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ABSTRACT

This study examines the learning of ensemble skills by young musicians in
progressive ensembles. Data collection took place in three music centres which form
part of an LEA music service’s ensemble provision. This study uniquely approaches
ensembles as ‘socio-musical’ phenomena. It finds description and explanation in the
constantly changing and developing socio-musical interactions that form ensemb]es.
Using an ethnographic approach it examines the practice of ensembles that are part
of musical learning pyramids, through the eyes and actions of the ensemble
members. There is an examination of ensemble membership and the social

structures and interactions that form ensembles.

This study explores, and for the first time identifies, a set of ensemble specific skills.
These are the skills that a musician uses to negotiate, integrate and cooperate with
other participants in the production of ensemble performance. It goes on to examine
how ensemble specific skills are acquired and suggests that the learning process is
one of serial performative responsibility transfer created within stratified centripetal
progression. New, or novice, members of an ensemble start by participating at a
peripheral level leaving it to others to take performative responsibility for the
production of a negotiated collaborative realization of the musical intentions of the

composer.

This study has been influenced by the work of Lave and Wenger and social theories
of learning. However, it departs from these theories by suggesting that the learning
process within an ensemble is responsibility led and stratified.
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Chapter One

BACKGROUND

The underlying tenets of teaching musical skills, in the classical Western tradition,
have remained largely unchallenged for many years. Instrumental skills are taught
and learnt in an instrumental lesson in which ‘master practitioners’ pass skills onto
their students. The knowledge acquired during the intense period of learning that is
the instrumental lesson is reinforced by periods of individual practice between
lessons. These skills are then applied in performance, either solo or in ensembles.
The ability to participate in an ensemble is nurtured by participation in beginner and

junior ensembles that allow developing musicians the opportunity to use their

instrumental skills to play with other musicians in a supportive environment. This

view of musical learning sees ensemble playing as an activity in which instrumental

skills are applied.

These assumptions about the nature of musical knowledge and learning have
informed the structuring of instrumental teaching, particularly in the maintained

education sector. Local education authorities have predominantly chosen to locate

instrumental teaching provision within an LEA music service. The majority of these

music services have built their provision around two points of contact with the



instrumental student; the instrumental lesson and progressive ensembles provided in

music centres and central music schools. Skills are learnt in the instrumental lesson

and then applied in an ensemb]e.

It is the intention here to explore and challenge these assumptions about the nature
of the skills used in ensemble playing and the process by which these skills are
acquired. It will be posited that the skills of ensemble playing are specific and
separate from those required to play a musical instrument. It is also the intention to
explore the social nature of ensembles and the musical interactions on which they are
dependent. This study focuses on the opportunities to learn ensemble skills

provided by LEA music services, particularly in the progressive ensembles, which

are typically seen in music centres.

There has been little research into ensembles. Some writers have suggested that this
is because ensembles in education are problematic (Humphreys et al., 1992:651) as
they have no clear aims and their product in not easily quantified. This study does
not explore ensemble outcomes but rather uses an ethnographic approach to
investigate the musical and social interactions, culture and practice of ensembles, and
the musical learning pyramids in which many young people acquire and develop

ensemble skills, in order to understand the specific skills that are used to create

ensemble performance.



Music Service Provision

This study is set in an LEA music service and examines learning in its ensemble

provision. LEA music services provide a range of music support activities to schools
in their authority, the majority adopting a “two point of contact’ approach to
instrumental teaching and learning. However, no two music services are structured

the same or offer the same range of activities.

Sharp (1991:1-2) identified some of the different ways in which music services
contribute to work in schools, with individual children and the ‘cultural life of the
wider community’. She identified five main categories of music service provision:
Services to primary schools and secondary schools, these included instrumental tuition,
workshops, in-service training (INSET) for school staff, performances by
instrumental teaching staff ensembles, support for the curriculum and a general
contribution to the musical life of the school. Music centres providing opportunities
for group music making, advanced tuition for individuals and groups, music
libraries, the loan of instruments, facilities for practice, specialist music courses,
provision for pre-school aged children and adults and social enjoyment and interest.
Youth bands and orchestras that perform to a high standard and draw their
membership from across the authority and finally, special provision, including tuition

for ‘non-Western” music and for children with special educational needs.

Sharp’s summary is probably a fair reflection of the various forms of provision

offered nationally, however, few if any individual music service will offer all these
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activities, most will provide some services in most categories. While it is difficult to
generalise about overall provision, Sharp identifies two core areas of activity
common to the majority of music services. These are instrumental teaching in

schools and the provision of music centres. These music centres may offer many and
various activities to support and extend music in schools (see figure 1.1). However,

all music centres provide the opportunity for young musicians to play in ensembles,

bands and orchestras providing, along with the instrumental lesson, either in school

or music centre, the ‘two points of contact’ identified earlier.

Figure 1.1
Music centre activities provided by English and
Welsh LEAs in 1986/87 and 1990/91
LEAs providing the activity
Activity % in 1986/87 | %1990/91

Ensembles, bands & orchestras
Group tuition

Choirs

Theory

Aural
Individual tuition

Musicianship
Composition/improvisation
Other activities

Total number of LEAS 90 92

(Adapted from Sharp 1991:52)

These ‘two points of contact’ contrast in setting and teaching and learning
approaches. Instrumental teaching is largely delivered ‘in-school’, while bands and
orchestras are generally organized ‘out-of-school’. Instrumental lessons are

generally organized during the school day and the pupils are taught as individuals




or in small groups. On the other hand, bands and orchestras are organized outside

of the school day and the learning is situated within the participatory and interactive

practice of music at music centres.

It could be perceived that the instrumental lesson is the setting in which technical
skills are learnt and the progressive ensemble is the setting in which ensemble skills
are acquired. However, these two areas of skill development are not easily separated
and are often addressed, seemingly simultaneously, in both settings. Musical and
ensemble issues are addressed as part of the instrumental lesson and technical issues

are addressed as part of a progressive ensemble rehearsal. The differences between
these two learning environments may be found in the foci of each activity. The
underlying purpose of the instrumental lesson could be perceived as the
development of the individual, while the underlying purpose of the ensemble could
be perceived as the creation of ensemble performance. That is not to say that the
instrumental lesson is not concerned with performance or that the progressive
ensemble rehearsal is not concerned with the development of the individual, but
rather that the instrumental lesson views musicality and performance from the

perspective of the individual while the progressive ensemble rehearsal approaches

these self same issues from the perspective of the ensemble.

Musical Learning Pyramid

In their survey of instrumental music services undertaken in 1986/87 Cleave

and Dust (1989:11) observed that musical tuition and ensemble provision was




usually provided in a ‘pyramid structure’ (see figure 1.2). The base of the pyramid is 54

|
the instrumental work in schools where pupils ‘usually receive between 20 and 40 Ig

minutes basic group tuition a week’ (ibid 113). As the young musicians’ progress

Cleave and Dust describe how this ‘basic’ level of provision can be supplemented by

music centres where:

‘A varied programme of music centre activities can provide
the instrumental pupil with access to specialist tuition,
classes in theory, aural and general musicianship and
perhaps most importantly, the opportunity to meet with
other pupils of a similar ability to play in orchestras, bands

and ensembles’.

—
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Figure 1.2

Musle Cenlre(s

Pyramid Structure of Tuition
(From Cleave and Dust 1989: 112)
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The top of the pyramid usually consists of a ‘music school’ which ‘recruits pupils
from across the LEA” with several authorities in their survey describing the music
school as being ‘aimed specifically at the talented” with entry ‘often by audition’ (ibid
112). Each level of the pyramid offers higher level opportunities for tuition and
ensembles. While various levels of the pyramid are not the same in all music
services the principle of offering a broad based provision at the bottom rising to
provision for the more talented and higher achieving pupils at the top was common
to all services. The young instrumentalist joins at the bottom of the learning pyramid

as a novice and, over time, progresses from elementary, through intermediate to

advanced ensembles.

