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Abstract_____________________________________________________________
While conservatoires today face challenges to musical practices once held to
be the norm, this teacher-research focuses on the mesh of interconnecting
themes present within an institution dedicated to the education of a country’s
most talented young musicians. As the advent of accountability and quality
necessitate new practice, so too will teaching staff be required to develop
educational acumen matching their skills as performers.
In this work, we witness a conservatoire teacher’s personal approach, values
and practice alongside immediate course and wider curriculum issues, in an
attempt to understand the effectiveness of teacher and institution alike. The
value of this work was that it was teacher-research - about use, educational
process and a means of establishing best practice. This contrasts with
quantitive psycho-statistical methodology, designed to test behaviours or
teaching techniques in isolation.
Key attitudes held by the teacher-researcher are identified (Action-Based
Teacher-Research, The Evolving Curriculum, Student-Centred ExperientialLearning, Improvisation and Play, The Importance of Vocation) alongside
personal theories pertinent to the teaching of improvisation (The
Improvisational Practice Cycle). Resulting practice is interpreted in relation to
institutional factors such as the alignment of curriculum objectives,
assessment, internal culture and departmental development.
The broader context explains that educational practice within the conservatoire
is vulnerable to criticism, as tradition is confused with history, relevance with
authenticity and novelty with creativity. In the light of impending government
prescriptions, this paper urges that the conservatoire sector develops
educational practice and strategy alongside a methodology of curriculum and
educational research that meet the needs of teachers and students as well as
enhancing the educational role and profile of the institutions themselves.
Teacher-research aims to inform this institutional development, as well as
elevating cultural and stylistic debate to an informed discussion of educational
and aesthetic values. It is crucial to the longevity of the conservatoires that
they initiate such practice and enter such a dialogue.
Simon Purcell
Professor of Jazz Improvisation and Piano
Guildhall School of Music & Drama
London
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The Reluctant Researcher, an introduction______________________________
Conservatoire teachers today find themselves facing a broader range of challenges than ever
before. The musical developments of the twentieth century, alongside the proliferation of
communications media have challenged the place of musical practices and forms once held to
be the norm. While curricula have diversified within these institutions, with the introduction of
the new music, jazz and improvised approaches to music making, their incumbents now face
additional intervention from policy-makers and educational strategists. As accountability,
quality and validation require the establishment of new departments and the introduction of
formal staff development, so too will teaching staff be encouraged, invited and in all likelihood
required to develop an educational acumen matching their specialised skills as performers.
Furthermore, while standards in performance are to be maintained, conservatoire teachers now
find themselves torn between the cultivation of high artistic ideals and the maintenance of a
tradition, while preparing students for a rapidly changing range of professional practices. A
utilitarian training for professional competence alongside a response to market values could
never be at such odds with the authentic vocation of artists and musicians, participating in and
even leading the regeneration and recreation of society. It was intended that this work would
assist both teacher and institution in reconciling the perceived conflict of tradition and
innovation, examining the extent of vulnerability to government policies – whether the
conservatoire is indeed a sitting duck, or that current fears are nothing more than red herrings.
While education is frequently the subject of emotive debate in the press, most teaching occurs
behind closed doors. Like the popular Airport or Hotel documentaries, this work invites readers
to witness the work of a conservatoire teacher for themselves, as he reviews his practice at
roughly the mid-point of his career. As practitioner-based action-research this does not comprise
a clinical, statistical survey; it simply couldn’t since much occurs as the work actually takes
place. Instead it is part documentary, part reflection on, and part testing of, just about everything
that happens as a teacher goes about his business. The work is conscious of its research status
and at best can be an alert witness, aspiring to maintain attention to what occurs on a day to day
basis. Necessary rigour is afforded by identifying and tracing key threads, witnessing their
resolution or unexpected transformation as realities come and go. Significantly, this is work
about teaching and learning, especially concerned with how students learn, more than
cataloguing teaching techniques. Despite its inspiration from Lawrence Stenhouse’s notion of
the extended professional,1 it would be an exacting task.

