembles in this 

study are not jazz ensembles. The students in the CAE are interested mostly in more 

mainstream popular and rock music. The symphonic band traditionally plays music of 

the western classical genre. Ed Sarath’s trans-stylistic approach heightens the study of 

improvisation above any particular style of music. This allows musicians of all styles to 

meet and improvise using whatever style of music with which they are the most 

comfortable. This concept gives the musician greater agency over the process, as each 

student is able to enter an improvisation without having to know certain chord 

progressions, tunes or forms to use as vehicles for improvisation. This study has 

allowed me to see that my attempts to connect different aspects of the curriculum 

through the jazz skillset has led us away from the concept of improvisation 

transcending the jazz genre. This is not to say that I feel that the jazz skillset is 

unimportant, but rather I should be mindful that the experience of the students is often 

based on traditions of a different stylistic hue. As I proceed in the future I will make the 

effort to begin with the trans-stylistic approach while moving towards the skillset of the 

jazz musician which I feel nicely ties together a more comprehensive approach to 

curriculum.  

Personal Expression 

In this study I have given a window into my attempts to help the students 

develop a personal musical vocabulary. The vignette “Building a Musical Vocabulary 
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Using Triad Pairs” shares similar themes of agency vs. educator bias. In an attempt to 

share a glimpse of how jazz musicians develop a personal language, I approached this 

from two angles; first, the students were working on an ongoing transcription 

assignment of a musical passage of their choosing; second, I gave a composition 

assignment using materials we had previously studied. In this case, it was two triads a 

tritone apart. The goal was for the students to comprehend how to take musical patterns 

they already knew and shape them into a language of their own. Once the students 

begin to manipulate and make decisions about how to use any musical vocabulary it 

immediately becomes their own. In my opinion, this is where agency is built. They are 

no longer playing notes on the page composed by someone else. Ideally there would be 

a merging of these two processes, whereby the students take pieces of performances 

from their favorite artists and begin to alter them through imitation and/or variation. On 

another level, this could mean learning tunes and shaping them in a similar fashion. The 

student builds agency deciding which songs to learn and possibly cover in a 

performance. For the CAE, this is how the students generate material for the concerts. 

During this vignette on building vocabulary, it was clear that some of the 

students opposed the sounds that was generated from the pair of triads set a tritone 

apart. As I have studied this interaction I can again see how my bias comes into play in 

the classroom. I chose the triad pair to be used as a means to start the vocabulary 

process based on two things, prior knowledge and an easy way to find an earthy-bluesy 

sound. The students had access to the knowledge on triads, as we had spent a great deal 

of time learning to play through all twelve keys. In choosing which two triad-pairs to 

use, I essentially limited the scope of sounds the students may have found. My belief is 
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that the tritone scale offers an easier way for the students to resolve the bluesy sound 

many educators share with their students via the blues scale. Limiting the scope of 

study in this way allows the educator and the student to narrow the possibilities. This 

can discourage feelings of being overwhelmed. As an educator, it is my responsibility 

to choose which musical shapes and processes to articulate a given concept. It is clear 

that there is an impact on the process by the decisions I choose as an educator. I have 

biases based on my own experience trying to develop a personal language. In hindsight 

I wonder if it would have been better to let them try pairing any two or more triads. I 

expect that some students would have gravitated towards triads that caused less tension, 

or at the very least been able to compare the amount of tension caused when using 

differing configurations. 

Possible Effects of Teacher Bias 

It seems possible that my attempts at encouraging agency are somewhat 

thwarted because I am choosing musical shapes or patterns that I feel work better than 

others. Having absorbed the sound of a particular shape over a longer period of time, 

my view is quite different than that of the students in my classroom. One of my 

struggles as an educator involves choosing the best way to apply the materials the 

students are to use, shape, and alter. Within this problem also lies the added difficulty of 

making sure that each family of instrumentalists is working on material that will help 

them mature as musicians. This study has illuminated some of my own biases and how 

they affect the curriculum I am endeavoring to implement. As I move forward I realize 

there is a real balancing act in this regard. I am working to encourage musical processes 
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that promote agency, but need to acknowledge the biases I have and how they play out 

on a daily basis. As I try to help the students build a personal musical vocabulary I hope 

to find a way to share my experience without limiting the scope of possibilities. One 

solution may be to stretch out the study of triad pairs so that the students have plenty of 

time to explore the different intervallic relationships in the search for what has the most 

meaning to them. The common thread between many of my attempts to develop this 

curriculum seems to be the need to create regular opportunities for practical usage of 

the material under study. Rather than spending a lot of time learning time to play triads, 

scales, or musical shapes and then manipulating them after the fact, it seems it would be 

better to be creating these sorts of opportunities all along.  