Individual ensembles that form part of a musical learning pyramid are graded,
grouping pupils by instrument, by level of achievement and often also by age. Music

is carefully selected by ensemble leaders to reflect the standard of the ensemble.

There is a large amount of published graded ensemble material available for most
recognised instrumental combinations. Ensembles, particularly those of an

elementary or intermediate standard, often have imbalanced instrumentation
reflecting the distribution of instruments learnt rather than the normal or expected
instrumentation of a particular ensemble. Most graded ensemble music of an
elementary or intermediate level is orchestrated in such a fashion as to enable

satisfactory performance regardless of instrumental balance. Graded ensemble

music has to reflect the technical, physical and emotional limitations of the young
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musicians who will be performing it. The technical, physical and emotional

demands of the music can increase as it is orchestrated for higher-level ensembles.

Music centres operate on weekday evenings and Saturday mornings. They are rarely
contained in one building and most are actually comprised of a group of ‘sub’ or

‘satellite’ centres, with each sub-centre serving a particular locality and providing

opportunities for pupils to play in area ensembles. Very few music centres are in
purpose built accommodation. It is common for music centre ensembles to rehearse
in school buildings, as schools often provide the only accommodation suitable for
rehearsing large bands, orchestras and choirs. A music centre has been described as
‘being like a family’ (Cleave and Dust 1989:109). Young musicians who are part of
the centre have ‘the support and encouragement of an external family of like minded
peers and specialist instrumental staff’. As has already been stated, the range of
activities offered at a music centre varies from LEA to LEA and between individual
music centres. However, the core activity common to all centres is the provision of
developmental instrumental ensembles. The purpose of music centre ensembles is to

develop the performance and ensemble skills of the young instrumentalists.

Despite the assertion that music centre ensembles are developmental, the use of the
word ‘development’ is problematic when applied to instrumental ensembles and

ensemble specific skills. The desire of the education profession, parents, schools,
music service management and the pupils themselves to ‘see’ progress may place an

emphasis on outcomes that demonstrate progress. For example, it could be
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conjectured that an increase in musical range or the ability to play in another key is
eminently more demonstrable than the development of subtleties of phrasing,
interpretation, understanding and collaboration. Indeed, the musically and socially

interactive nature of ensemble specific skills may not allow for the incremental
assessment of the acquisition of such knowledge and therefore, ‘development’ will
need to be viewed as a more complex concept that can only be observed in broader

terms.

Technique and Ensemble Skills ]

- e T N . R e

Music making is a participatory performance activity, but before an individual can
begin to participate in musical performance they need to acquire a musical voice - to

sing or play a musical instrument. As already discussed the teaching and learning of

W N T g A TR LT T R aT e T TR G

the two elements required to develop the young instrumentalist, technique and |

musical skills, are at their most intense in the two learning environments of the

- . o
—_——r—r—rm e - — -,

instrumental lesson and progressive ensemble. The skills required to achieve a
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musical voice are not, in themselves musical, they consist of the motor and technical g

skills required to control and master the voice or chosen instrument. The skills
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required to use a musical voice in participatory musical performance are more

difficult to define.

has been highlighted by other writers. Persson (1994:236) discusses the balance

5

|

5
The need to develop technical and musical skills together in a complimentary way I'
between technical and musical input into instrumental lessons observed at a tertiary



level. He suggests that ‘control before shape’ (technique before musicianship) only
appears to be a successful strategy if ‘used in addition to allowing the student to hear
and feel whole musical contexts’. Larger sections of the music are often not pieced

together until these small segments are mastered. He conjectures that playing larger

sections, albeit with faults, must be allowed if students are to experience and

understand the larger musical structure.

Musicianship is a broader concept and less clearly defined than that of ‘ensemble
specific skills’, and therefore, the two are not interchangeable. Indeed, ensemble
skills are often subsumed in the wider term ‘musicianship’. However, it could be
conceived that elements of Persson’s wider musicianship are, particularly for the less
experienced player, addressed more satisfactorily in an ensemble setting. The
problem the teacher encounters when teaching novice or school aged musicians,
rather than tertiary level music students, is that the technical skill level is often low.
This means that pupils are often unable to play in a fluent manner, or simply lack the
required muscular strength, and are therefore often incapable of playing passages
long enough to require shaping. Even when technical skills have advanced to a level
at which a limited register of notes can be produced accurately and consistently the
technical control required to vary the articulation, decay, tone and dynamic of each
note is not advanced sufficiently to allow for meaningful musicianship to be

developed. Therefore, the developmental ensemble may provide the first real

opportunity for the young musician to experience extended musical participation.

10



Ensemble Specific Skills

Ensemble specific skills are complex and difficult to define and understand. They

are the skills that combine various musical lines and sounds into something
meaningful and capable of demanding an emotional response from the listener. The
acquisition of ensemble skills is far more complex than learning technical skills.
Ensemble skills cannot be learnt in abstraction from participation in music making.
Ensemble, and the skills required to participate in it, are not the sole preserve of
formalised bands and orchestras. The application of these skills can be found in any
setting in which musicians play together. What is specific to bands and orchestras is
the number of individual musicians involved in the creation of the musical
performance and the constraints provided by the history of the ensemble type and its

orchestration. A young musician’s participation in this particular type of ensemble

playing is often developed by progression up a learning pyramid. For pupils to

progress up the pyramid the ensemble must facilitate learning. However, the

environment and structure of a progressive ensemble rehearsal is very different from

the learning environment and structures commonly associated with schools and

other institutions or indeed those of an instrumental music lesson. A progressive

ensemble provides situated learning in which traditional teaching and learning
methods are not apparent. Although each ensemble is part of a progressive structure
there appears to be little structure to the learning within each ensemble. Yet for

pupils to progress up the ladder they need to absorb certain skills of ensemble and

the social organisation of participatory music making.

11



Other Settings

Progressive ensembles can be observed in other settings such as schools, colleges and

universities. Indeed the developmental nature of ensemble work, as part of the

learning process, can be observed within an individual ensemble. For example

within a church choir or a brass band, where given a ‘gradual progression in skill
and accomplishment ..... someone might move from the back desk to a soloist
position’ (Sloboda 1999:450-455). On joining such an ensemble the newcomer often
plays a minor or peripheral role. The newcomer soon begins to take an increasingly
central role in the ensemble as their competence and confidence increases. The
musical learning pyramid structures the gradual acquisition of skills and the

increasing accomplishment that facilitates the transition of the newcomer from a

peripheral to central contributor, by providing a stepped progression in ensemble

and performance skills.

It could be conjectured that a musical learning pyramid amplifies the developmental
progression or centric motion observed by Sloboda by organising different
ensembles to meet the differing needs of the individual and grouping them with
others at the same development stage. This process appears to heighten and speed
up the skill acquisition element of the experience, by offering more structure and

guidance to the novice than would be experienced within a mixed ability ensemble.

12



The Setting

The ensembles that formed this study were in music centres organised and operated
by a music service in a metropolitan authority in the north of England. The authority

includes areas of moorland, agriculture, several towns of various sizes and a large
city. The area’s wealth had been built on the wool trade, and with the decline of the
mills came a decline in the area’s fortunes. However, new high-tech businesses are
moving into the area and there are signs of regeneration and growing confidence.

The authority is very diverse both in terms of population and wealth. It contrasts
some very disadvantaged inner city areas with some very affluent conurbations.