***********************************

I have experienced a broad range of music education. My parents are classical musicians who
treated me to an orthodox fare of enforced, repetitive, solitary practice. School music
departments were also traditional - choir, wind band and orchestra, combining to provide me
1

Stenhouse, Lawrence. An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development London: Heinemann 1983
(1971).
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with the discipline I valued as I grew older. In my teens I fumbled through boogie-woogie and
attempts at jazz as relief from hours of long notes on the french horn and by the time I started at
Trinity College of Music I was dividing my time between classical music and jazz (only
receiving instruction in the former). At this point I saw myself very much as a musician. I was
performing regularly as a jazz pianist (the casualty of an unsuccessful embouchure change) but
much against my will, I enrolled on a PGCE in 1981. This was a revelation. During that year I
discovered so much about myself, about music and about teaching. Firstly, while I loved the
classical music in which I had been trained, it was of little immediate use or value to the
children I was teaching in East London. The 5000 hours (2500 hours long notes!) that I had
spent practising the french horn during the previous 4 years were less useful than my self-taught
ability to improvise and adapt musically to the dramas of classroom life. Secondly, I quickly
realised that there were many cultural imperatives besides the European classical canon (I
already knew this as a jazz musician) and thirdly, it was startlingly clear that, despite the
assertions of the popular press and ministerial rhetoric, most teachers are very serious about
their work and often equally as creative.
During my teacher training I was fortunate to be tutored by Janet Ritterman, the current
principal of the Royal College of Music but at that time, head of the Music Education
Department at Goldsmiths College. A succession of Tuesday afternoon workshops required us
to teach songs nonverbally, i.e. without any verbal explanation or notation. This was our
introduction to hemispherical function of the brain. An understanding of basic educational
psychology alongside the realisation that lesson planning and evaluation was not only necessary
in order to achieve a reasonably successful and trouble-free lesson but also highly creative
problem-solving leading to the ongoing development of teaching techniques “did it for me”. I
was hooked and ever since I have felt propelled by a joint vocation.
In addition to my performing career as a jazz musician, I continued to teach part-time in
schools, community centres and finally the Guildhall School of Music & Drama (since 1987).
Fascinated by how music students learn, I continued to draw on my early experiences as a
school teacher and over the years accumulated a mass of materials and informal research as a
result of reflection, systematic recording, planning and evaluation of lessons, forming a number
of templates for diagnosis and interpretation. I was not aware that I was fulfilling the role as
teacher-researcher, Lawrence Stenhouse’s “extended professional”2.
While university music departments generally offer formal teacher or staff development via
education departments within the wider parent university, conservatoires offer opportunities for
research, attending conferences or educational development. However, with the exception of the
LiTMus3 at the Royal College of Music and the Co-Mentoring Scheme at the Guildhall School
of Music & Drama, no UK conservatoires provide in-house formal staff development in
teaching and learning.4 Within my own specialism, despite the recent and rapid growth of jazz
education within the UK, the research culture is still young and as yet to develop a significant
2

Stenhouse, Lawrence. An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development London: Heinemann 1983
(1971), 144.
3
The LiTMus is a well-structured and thorough scheme “specifically designed for instrumental and vocal
musician-teachers working in conservatoires and university music departments.
4
See also, Crispin, D and Purcell, S, Staff Development in Teaching and Learning through Creative Mentoring
Partnerships. Staff Development research paper, Research Centre for Teaching and Learning, Guildhall School of
Music and Drama, London 2001.
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educational-research base although some of the papers submitted to the Leeds International Jazz
Education Conference during the last 3 years suggest that the culture may soon change5.
Certainly within the conservatoire however, this research would be a new departure.
This work would provide me with the opportunity to examine my own process and practice as a
teacher/musician. Certainly I hoped to gain deeper insights and the wherewithal to implement
and develop the fruits of my enquiry, enhanced by the critical companionship of a
mentor/supervisor. However, while quantitative educational research will generally focus on a
specific element, isolated and examined in depth, evidence analysed in triangulation and
outcomes measured against concrete criteria, an enquiry such as this cannot be objective in as
much as it doesn’t aim to prove or test the rightness or wrongness of any one thing in isolation.
Instead, this qualitative, teacher-research provides a deep glimpse of work on the front-line of
conservatoire teaching, orchestrating coexistent themes and dynamics as a teacher and students
progress together as an ensemble, through a term’s work. It is about use, implementation and the
development of best practice. It is about combinations and connections.
Part 1 of this work sets the scene, providing a context in terms of recent developments within
the Guildhall School of Music & Drama as well as broader issues facing music in higher
education. Since education is a moral act, assuming the possibility of change, key attitudes held
by the teacher-researcher are identified and articulated, namely commitments to: Action-Based
Teacher-Research, The Evolving Curriculum, Student-Centred Experiential-Learning,
Improvisation and Play, The Importance of Vocation. While each in itself could form the basis
of separate research, they are to be seen as inter-related themes forming the foundation of an
approach to teaching and learning. Chapter 3 outlines the practical aspects of the research.
In Part 2 the reader is invited to eavesdrop on dialogues and reflections, as the teacherresearcher monitors a sequence of lessons, tracing the emerging themes and evaluating progress.
Here we witness the creative and practical processes of a teacher at work in HE, as hopes and
expectations are revealed alongside frustrations, insights and fresh solutions to persistent
challenges. Finally, Part 3 presents the reflections as the project draws towards its conclusion
culminating in interpretations and recommendations.
A feature of teacher-research is its intimacy. At the same time as laying out the various themes
and variations of conservatoire teaching, its methodology is both theoretical and subjective as
the author negotiates a precarious passage between personal reflection and aspirations towards
rigour and objectivity. After 20 years in music education this research would be something of a
timely but inverted sabbatical, not exactly “time out”, more like “time in”, revitalising but very
demanding.