My hope is that my students will gain the musical skills necessary to tell their 

story better. I do recognize that this creation-based bias to curriculum has at first glance 

repercussions for interpretive-based musical practices. I have many students who are 

interested in playing the music of others, whether it is in the form of a symphonic band 

composition or something more mainstream, like a pop or rock song. The way the 

concerts are scheduled there are two times when I feel there is more time to pursue 

curricular goals outside of the main repertoire. These periods are the beginning of the 

school year and January through March. There has regularly been a tension among the 

students at the ends of these periods. There becomes a point where the students are 

almost ready to revolt, asking for repertoire. I try to be mindful of the student’s feelings 

and see this as the moment when we should be considering repertoire selection. I stand 

by the argument that developing a creation-based approach to music study allows the 

student of music a better opportunity to develop the ability to play whatever it is they 
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may be interested in. I feel that the curriculum builds stronger musicianship that allows 

for a greater variety of repertoire to be successful played.  

When We Teach a Concept, We Are Choosing to Not Teach Others 

Time in the classroom is precious, and there is a cost and a benefit to everything 

we choose to highlight as educators. Reading music notation is an important skill not to 

be overlooked. A skilled note reader has the ability to read and perform a piece she has 

never seen before in one take. Even someone with the best of ears still has to listen to 

piece at least once before being able to play it. Finding balance in the comprehensive 

curriculum seems to be the key to successfully alleviating many tensions I uncovered 

during this study. As educators we have a finite time in the classroom. Extended time 

spent doing one practice is time that could be spent on another. The challenge for the 

educator comes in balancing the time spent on various musical practices when 

designing a curriculum. H. Robert Reynolds, my conductor at the University of 

Michigan, discusses the importance of the musical experiences we choose for our 

students in an article from the Music Educators Journal. In Repertoire is the Curriculum 

he makes the following statement:  

As music educators, our primary purpose is to help individual students receive a 
music education through experiences and information. In order to achieve this 
lofty goal, we must strive to select the finest repertoire, for only through 
immersion in music of lasting quality can we engage in aesthetic experiences of 
breadth and depth. While it may be an overstatement that repertoire is the 
curriculum, we can all agree that a well-planned repertoire creates the 
framework for an excellent music curriculum that fosters the musical growth of 
our students. (Reynolds, 2000, p. 31) 
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Reynolds (2000) emphasis on repertoire is critical in interpretive-based 

ensembles. In the curriculum that I have proposed there is a search to balance 

interpretive and creation-based practices in the music classroom. Reynolds continues to 

point out the inherent challenges in this process for the educator. “The difficulty occurs 

because you not only choose a particular piece or set of pieces, but, in making this 

decision, you determine that all the other pieces will not be chosen” (p. 31).  

I think this sentiment also has broad implications when designing a curriculum. 

When we choose to focus on improvisatory practices, we are choosing not to teach 

everything else at that moment. The same can be said of the choice to focus on 

repertoire. In the short term, time spent improvising is time not spent learning to read 

notation and vice-versa. It is therefore important for the musical practices we 

investigate with our students to be purposeful and beneficial on as many levels as 

possible. The problems we present to our students hopefully will also align with their 

own goals, while reinforcing prior knowledge in hopes of inspiring a greater depth of 

future study. In short, our goal is to present music students with problems they can 

solve that will bear the most fruit in their lives as young musicians. Coupled closely 

with this is the idea of agency. These musical problems must not only be relevant to the 

students, but of paramount interest to them. I feel strongly that the process of balancing 

interpretive-based with creation-based practices inherently gives the students a greater 

sense of agency. Creation-based practices are dependent on the student’s individual 

ideas about making music. They offer a higher degree of differentiation, as well.  
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Student-Conducting and Agency 
 