The authority has a large Pakistani community that mainly originates from one area
in Pakistan. The ethnic Pakistani population is centred in the inner city and in one of
the large towns in the authority. The music centres in the study are each in different
and contrasting parts of the Authority, one in a small town with a strong brass band

tradition, one in a large town with a strong sense of identity and its own traditions

and the third is in the inner city close to the city’s university.

The area has a long, vibrant and diverse musical tradition but organised music

making as part of schools and education had been in decline for several years, the
result of continuous budget cuts and uncertainty over the music service’s future.
This decline had led to a reduction in membership of music centres and this in turn
had lead to a reduced number of ensembles provided by each centre. However,
eighteen months prior to the time of this study the funding of Music Service’s had

been addressed by Central Government and the Music Service is now direct grant

13



funded. The decline in the amount of instrumental teaching had been halted and at
the time of the study the demand for instrumental teaching in schools was growing

rapidly. This was leading to a revival in music centre membership.

Summary

This study uses an ethnographic approach to examine musical ensembles in

education. It explores the skills used in ensemble playing and the musical and social
interactions that facilitate participatory music. This research also explores the
processes by which the skills required to participate in ensemble playing are
acquired. This area of musical education in under-researched and therefore, our
understanding of the skills and processes involved is limited. The body of research

that has been undertaken into musical learning and how this can be applied to

educational ensembles is explored in Chapter Two.
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Chapter Two

LITERATURE REVIEW

The teaching and learning of instrument and ensemble specific skills are areas that
have not received the same amount of attention from researchers as class music
teaching. Writings on implementing curriculum-related issues in music steadily
grow in number while the number of research-based writings on the teaching of
instrumental music, particularly group teaching in the maintained sector, and the
development of ensemble skills have, thus far, remained comparatively few. Indeed,

there has been very little, if any, research into the learning of instrumental ensemble

specific skills in progressive ensembles.

That research which has examined instrumental teaching in the maintained sector

has predominately concentrated on the organisational, or macro issues (Cleave and

Dust 1989, Sharp 1991, Coopers & Lybrand and Mori 1994, Hallam and Prince 2000),
or on the effects learning a musical instrument has on the general learning process
(Leng and Shaw 1991, Rauscher, Shaw and Ky 1993, Sarnthein et al 1997).

Investigations into pedagogical issues in instrumental teaching have been
undertaken (Thompson 1984, Cooper 1985, Persson 1994, Hallam 1998) and one

group of researchers have endeavoured to show an intimate link between

15



achievement and practice (Sloboda, Davidson, Howe and More 1996, O’Neill 1997).
However, there has been little research into ensembles in musical education. Itis the
aim of this research to explore this area, particularly focusing on the acquisition and

development of ensemble specific skills and the musical and social interactions that

facilitate ensemble playing.

Learning in Music

There is a body of research that explores learning in music. Sloboda (1985:195-6)
suggests that this area of research can be broadly separated into two main categories,
that focusing on enculturation and that focusing on generative skills. Hallam and
Lamont, in their review of research into learning in music, define enculturation as:
“....general developmental processes that are characterised

by, and resulting from, a shared set of primitive capacities, a

shared set of experiences provided by culture, and the impact

of rapidly changing general cognitive system”.

(Hallam and Lamont 2001:9)
Research suggests that musical enculturation commences about three months before

birth, (Lecanuet 1996, Parncutt 1993) with the individual continuing to develop

musical recognition after birth. By the time they reach the age of about twelve
months old a child shows a preference for the music that conforms to the ‘musical
norms’ that are around them (Trehub et al. 1997). This complex process of
enculturation continues as the child grows and develops, with studies undertaken in
France, the United States and the United Kingdom indicating that at about five years

of age children understand diatonic scale structures and by about eight years of age

16



they are sensitive to the harmonic properties of tonal music (Dowling 1988, Lamont
1998, Imberty 1969). The skills and development encompassed by enculturation are

non-technical skills that are acquired through listening and experiences provided by

the culture in which the child is immersed as they grow and develop.

Sloboda’s second category, generative skills, were described by Hallam and Lamont
as:

“....specific experiences not shared by all members of the
culture, resulting in expertise, occurring in a self-consciously

educational milieu, characterised by and resulting from
specific specialised experiences, self-conscious effort, and

instructional method”.

(Hallam and Lamont 2001:9)
Research in this category has investigated various aspects of musical learning. Some
researchers in this area have examined the role of the teacher in learning processes in
music (Davidson and Smith 1997, Yarborough and Price 1989, Barry and McArthur
1994), others have focussed on assessment (Johnson 1997, McPherson and Thompson
1998) and the development of skills in singing (Cooksey and Welch 1998, Howard et
al. 1994, Welch et al. 1998). There has been research into the compositions of, and the
process of composition in, school-aged children (Bunting 1987, Swanwick 1988).
There has also been research on personality characteristics of different types of
musicians (Kemp 1996, 1997) while other researchers have explored the ways in

which individuals approach learning an instrument (Hallam 1995). The areas of

gender issues in the motivation to take up a musical instrument and the selection of

17



an instrument to learn (O’Niell 1997, Davidson 1999) and, girls and boys and the use

of technology in music education (Comber et al, 1993) have been examined.

Research into the development and acquisition of those skills Sloboda categorises as
generative has, apart for consideration of age and musical standard, largely been
focused at the level of the group and has not considered difference between
individuals (Hallam and Lamont 2001:13). It is also the case that research into
generative skills has largely focused on the classical Western music tradition with
little research into world music’s, though recent research by Green (2001) has

explored how musicians involved in popular music learn.

In summary, enculturation is rooted in culture and shared experience and is reflected

in non-technical skills, on the other hand, generative skills are reflected in more
specialised experiences and are produced through conscious effort. However, this
division of music learning is to some extent artificial and Hallam and Lamont
suggest that in practice these two categories of enculturation and generative skills are
often intertwined (2001:9). Though the learning associated with ensembles and

ensemble skills may be partially explained through enculturation or generative skills
learning, or a mixture of both, it must be remembered that ensemble specific skills
are skills of musical discourse and are therefore, inherently social. “Musical styles
are maintained and developed through give-and-take in interpretative communities”
(Swanwick 2001:7). It is the skills required to enter, participate in, and progress

through these ‘interpretative communities’, represented by ensembles, musical

18



learning pyramids and other musical groupings, and the skills required to ‘give-and-

take’ through musical dialogue that form ensemble specific skills. It is these skills

that are the focus of this study.

Progressive Ensembles

There has been research that has examined the frequency of music centres and
progressive ensembles. Sharp (1991:5) summarises her work in the following form:

“....most authorities have music centres which provide the
opportunity for children to extend the musical experiences they

have in school”.

She further notes that the only activities offered by all LEAs in music centres were
ensembles, bands and orchestras. This replicated similar findings by Cleave and
Dust (1989:113). Some researchers have specifically examined the work of music
centres or progressive ensembles (Thompson 1985, Fletcher 1991, Firth 1996,

Sloboda 1999). There appears to be a broadly accepted view among writers that
musical learning pyramids do educate and progress, and that many musical
objectives can only be achieved through centralised activity in area or authority
ensembles. However, there has been little, or no, investigations into how learning

and progression is achieved within progressive ensembles.

l—

Sloboda (1999:10) discusses the importance of enabling people to “progressively

occupy intermediate rungs on a ladder of skill progression” and suggests that
traditional opportunities to progress through participation have declined. He draws

attention to the opportunities to participate in music making available to people “in
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earlier times” (ibid:10). He describes an age of gatherings in local public houses or at

village festivals when community singing or playing along on the tin whistle or a
violin would be tolerated, and even encouraged. He goes on to describe the more

structured learning opportunities that were readily available within the church choir

or a brass band:

“Here, there would be a level of discipline and correction of
blatant errors, together with a regular cycle of rehearsals and
concerts. These institutions could allow a gradual progression
in skill and accomplishment, so that someone might move
from the back desk to a soloist position.”