5

See appendix 4, Jazz specific issues.
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PART 1
Context and Values
1 Context
The aims and strengths of a conservatoire historically lay within its commitment to
performance. However, the aftermath of QAA, the 1994 HEFCE review of music provision in
HE6 and recent government policy has required institutions to allocate resources to staff
development, research and educational development. Consequently, the Guildhall School of
Music & Drama declared its aims as follows:7
[The implementation of] a curriculum which aims at the highest standards of
performing skill and at the development of individual autonomy, curiosity,
leadership flexibility and risk-taking through imaginative forms of teaching
and learning.
To achieve an educational environment that supports outstanding practicebased research, continuing professional development and innovative
approaches to the design and delivery of teaching.8
As a result, a number of structures have emerged, providing opportunities for professional
development and research: the instigation of an intermediate body of staff, (Course Tutors 1996,
Assistant Heads of Departments 2002), the establishment of the Research Centre for Teaching
and Learning (1999), staff development projects (Co-Mentoring 2000). New BMus and MMus
courses are currently undergoing validation, requiring the school to devise and implement
formal structures for course development and evaluation. A Head of Academic Support is now
employed to facilitate these institutional developments.
While the university sector expects research from salaried teaching staff, conservatoire teachers,
being part-time, rarely enjoy such opportunities. Consequently, as a non-salaried member of
staff, I was delighted when the Research Centre for Teaching and Learning at GSMD equipped
me with resources for enhanced reflection, the assistance of a mentor and a sense of renewed
purpose both in terms of my own practice and the implications for potential value to the wider
community within the institution.
The procedures and protocols of mainstream education make interesting comparisons with those
within a conservatoire. Significantly, teacher development is integral to the mainstream system:
School teachers must be suitably qualified, fulfil a probationary period and are required to
6

The 1994 HEFCE review of music provision in HE marked the beginning of a focus on standards in teaching.
Jazz Services Education Sub-Committee, minutes, 2001.
7
See Crispin, D and Purcell, S, Staff Development in Teaching and Learning through Creative Mentoring
Partnerships. Staff Development research paper, Research Centre for Teaching and Learning, Guildhall School of
Music & Drama, London 2001, 4 - 9
8
Quality Assurance Handbook, Guildhall School of Music & Drama, London: June 1998, p. 2.
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evaluate students on an ongoing basis, participating in regular appraisal as the entire sector is
held to be accountable, OFSTED and public league tables necessitating retraining and regular
INSET. However, while teacher training institutions used to offer classes in the philosophy and
psychology of education in the expectation that that teachers would contribute to curriculum
development, this rarely takes place today as curriculum development is increasingly
centralised. Similarly, some exam boards used to offer scope for reflexive curriculum
development (CSE modes 3 and 4), but since Keith Joseph’s arrival at the Department of
Education in 1981, the education system in England and Wales has become progressively
constrained by restrictive statutory requirements (the 1988 Education Act). For two decades,
schools have been required to deliver a centrally imposed curriculum over which they have little
control9. Neither have universities been immune from a drive toward educational centralisation
as HE and FE colleges struggle to salvage the authentic notion of vocation amongst the plethora
of utilitarian curricula, tailor-made for the sole benefit of business. In the face of this new
educational dawn, what place remains for the professor-performer, or artist-teacher within the
conservatoire, and what of their identity, vocation or value to society?
By comparison, conservatoires in the UK have, until recently, survived outside the educational
mainstream, comparatively safe from governmental prescriptions and statuary inspection. Some
will argue that they benefit from an elite status. However, despite the undisputed expertise
housed within their studios, educational procedures and educational research are relatively
unfamiliar. Recent validation exercises demonstrate the difficulties in devising schemes of work
that furnish well-tried approaches to teaching and learning within an externally approved
curriculum based on thoroughly grounded educational principles.
Conservatoires present tricky issues for an educationalist. To an ill-informed outsider it would
be easy to witness a specialised staff, possessing national or international reputations as
performers, trusted to impart a classical canon “in imitatio classicus” without questioning why
it is the canon, or allowing students to discover it and embrace it for themselves. The word
“conservatoire” clearly suggests conservation, in opposition to a notion of movement or
evolution, apparently at odds with educational aspirations towards self-realisation, while the
professor10 faces the charge of instructing students as opposed to facilitating growth.
Conservatoire students can be perceived as elite, syllabus-proof and immune to fluctuations in
teaching practice. Such a view is fatalistic, casting students as beholden to a body of knowledge
with which they can possess little reciprocal relationship.
Contemporary philosophers such as Matthew Fox11 and Thomas Moore12 urge society to
reclaim its creative potential, pointing to the neglect and underemployment of artists.. Yet while
approximately 600 students leave UK conservatoires every year, the music business13 conspires
9