Just as I have looked to broaden the scope of the symphonic band experience by 

adding regular activities including the study of improvisation, composition, and a 

greater variety of musical genres, I have looked to give the students agency over the 

ensemble by having the students conduct the ensemble. In the vignette “Conducting as a 

Constructivist Approach to Teaching in the Symphonic Band Realm” I studied the 

impact of teaching the students how to conduct. Agency can be developed in many 

different ways. I have highlighted a variety of different creative processes I hope 

stimulate agency, such as adding more improvisational and composition study in both 

emerging ensembles. In the CAE, the students have agency over who they play with 

and what songs they perform in the concert. I have searched for similar processes in he 

symphonic band. When Dr. Joseph Shively first introduced the idea of allowing 

students to regularly conduct, I was quite taken with the idea. I had spent some time 

teaching the students basic conducting patterns but had not made it a regular part of the 

ensembles daily experience. The students relish the idea of taking control of the 

ensemble from the podium. In the conducting vignette it was clear that allowing 

students to conduct could have a major impact on students of various experiences. 

Albert, a trumpet player who consistently had trouble dedicating himself to classroom 

assignments in band and his other classes, showed an increased amount of vitality in 

band when he was presented the opportunity to conduct. Albert was more than willing 

to practice conducting outside of class. He improved markedly as a trumpet player and 

ensemble member once student-conducting became a consistent part of our routine.  
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I found I was often more useful playing in different sections of the band during 

this process, as well. I would regularly shift to different sections of the band that were 

having trouble, either musically or behaviorally. Sitting in different area of the band 

allowed me a constructive view of the progress of individual players and sections. In 

sections where there were fewer players I witnessed a big confidence boost in the 

players when I sat with them. Our band has a limited number of low brass/low 

woodwind players, many of who have less experience playing their instruments. When I 

played with them I would often here, “oh, that’s how that goes.” Hearing the band from 

many differing spots gave me a better insight into how to help the ensemble improve. 

As different students took the podium, it was also clear to me who had a strong sense of 

pulse and subdivision and who did not. The student-conductor is forced to embody the 

rhythm in a way they may not get just playing from their seat in the ensemble. The 

ability to see the whole score and hear how all the parts fit together from the front rather 

than, the second clarinet part for instance, gives the student conductor a greater 

understanding of the architecture of a piece and allows for a greater understanding of 

how the melody passes around the ensemble. As students spent more time on the 

podium, they also are able to empathize with the conductor. This led to better overall 

ensemble etiquette and leadership skills among the students. The annual conducting 

competition provided a tangible goal for the student-conductors in class and was also 

well received by the parents at the concert. 
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Balancing Agency Within the Curriculum 
 

As student agency grows, however, a tension actually can rise between the 

educator and the students. In this study it was evident that, as students gained in agency, 

they felt they had the right to dictate the curriculum. Balancing the students sense of 

agency with my own more informed ideas about the musical learning process has been 

almost a tightrope walk over the last three years. At nearly the same point in each of the 

last three years, leaders in the program have wanted to quit because of the rigors of 

developing something closer to the skillset of the jazz musician. It is clear to me now 

that fostering agency in the classroom also leads to a power struggle that must be 

acknowledged and constantly dealt with. Allowing the student’s a sense of agency over 

the classroom must be reconciled with the educator’s need to ultimately define what is 

learned. This power struggle results in another zone of sorts, a zone of agency. This is 

the distance between the goals of the curriculum as created by the educator, and the 

desire of the student’s desire to control what happens in the classroom. The zone of 

agency impacts what problems are to be addressed, working concurrently as an issue 

along with the zone of proximal development.  

In Conclusion 

The comprehensive musicianship curriculum I have proposed, described, and 

continue to develop in this study reflects my own ongoing musical study. I believe in 

the goals of this curriculum, but this study has allowed me to understand how my biases 

play out in the classroom. The classroom experience should be about the needs of the 

student first and foremost. This does not mean the students dictate the curriculum, but 
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does require the educator to be constantly aware of the dynamic at play regarding 

student ownership of the problems being studied in the classroom. My goal is to 

provide the most efficient way for the students to pursue musical experiences that are 

meaningful to them without limiting the scope of their possible musical ways of being. 