(Sloboda 1999:10)

The picture painted by Sloboda of a glorious past of amateur music making
opportunities is somewhat idyllic. Itis difficult to conceive of the world described by
Sloboda as existing in anything other than small pockets around the country. His
suggestion that these perceived opportunities have declined ignores the many
developments in music teaching and music making opportunities available to young

people particularly in schools where, because of the requirements of the National
Curriculum, all young people receive an experience of music and music making,

While Sloboda’s notion of structured learning opportunities and of ‘gradual

progression in skill and accomplishment’ as the individual moves from the “back
desk to a soloist position’ is an interesting, if unexplained, model of skill acquisition
it is not unique to ‘earlier times’. The opportunities for musicians to progressively

occupy intermediate rungs on a ladder of musical and ensemble skill progression can

be seen in many progressive ensembles and particularly in the ensembles within

music centres.
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However, there are differences between the learning achieved in Sloboda’s ‘earlier
times” and the activities found in music centres. Though music centres may not have
the formality of a classroom they are, to some extent, set in formal educational
structures, whereas, ‘traditional opportunities to participate in music making’ were
largely informal. It must also be remembered that in many cases the knowledge

acquired in these informal musical settings was ‘folk knowledge’ as opposed to

formal ‘codified’ knowledge as acquired in music centres.

Progressive Structures

Cleave and Dust (1989:109) describe music centres as places where pupils “are able to

join with children from other schools in making music” and suggest that pupils who
are members of music centres will ideally “have the support and encouragement of

an ‘extended family” of like minded peers and specialist instrumental staff”. They go

on to say that music centres are more than activity centres and suggest that they are
centres of musical, social and general education. Cleave and Dust also describe the

ladder of progression that forms the provision of ensembles in most music centres.

They state that:

“......the junior or beginners group, followed by an

intermediate and then, finally, a senior group was the general
pattern. Some centres structured ensembles within each
instrument group in the same way. A music centre in a
Northern metropolitan district included in its programme,
preliminary, intermediate and senior string ensembles;
another in the same authority ran a junior, training and senior

brass band”.
(Cleave and Dust 1989:114-115)
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A case study of a music service by Caroline Sharp found a similar structure:

“There is a service-level agreement with the LEA for running
the twenty-four youth orchestras and ensembles. These
include string orchestras; wind bands; a brass band, jazz
orchestra and a percussion ensemble. The ensembles are area-
based and aim to offer opportunities to children at different
stages (for beginners, intermediate, and experienced players)”.

(Sharp 1995:49)

These descriptions give a clear picture of the structures and pathways available to

young musicians in music centres. However, they fail to explain how progress and

learning is achieved through these structures, how individual pupils acquire the

ensemble skills that will enable them to progress to the next rung of the ladder.

Thompson (1985:18) suggests that there is a natural progression of skills in a music

centre ensemble. He notes the progression of players as they gradually move from
playing third clarinet or cornet parts to second parts then first parts as their

musicianship increases. Thompson concludes that if ensemble rehearsals are not

merely used to point out musical detail but are also made musical experiences then
“it is possible to create an atmosphere which is conducive to critical listening and to

the development of all-round musicianship. In these circumstances performance is

seen as an adjunct to learning, not the reverse” (ibid:18-19). The notion that
structured ensembles can facilitate learning had been discussed earlier by Swanwick
who, writing on group instrumental tuition, cites the example of an American High
School Band in which “people learn much of playing technique and stylistic

understanding from the group itself” (1979:21). This research is premised on the
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assumption that learning takes place within an ensemble and Swanwick postulates
that understanding is learnt from “the group itself” but no suggestions are made as
to how this learning is achieved. Both Thompson and Swanwick describe the
progression that young musicians achieve through ensembles and both assert that
learning takes place within ensembles. However, the skills that are learnt are
discussed in generalised terms such as “all-round musicianship” and “stylistic

understanding” or instrument specific skills such as technique. No suggestions are

made as to the nature of ensemble specific skills or how the young musicians acquire

them.

There has also been discussion about the importance of structuring progressive
ensembles by matching standards of ability among players and the careful selection
of repertoire. Some writers put great emphasis on the central role of the conductor,

or ensemble coach, in the acquisition of performance skills by young musicians.

There is also much discussion about communicating through music, music as art and
music as performance. However, there appears to have been no examination of the
processes involved in skill acquisition in progressive ensembles and little description
of the ensemble specific skills that are learnt. The young musician’s progressive

development from novice ensemble member to accomplished ensemble performer is

only described and discussed in structural terms.

Ensemble Research
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Several authors have noted the relative dearth of research into music ensembles in
education. Hallam and Lamont (2001:12) state; “there has been relatively little
research on ensemble work although there has been some research exploring the
interactions between conductors and their groups (Carpenter 1988, Durrant 2000,
Witt 1986, Yarborough 1975)". Humphreys, May and Nelson (1992) suggest that the
shortage of research into learning in ensembles springs from the inherent difficulties

it presents to the researcher. They state that:

“Despite their popularity and importance to the music
curricula, meaningful research on bands, choirs, and
orchestras has been difficult to formulate, especially
research related to the teaching-learning process”

( Humphreys et al., 1992:651)
They go on to suggest that the difficulties experienced by researchers who attempt
to study music ensembles are rooted in ambiguity over the objectives for music
ensembles. They suggest that some teachers and researchers view the music
ensemble as a unique educational phenomenon, the success of which they attribute
to its wide-ranging appeal as well as to the directness and simplicity of its

objectives, though they do not state what these simple objectives are. They go on to

contrast this perspective with that of other teachers and researchers who view the

objectives of music ensembles as neither simple or direct, believing that ensembles

should provide students with opportunities not only to participate in music making

but also to experience the aesthetic satisfaction of an art form. They argue that “the
failure of the music education professional and society at large” to agree more
specific objectives for music ensembles has blurred the research process

(Humpbhreys et al., 1992:651).
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This explanation of why so little research into learning within an ensemble has been
undertaken is unsatisfactory. The two perspectives of the role of ensembles they

outline are not necessarily mutually exclusive. For example, the belief that
ensembles should offer opportunities to experience the aesthetic satisfaction of an art
form can form an objective that is both direct and simple. Furthermore, research is
carried out from many perspectives, therefore, it is not reliant on “music education
professionals and society at large” to agree on specific objectives for ensembles in
order for research to be undertaken into the phenomenon. Research may provide the

route to clarifying the objectives of music ensembles in education. Indeed, ensembles

in education may have many different objectives.

Research that has been undertaken into musical ensembles has focused on student

inputs and outputs rather then the specific skills of ensemble and the learning

process by which they are acquired. Some research has been undertaken into

student participation and achievement in ensembles, however, Humphreys et al,,
(1992) in their review of ‘Research on music ensembles’ say, “more studies are needed

on the differences between students who choose to participate in elective school
music ensembles and those who do not”. They summarise the research into
participation and retention in school music ensembles by stating that several factors
seem to predict which students will remain in a musical organisation. They identify
“socio-economic status, self-concept in music, music aptitude, social attitudes, and

various measures of scholastic ability” as sources of variation in statistically
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significant differences between continuers and drop-outs (ibid:653). They add, “little
is known about the effects of different types of instruction, teacher-related variables,

and the interactions of these and other factors on drop-out and retention” (ibid:653).

A comparatively large number of researchers have examined the short-term effects of
different learning strategies, programme types, and activities. These studies have
focused on the effects of modelling, competition, jazz improvisation training and
various other teaching, rehearsing and conducting strategies (Humphreys et al., 1992
653). Another area that has been studied is rehearsal structure. Pascoe (1973)
suggests that faster-paced, more familiar activities be placed at the beginning and
end of the rehearsal while slower-paced, less familiar, more difficult activities should
be placed in the middle portion of the rehearsal. Other researchers have concluded
that the structure of a rehearsal affects student behaviour and attitudes (Cox 1986,

1989, Menchaca 1988, Murray 1975, Price, 1983, Thurman 1977).

Humphreys et al. (1992:653) suggest that research regarding predictors of student
success in music ensembles has attained some fairiy consistent results, with IQ
scores, Musical Aptitude Profile (MAP) scores, Music Achievement Test (MAT)
Scores, Seashore Measures of Musical Talents subtest scores, instrument timbre
preferences, personality development, and certain psychomotor skills all seeming to

predict success to a moderate degree. However, none of these predictors assess the
musical interaction, musical dialogue and musical negotiation skills that are essential

in ensemble playing. They all assess the learning experienced in ensembles through
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the development of the musician’s individual skill level, rather than by assessing the

development of the individual’s ability to musically interact with the ensemble and

contribute to a greater whole.

The majority of research that has been undertaken into music ensembles has
investigated the impact of the ensemble on the individual student and how students

can better improve their individual skills through ensembles. However, little, if
any, research has examined the precise nature of the ensemble specific skills

acquired within ensembles, or the musical dialogue and interaction that is the

essence of ensemble.

The Process of Learning

There has, of course, been much research into, and discussion about, the process of

learning. Many explanations view learning as a process by which a learner

internalises knowledge (discussed in Lee and Smagorinsky 2000). However, learning
as internalisation is too easily seen as an unproblematic process of absorbing the

given. Lave (in Chaiklin and Lave 1996:12) suggests that at least four issues trouble

traditional cognitive theory. First, there is an assumed division between learning
and other kinds of activity. Second, both the invention and reinvention of
knowledge are difficult problems if learning is viewed as a matter of acquiring
existing knowledge. Third, cognitive theory assumes universal processes and the
homogenous character of knowledge and of learners (other than in quantity and

capacity). Finally, there is a problem of re-conceptualising the meaning of mistaken
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understanding in an heterogeneous world. There is an epistemological difference
between a view of knowledge as objects, which are held within the individual’s
mind, and of learning as a process of internalising these objects and a view of
knowledge and learning as a process of engagement in changing human activity. In

the former it is ‘learning’ that is a problematic concept while with the latter it is

‘knowledge’ that becomes complex and problematic.

The assumption that there is a division between learning and other kinds of activity,
that learning and development are distinctive processes and separate from the more
general category of human activity requires two assumptions. Firstly, that
knowledge remains static within the individual except during special periods of
learning. Secondly, that the special circumstances for learning are provided through
institutional arrangements. Viewed from this perspective young musicians acquire
musical knowledge within a formal setting, they then apply that knowledge when
participating in an ensemble. This perspective places musical learning, and
ensemble participation and performance as separate activities. Ensemble specific
skills could not be learnt and applied in the same setting. There are further
difficulties in viewing musical learning as a matter of acquiring existing knowledge.
The assumption that musical knowledge is simply transferred or internalised would
suggest a uniformity of knowledge, that musical knowledge is the same in all. This
perspective fails to acknowledge the different interests, aims and circumstances that

constitute musical knowledge on a multitude of different occasions in many different

settings. It also fails to acknowledge musical creativity and the role of
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experimentation and adaptation in the acquisition of musical skills and knowledge.
Musicians do not simply engage in the reproduction of given knowledge, rather they

use musical knowledge as a flexible process by which they engage with other

musicians and the wider social world.

Constructivism

Constructivism is undoubtedly a major theoretical influence in contemporary science

and mathematics education. It is also a significant influence in literary, artistic, social

science and religious education. Although constructivism began life as a theory of
learning, it has progressively expanded its dominion becoming a theory of teaching,
of education, of educational administration, of the origin of ideas, and of both
personal and scientific knowledge (Matthews 2000:161). For some, constructivism is

even larger than a theory of learning and education. Pépin (1998:174) states that

constructivism:

“......also offers a global perspective on the meaning of human

adventure, on the way human beings impart meaning to their

whole existence in order to survive and adapt”.

Thus one problem of appraising constructivism is being clear about what aspect of
constructivism is being evaluated. Matthews (ibid:169) suggests that there are three

major constructivist traditions: sociological constructivism, philosophical

constructivism and educational constructivism. Sociological constructivism is

identified with the ‘Edinburgh School’ of sociologists and their research on the
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Sociology of Scientific Knowledge. Philosophical constructivism has its immediate

origins in Thomas Kuhn'’s work and has been more recently represented by

researchers such as Bas van Fraasen. Educational constructivism can be divided into

personal constructivism having its origins with Jean Piaget and currently enunciated

by researchers like Ernst von Glasersfeld; and social constructivism which has its

origins with Lev Vygotsky.

The social constructivist ideas of the Russian psychologist Vygotsky have
increasingly been recognised as important. Vygotsky’s ideas date from the 1920s and
1930s but did not become known in the West until the 1970s. His influences can be
found in the sociological ideas of Durkheim, Wundt’s work on social psychology, the
early writings of Piaget and the theories of linguistics and literacy theory emerging in
the USSR in the 1920s (Bartlett et al 2001:138). In the English-speaking world it is his
notion of the ‘zone of proximal development’ that has been his most important
legacy to education. Wells (1999:313-314) states that the explicit formulation of the

zone of proximal development appeared quite late in Vygotsky’s writing, and then in

two rather different contexts. In one version, which appears in a collection of essays
entitled Mental Development of Children and the Process of Learning (Vygotsky 1935), the
immediate context in which the zone of proximal development is presented is that of
the assessment of children’s intellectual potential, though Vygotsky presents the
zone of proximal development as a more dynamic concept than that of an IQ score.
The second version is to be found in Vygotsky’s last major work, Thinking and Speech

(1934/1987). In this second context the zone of proximal development determines the
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lower and upper bounds of the zone in which instruction should be pitched.
“Instruction is only useful when it moves ahead of development” (ibid:212), “leading

the child to carry out activities that force him to rise above himself” (ibid: 213).

These two versions have some common features. Both emphasise that learning leads
to development and the role of adult assistance and guidance in enabling the child to
achieve more, with more expert help, than they would achieve on their own.
However, these two versions also leave uncertainty about how the concept of the
zone of proximal development should be understood and this has led to the zone of
proximal development receiving differing interpretations. Lave and Wenger (1991:
48) suggest that these interpretations can be roughly classified into three categories.