It is incumbent on us as educators to provide well-thought musical problems for 

investigation that provide the maximum amount of reward. Incorporating 

improvisational study in the classroom, whether through the lens of the blues, jazz, 

rock, or Ed Sarath’s trans-stylistic approach, inherently allows for students to find their 

own voice. When a student improvises, the language that comes out is her own, 

regardless of the complexity.  

A primary concern in curriculum construction must be retooling ideas that do 

not work as well. The key is to be mindful of how the comprehensive musicianship 

curriculum is meeting the goals of the students. This study has given me the opportunity 

to see the curriculum on multiple levels. I have larger scale philosophies that I believe 

are fundamentally sound, namely that creation-based practices inherently allow for 

greater opportunity to develop a personal relationship with the music the students are 

making. On a microcosmic level the every day ways I go about creating problems for 

the students to solve is an ongoing personal struggle of mine as an educator. I struggle 

with staying with in the students’ zones of proximal development. I am challenged to 

set reasonable expectations of what the students can and cannot accomplish. I wrestle 

with presenting new ways of approaching the challenges in the classroom without 

forcing the students to deal with too much change, as they are often resistant new 

concepts. Even as I find what I believe are more authentic ways of assessment and 



 

 198 

educating, there is resistance to what the students see as a more rigorous program. I 

labor to find balance between what sometimes seem to be opposing forces; creation-

based and interpretive-based performance practices. I feel both are important, but time 

in the classroom is not my friend. In the end, I take stock that the strife I put myself 

through to help provide the right path for my student’s musical journey is really the 

victory. This study has afforded me the lens to view my own biases as a musician and 

how they affect my goals as an educator, for better and worse. It is my hope that I am 

providing the students with a more efficient and meaningful way to meet their musical 

goals, and that I will continue to find a more efficient way to accomplish this goal.  
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SAMPLE PERMISSION LETTER 
 
November 4, 2013 
 
Dear Parents/Guardians of:  _______________________________________________ 
 
In addition to being your child’s music teacher, I am also a graduate student pursuing a Master 
of Music degree in Music Education at Oakland University. As part of the requirements for my 
degree program, I am asked to write a thesis in which I engage in reflective practice with 
feedback from my instructor. In this thesis, I will focus on learning more about my own 
teaching and the ways my students learn music.  
 
The thesis will involve the video recording and audio recording of several of our music classes 
while they are in session. The students will participate in their regular classroom routine 
working within the regular classroom curriculum. The video camera and audio recorder will 
capture the general flow of activity, conversations, and music making that occurs during each 
class session. I will simply make the recordings and then study them to see what I can learn 
about the ways students formulate their understanding of musical ideas, how I respond to them, 
and how they respond to each other. I will be the only person viewing and listening to the full 
recordings. I will share pertinent excerpts with my Oakland University instructor. All 
recordings are considered confidential and will not be shared in any other way, including the 
Internet or school website. 
 
I am requesting your permission to allow your child to be video and audio recorded as a part of 
this project. The recordings will be used for my purposes only in order to inform my own 
teaching and learning. Your child is not required to be included and if he or she would rather 
not, he or she is free to let me know at any time either prior to or during the study. A decision to 
participate will not be connected in any way to your child’s opportunities or grade in music 
class.  
 
I hope that you will grant permission for your child to participate in this worthwhile project. I 
hope to learn a great deal about the children’s learning processes and about my own teaching––
things that will help me to become a better teacher.  
  
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at the study school, (XXX)XXX-
XXXX, email address or course instructor, Dr. Deborah VanderLinde, Associate Professor of 
Music Education, Oakland University (vanderlinde@oakland.edu). 
 
Thank you.  
  
Sincerely, 
Matthew D. Dufresne  
Chairperson of the Music Department 
Study School 
 
Mr. Dufresne has permission to video and audio record my child’s participation in the music 
class at the study school.  
Parent's/Guardian’s Signature _______________________________Date _________ 
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