First, the zone of proximal development is characterised as the distance between a

pupil’s current level of learning, or problem solving ability, and the level he/she
could be functioning at given the appropriate learning experience and adult or peer
support. This ‘scaffolding’ interpretation could be applied to the learning of
ensemble specific skills within a progressive ensembles. It could be postulated that
young musicians are given support, from both conductors and tutors, while they are
new to the ensemble with ensemble members participating unsupported as they
become more senior and experienced within the ensemble. Secondly there is a

‘cultural’ interpretation of the zone of proximal development. This view construes

the zone of proximal development as the distance between understood knowledge as

provided by instruction and the everyday experience of individuals. In this

interpretation the zone of proximal development for young musicians in progressive

11



ensembles is the distance between the musical knowledge acquired through
instruction and their own experiences of ensemble participation. It is the distance
between a young ensemble member’s formal, taught musical knowledge and their
active, experienced musical knowledge. Lave and Wenger argue that in both of these
first two categories of interpretation of the concept of the zone of proximal
development ‘the social character of learning mostly consists of a small ‘aura’ of
socialness that provides input for the process of internalisation which in turn is

viewed as individual acquisition of the cultural given’ (1991:48)

The third perspective of the zone of proximal development identified by Lave and
Wenger is the result of contemporary developments in the traditions of Soviet
psychology, in which Vygotsky’s work figures prominently. Among these is the

research tradition commonly known as activity theory (Bakhurst 1988, Engestrom

1987). Engestrom (1996:64) points out that “this tradition is not a fixed and finished
body of strictly defined statements - it is itself an internationally evolving,

multivoiced activity system”. This third type of interpretation of the zone of

proximal development extends the study of learning ‘beyond the context of

pedagogical structuring’ to include the ‘structure of the social world in the analysis’

(1991:49). This interpretation defines the zone of proximal development as the

‘distance between the everyday actions of individuals and the historically new form

of the societal activity that can be collectively generated as a solution to the double

bind potentially embedded in ............. everyday actions’ (Engestrom 1987:174). This

view emphasises the changing relations within progressive ensembles between
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novice ensemble members and ‘old-timers’. It views learning in the context of
changing, shared musical practice. This perspective enables thinking about the
learning of ensemble specific skills to be focused within the ensemble. It
acknowledges that musical learning can take place outside of formal, institutional
settings and pedagogical structuring. It also posits that learning ensemble specific

skills within a progressive ensemble is a process of changing shared practice.

Situated Learning

The study of cognition in its natural context grew out of dissatisfaction with the
approach of traditional cognitive psychology (Bartlett et al 2001:150). Situated
learning places the learner as a subsystem within a series of increasingly complex
systems and learning exists as part of those contexts. Bronfenbrenner (1979)

conceptualised human development as ‘the process of understanding and

reconstructing our ecological environment at successively greater levels of
complexity’ (Smith and Cowie 1988:10). Bartlett (20001:151) suggests that

Bronfenbrenner’s theory postulates four systems of development in context:

Microsystem: the home, the classroom, friendships.

Mesosystem:  the links between microsystems, for example, no breakfast at home

can lead to poor work at school.

Exosystems:  the links between mircrosystems and settings in which the learner
does not participate but is affected by, for example, a parents stressful

work environment may lead to short temperedness with the child.
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Macrosystem: the ideology and organisations of society in which the learner lives,

for example, unemployment levels and social taboos.

Bronfenbrenner’s model helps to explain the interconnected environmental factors

that impact on learning. However, situated cognition theory goes further suggesting

a collective knowledge, which is embodied in ‘the ongoing, ever-evolving

interaction’ between people (Davis and Sumara 1997:115). The situated perspective
also asserts that context-bound learning is more effective than the abstract

representation of phenomena that constitutes much institutional teaching.

Whatever the merits of different learning strategies it is clear that learning is not the
preserve of formal institutions and abstract representation. Learning occurs in many

contexts and settings. The learning and skill acquisition that takes place in

progressive ensembles is not abstract it is situated in an ensemble and has more in
common with ‘on-the-job-training’, or apprenticeship, than with traditional academic
learning. Dreyfus (1981, discussed in Elliot 1991:131-4) suggests that the acquisition
of skill is largely a matter of learning to judge situations. He identifies four mental
capacities involved: component recognition, salience recognition, whole-situation
recognition and decision-making. He suggests that the components of the situation
are either object context-free attributes or subjectively experienced context-
dependent aspects. The novice can be taught to recognise object attributes ‘without
the benefit of experience’. He calls this kind of component recognition ‘non-

situational’. He contrasts this with the recognition of context-dependent aspects.



Recognition of these is dependent on prior experience of real situations in which the

individual notes, or mentor points out, recurrent meaningful situational components.

Having identified four mental capacities Dreyfus suggests a five stage model of their
development (see Figure 2.1). He argues that ‘advanced beginner’ represents a
marginally acceptable level of performance. Unlike novices, they are able to interpret
meaningful aspects of situations. However, they are unable to discriminate between
aspects in terms of implications for decision making. The ‘competent’ stage represents
the ability to reflect analytically on the experience of situations. It is at the stages of
‘proficient’ and ‘expert’ that analytical reflection is transcended by the ability to
recognise holistically the meaning and significance of all the relevant aspects of

situations. The development of capacities for situational understanding depends on

the accumulation of experience.

Figure 2.1

Component Salience Whole-situation  Decision

recognition recognition recognition

1. Novice non-situational none analytical rational
2. Advanced

beginner situational none analytical rational
3. Competent  situational present analytical rational
4. Proficient situational present holistic rational
5. Expert situational present holistic intuitive

Five stage model of development of situational understanding and judgement

35



(Dreyfus 1981)

The model suggested by Dreyfus could easily be applied to the development of
ensemble specific skills, with young musicians moving from novice to expert. He

acknowledges the importance of experience and situation. He suggests that

situational understanding is the key to informed decision making and that at its most
developed stage, this process ceases to be conscious and analytical and becomes
holistic and intuitive. While the Dreyfus model satisfactorily explains situated

understanding, and judgements made as a result of that understanding, it fails to

address situated learning. There is the acknowledgement that ‘human abilities
change and develop with increasing amounts of hands-on experience’ (Elliot

1991:133) but there is no explanation of how skills are acquired as a consequence of

situated experiences or how situated learning is guided or focused by either a mentor

or by the learner themselves.

Communities of Practice

There is a tradition of research into skill and its acquisition that suggests that
structure plus motivation plus practise leads to skill (Ericsson and Smith 1991,

Ericsson 1996) and it is easy to see how this model could explain ensemble specific
skill acquisition in progressive ensembles. Progressive ensembles provide structure
and the young musicians desire to learn, allied to a commitment to regular practise,

lead to the development of ensemble specific skills. However, it is also important to
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consider the social character of progressive ensembles. Lave and Wenger (1991, also
Wenger 1998) situate learning in certain forms of social participation. They suggest
that learning is a process of participation in communities of practice, participation
that is first legitimately peripheral but that gradually increases in engagement and
complexity. They introduce the notions of ‘communities of practice’ and ‘legitimate
peripheral participation’. They move away from the view of situated learning as

‘some reifiable process that just happens to be located somewhere’ (Lave and Wenger

1991:35) to one in which learning is an intrinsic part of generative social practice.

‘The newcomer or novice within a community of practice begins with legitimate
peripherality. Lave and Wenger argue that this legitimate peripherality provides the
learner more than an ‘observational lookout post’ but rather involves ‘participation

as a way of learning’ (1991:95). It enables the learner to both absorb and also be

absorbed in the ‘culture of practice’. Itis during this period of legitimate
peripherality that the learner discovers what constitutes the practice of the
community. It offers the learner exemplars of both behaviours at all levels of
participation and of the product of the community of practice. The product of a

community of practice could be delivering babies, producing clothes or creating a

musical performance.

A community of practice is much more than the technical knowledge and skills

required to produce the product of the community. Lave and Wenger define a

community of practice as a ‘set of relations among persons, activity, and world, over
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time in relation with other tangential and over lapping communities of practice’

(1991:98). They state that their use of the term community does not imply a

primordial culture but rather assumes that members have various and different
interests, make diverse contributions to activity and hold a broad range of view
points. Their view of membership of a community of practice assumes participation

at multiple levels. A community of practice does not necessarily imply geographical

proximity, societal boundaries or easily identified social groupings. However, it does
require participation in an activity system about which there is common

understanding among participants about what they are doing, and what that means

to them as individuals and communities.

Wenger (1998) further develops the concept of communities of practice. He suggests

that they are an integral part of our daily lives.

“(Communities of practice) are so informal and so pervasive
that they rarely come into explicit focus, but for the same

reasons they are quite familiar.”

(Wenger 1998:7)

He suggests that communities of practice can exist over centuries, for example
communities of artisans who pass their craft from generation to generation
(1998:86). Others may exist only for a short period of time yet be intense enough to
generate indigenous practice and to have life changing effects on members, for
example, a community that may form as people come together to deal with a
disaster (ibid p86). However, the defining feature of a community of practice is not

time but rather sufficient mutual engagement in the pursuance of an enterprise to
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share some significant learning. He states that ‘the concept of practice connotes

doing, not just doing in and of itself, it is doing in an historical and social context’

(ibid:47).

He suggests that learning is rooted in engagement and participation in a community

of practice. He defines participation as:

“....a complex process that combines doing, talking,
thinking, feeling and belonging. It involves the whole
person, including our bodies, minds, emotions and social

relations”.

(Wenger 1998: 55-56)
He also states that engagement ‘is not a synonym for group, team, or network’
(ibid:74), but rather that ‘inclusion in what matters is a requirement for being
engaged in a community of practice” and that even when participants have much in

common ‘the specific coordination necessary to do things together requires constant

attention’ (ibid:74).

However, there are activities in which we all engage and from which we

undoubtedly learn that do not require us to engage with others or participate with

others except in the broadest possible way. For example, reading a newspaper is a

form of learning, we learn about current events in the world. We normally do this
as an individual activity. The relationship between a newspaper and its readership
is largely passive. The vast majority of readers will digest the information without

ény wish to engage with the compilers of the newspaper or with its other readers.
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Wenger postulates that the difference between mere doing and learning is not in the
activity but is that ‘learning — whatever form it takes — changes who we are by
changing our ability to participate, to belong, to negotiate meaning’ (ibid:226).
However, there are times when knowledge is acquired and not applied, and times
when knowledge is acquired without engagement with and participation in a
community of practice. While all our learning and knowledge is the window by
which we view the world our ability to participate, belong and negotiate meaning in
that world is not always directly linked to what we learn. Rather, it is the
culmination of many different pieces of knowledge and experiences that over time
inform our perspective of the world and ultimately our ability to participate, belong

and negotiate meaning, however, when any knowledge is acquired it must

constitute a process of learning,.

It must also be acknowledged that there are many methods of knowledge

acquisition. Some are rooted in communities and practice and are situated in their

natural context. Others demand the abstraction of the knowledge from the
communities and practices to which they ultimately belong. However, there are

other forms of learning such as experimentation and independent thought that may
ultimately find their situation in communities and practice however, at the point of

knowledge acquisition this learning stands independently of a community or of

practice.
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Wenger discusses education as an investment in a communities ‘own future, not as
a reproduction of the past through cultural transmission, but as the formation of
new identities that can take it’s history of learning forward’(ibid:263-264).
However, in order for individuals to take a ‘history of learning’ forward it is
necessary for them to understand the communities history of learning up to that
point. This surely necessitates the learning of what has past, what Wenger
describes as ‘cultural transmission’ before that knowledge can be applied to the
development of a community’s future history. That is not to say that these two
processes are clearly demarcated or easily separated, the learner must live within
the community about which they are acquiring the knowledge and therefore will
need to apply some or much of that ‘past’ knowledge as soon as it has been
absorbed, and as soon as it is applied it will be developing its meaning within

community and therefore taking forward the history of that community.

However, Wenger's ideas are a useful model for the exploration of learning as they
do not view learning as cognitive processes and conceptual structures. Wenger’'s
notion of social learning places learning in the context of social engagements. In this

model the individual learner does not acquire a discrete body of knowledge, which

they then transport and reapply in later contexts. Instead they acquire the skill to

perform by actually engaging in the process. This model is very appealing and

could explain learning in a progressive ensemble, how an individual could, over
time, progress from the back desk to a soloist position within an individual

ensemble. However, within a progressive ensemble there is very little opportunity
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for peripheral engagement if all the young musicians in an ensemble are of a similar

playing ability.

This concept of peripheral engagement contains a potential paradox between the
needs of the peripheral players and needs of the ensemble. In order to create
learning opportunities less experienced players and more skilled players need to be

members of the same ensembles, in order for the less experienced to observe

behaviours and good practice as modelled by the more experienced players.
However, too wide a skill gap between ensemble members could damage the

musical viability of the ensemble. If musical learning is to be viewed in the context
of social engagement this potential paradox, between needs of the peripheral players

and the needs of the ensemble, will need to be explored. Indeed, the tension created

by these two dynamics may hold the key to how pupils learn ensemble skills in

progressive ensembles.

Summary

Viewing the learning of musicianship and the acquisition of ensemble playing skills
as being primarily about social participation creates ontological and epistemological
assumptions, which the researcher who invokes the ‘social’ dimension has to accept.
These assumptions form the foundations for any exploration predicated on a
theoretical perspective. Therefore the selection of methodology used to explore a

research issue is not a ‘free choice” made from the gamut of research tools available

to the researcher, certain methods will be precluded, while others will fit naturally
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with the researcher’s ontological, epistemological and theoretical perspective. In the

next chapter the ontological and epistemological perspective under-pinning this
research project is explored along with the methodology selected as the direct

consequence of this perspective.
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Chapter Three

METHODOLOGY

The area of study chosen for research, and the methodological approach to that
study, is rooted in the ontological and epistemological assumptions and perspective
of the researcher. Ontological assumptions about the construction of the social world
will inevitably influence what phenomenon are to be observed and epistemological
assumptions, which are themselves rooted in the ontological, will influence the
methodology applied to the research. It is necessary to understand the ontological
perspective and epistemological assumptions on which any research project is
founded if a proper understanding of both the research process and its outcomes are

to be achieved. Failure to examine these assumptions leads to research being
understood as a ‘technology’, as simply a set of methods, skills and procedures.
However, science is social practice and therefore ‘what it says and what it does is

significantly located within that context’ (Usher 1996:9).

Science as Human Activity

The methodology chosen to explore learning in progressive ensembles and musical

learning pyramids (MLP), and indeed the choice of this phenomenon for study, are
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value-laden decisions. These same values will influence the analysis and
interpretations of the findings. Maturana draws attention to the notion that research

is social practice, and that therefore what it says and what it does is significantly

located within that context:

‘Science is a human activity. Therefore whatever we as
scientists do as we do science has validity and meaning as
any other human activity does only in the context of human

co-existence in which it arises’.

(Maturana 1991:30)

Indeed this discussion of perspective itself reflects an ontological and epistemological
position for until quite recently the orthodox view was that, although research
investigates particular social contexts, the validity of its knowledge must come from
being located outside of any context (Usher 1996:9). Before describing the
methodological tools used in this project and explaining the reasons for their

selection it is necessary to critically examine the ontological and epistemological

assumptions on which it is based.

Nominalism and Realism

There are essentially two competing views about the nature of musical knowledge
and the learning of ensemble skills. There is the traditional view, which holds that
musical knowledge is founded on laws that are independent of the musician and
therefore the study of musical knowledge and ensemble skills should be concerned
with discovering these universal musical laws. The more recently emerged view

emphasises that people are different and that ultimately musical knowledge and
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experience is different for each individual. These different perspectives represent

very different ways of looking at, and interpreting, musical knowledge. The

ontological assumption of these two extremes is crystallised in the nominalist/realist
debate. The traditional perspective sees musical knowledge, skills and performance
as objective and external to individuals. It asserts that musical knowledge and
performance have an existence independent of our conception, or perception of

them, and that musical skills and musical performance have an independent

existence. The nominalist perspective, on the other hand, sees musical meaning as a

product of the individual consciousness, that the individual’s view of musical

meaning is created within that individual’s mind.

These two contrasting approaches also make very different epistemological
assumptions. The positivist approach sees musical knowledge and musical
performance as something that can be acquired. As something that is hard, objective

and tangible. This perspective takes sense-experience gained through observation

and experimentation as the source of musical meaning. This approach posits that

objective accounts of musical meaning can be given, and that the function of research

is to develop explanations in the form of universal laws.

The more recent perspective sees musical knowledge and understanding as
something that has to be personally experienced, as something that is essentially of a

personal nature. The interpretive epistemology focuses on musical practice. It

suggests that in order to explain musical meaning it is necessary to understand it and
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therefore we need to understand the meanings that construct, and are constructed
by, musical participation. Indeed symbolic interactionists would argue that the only
real purchase we can have on musical knowledge is ‘through the perspectives and

viewpoints of those actors that are central to the setting we wish to study’ (Scott

1996:66).

These two contrasting ontological and epistemological approaches lead to two very

different perspectives and two very different approaches to researching and

understanding ensemble performance and the learning of ensemble skills. The
positivist approach sees ensemble music and the learning of ensemble skills as things
that have an independent existence and therefore, they can be identified and
measured independently of the musicians who practice them. This approach to
researching the learning of ensemble skills aims to produce a set of universal laws

that are applicable in all musical settings and to all musical learners. The opposing

interpretivist view is that ensemble music and the learning of ensemble skills have to
be personally experienced. This approach asserts that music and ensemble skills are
the product of the individual consciousness and that musical realities are created
within the musicians mind. This approach to researching ensemble performance and
the learning of ensemble skills requires the researcher to experience these things
through the eyes of the learner, to attempt to understand the various perspectives

and understandings of musical skills and musical performance as experienced by the

developing musician.
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Determinism and Voluntarism

A further set of assumptions adopted by a researcher concern human nature and the
perspective the researcher takes of the relationships between individual musicians
and the ensemble. Given that musicians are both the subject and object of study,

assumptions concerning musicians’ relationships with their musical environment

have far reaching implications. Two opposing positions colour the matter. In the

first the actions of each individual musician within an ensemble are mechanistic

responses to the stimuli of the music and the ensemble. This view sees members of a
musical ensemble react in a prescribed way to both the music and to the other

ensemble members. These responses are predetermined and the musicians’

behaviour and view of the ensemble and its music is conditioned by these external

factors.

The second position sees the individual musician’s behaviour as resulting from ‘free

will’, a model in which the musicians shape and control the ensemble. This

voluntarism views the musician as controller as opposed to controlled. This

perspective sees the ensemble member choosing how to act in response to the

external stimuli of the ensemble and its music. The ensemble members are actively
shaping the ensemble and the ensemble performance. These two positions of

determinism and voluntarism are the extremes of the debate, and while there are

social theories at these extremes, most social scientists’ assumptions will probably

fall somewhere between the two.
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It is easy to see how ontology and epistemology coupled with assumptions about
human nature will direct the choice of methodology. If the researcher adopts the
objectivist/positivist paradigm, and views ensembles and musical participation as
being like the natural world, then they will be drawn to a nomothetic approach.
They will look for causality and law-like explanations. If, on the other hand, the
researcher favours the subjective/interpretive paradigm, which stresses the subjective

experience of the individual musician and the relativist nature of musical

participation and performance, then their approach will be idiographic.

Quantitative and Qualitative

Most social scientists probably fall somewhere between the extremes of determinism

and voluntarism indeed, researchers are increasingly using methodological strategies
that traditionally would have been associated with the opposing ontological and

epistemological perspective. Itis therefore, inaccurate to assume that
methodological strategies can necessarily imply the ontological and epistemological
perspective of the researcher. It is easy to imagine that quantitative strategies
(experimentation, correlation, survey etc.) will imply a realist ontology and objective
epistemology and conversely that qualitative methodological strategies
(ethnography, case study etc.) will imply a nominalist ontology and subjective
epistemology. However, Scott (1996:59) suggests that the assumption that qualitative
and quantitative methodological strategies ‘represent two distinct and opposed

approaches to the study of the social world is being challenged’. He argues that
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drawing a distinction between qualitative and quantitative methods is of limited use
and sometimes ‘leads to misleading conclusions’ (ibid:60). Hammersley (1992:159-

172) similarly argues that the distinctions drawn between qualitative and

quantitative approaches are of little value.

Verification or Generation?

Historically there has been a correlation between the purpose of research (theory
verification or theory generation) and the approach used (quantitative or qualitative).

Quantitative research has typically been more directed toward theory verification,
while qualitative research has typically been more concerned with theory generation.
While this correlation may be historically valid there is no connection between
purpose and approach, qualitative research can be concerned with theory verification

and quantitative research can be concerned with theory generation. It is also worth

noting that there is a third purpose to research that of description. Description is
often the goal of ethnography. Description is also the first step towards explanation.

If we want to know why something happens it is important to have a good

description of what happens. It is hard to explain something satisfactorily until you

understand just what that something is (Miles and Huberman 1994:91). This point is

particularly pertinent in the area of ensemble participation and learning in

ensembles. Given that very little research has been undertaken in this area it may be

necessary to produce rich and systematic description of some of aspects of the

ensemble setting before it is possible to understand and suggest an explanation of it.
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It is clear from the brief discussion above that, while social scientists may use labels
to describe their ontological and epistemological assumptions, these descriptions are
only labels and inevitably will not accurately reflect the complex mix of perceptions,

assumptions and personal experience which come together to form an individual’s

perspective. Indeed, the use of these labels may be perpetuating a divide that is no
longer relevant. The sociological perspective used to approach this research project

will emphasise or highlight certain issues within that research. The choice of a
different perspective would have emphasised a different set of issues. The chosen

perspective offers a model of learning and making music in an MLP ensemble which,
as with all models, attempts to represent the main features of the phenomena it is
attempting to capture. Inevitably such a model will emphasise some features of
learning and making music in an MLP ensemble at the expense of the others. When
we see a good model we recognise it as a model and do not mistake it for the real
thing. Neither positivism nor interpretivism gives a complete representation of

society, but each draw attention to important features.

Sociological Perspective

The sociological perspective used to approach this research project could be
described as interpretivist. The focus of the study is on social practices and there is

the assumption that all human action is meaningful and therefore can be interpreted

and understood within the context of social practices. It is also assumed that all

knowledge is perspective-bound and partial, that the subject and object of research

cannot be separated. The interpretive paradigm argues that the world cannot be
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understood in terms of simple causal relationships or by the subsumption of social
events under universal laws (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995:7). This is because

human actions are based on, or infused by, social meaning. Intentions, motives,

beliefs, rules and values drive human actions.

The aim of this research project is to explore the processes that facilitate learning
within progressive ensembles. The methodology chosen to undertake this
exploration was, to some extent, directed by the theoretical premise on which this
study is based. This research is set in and as such becomes immersed in music
making. It was important that the methodology chosen was responsive enough to
capture the fluid and dynamic process of meaning making in music. The study
required the gathering of what Geertz (1973) called rich data, or thick description, of
the interactions between ensemble members and between ensemble leaders and the
young instrumentalist. This is best achieved by adopting an ethnographic approach,

realized in a programme of observations and interviews.

The assumption has been made that interpretation of part of something is dependant

on interpreting the whole, and that interpreting the whole depends on an
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