Kelly, A.V The Curriculum - Theory and Practice, Fourth Edition London: Paul Chapman Publishing, 1995
(1997) p 10 - 13.
10
The conservatoire teacher is generally referred to as “Professor”, distinct from the academic rank of the same
name.
11
Fox, Matthew, Original Blessing: A Primer in Creation Spirituality, New York: Jeremy Tarcher, revised 2000.
12
Moore, Thomas, Care of the Soul Piatkus, London 1992/1995, Chapter 13.
13
music business n. 1. the commercial exploitation of musical works and artists by means of publishing,
performing, recording, touring, &c. 2. collective term for companies engaged in the above. 3. the ever-hidden link
between music and mammon. Lebrecht, N. When the Music Stops, Simon & Schuster Ltd, London: 1997,
introduction.
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to enforce a deterministic process of self-selection as it culls any aspirants apparently short of
the mark. AOL Time Warner recently withdrew their classical catalogue and in When the Music
Stops, Norman Lebrecht further substantiates the ramifications of the all-pervading star system
and the distressing decline of classical music, as art, education and even standards are
apparently of secondary importance to saleability14.
It is difficult to judge where a conservatoire might place itself in relation to these external
dynamics. Significantly, the GSMD has committed to a policy of integrated practice, combining
the highest standards of performing skill alongside local, national and international
partnerships,15 playing an active and innovative role within the immediate and wider
community, through PCS16 and more recently, Connect17. Other institutions have followed suit,
although the GSMD can take pride in initiating much of this development, rather than
responding to governmental imperatives. However, the question remains whether the
conservatoire literally conserves, maintaining the status quo, or engenders a tradition of
creativity in its broadest sense. See 4.5, Sitting Ducks and Red Herrings.
Paradoxically, the absence of formal structuring devices has allowed a breadth of approaches to
teaching and learning to coexist, some traditional, others innovative, in effect creating a broadbased, liberally (un)defined curriculum, free from the constraints of strict curriculum
imperatives. I for one have benefited from this freedom, although as a reflective practitioner I
have been equally frustrated at the lack of mechanisms for departmental and curriculum review
that might disseminate effective practice, or modify less effective schemes of work. Certainly,
monitoring can either facilitate development or inhibit and frighten, but the absence of
monitoring leaves all in the dark.
Present Global Climate
Conservatoires are not only challenged to address statutory prescriptions but also cannot escape
the changes forced by the technological revolution and emerging global culture. While
maintaining the historical traditions, centres of European musical excellence now exist amongst
a proliferation of improvised and combined media. Artists as well as students and workers in
HE can no longer expect cultural stability within a complex, multi-cultural world that vies with,
absorbs and rapidly transforms local and ancient traditions. Young musicians can no longer
predict their career paths and the conservatoires are being challenged to redefine their identities.
The new social order challenges the place of human beings as a central locus within any area of
activity and expression, as the need to maintain heritage must be reconciled to a willingness to
14

Lebrecht, N. When the Music Stops, Simon & Schuster Ltd, London, 1997.
Quality Assurance Handbook, Guildhall School of Music & Drama, (London: June 1998), 2.
16
The PCS (Performance and Communication Skills) department has sleeked to establish new forms of artistic and
community development relevant to the training of professional musicians. Founded by Peter Renshaw as a period
of satellite activities in 1984, the Guildhall School of Music & Drama established a department of PCS in 1989 and
an arts and development programme in 1995.
17
Connect, a new strategic programme of action research aiming to develop partnerships with schools, music and
community organisations in the London Boroughs of Lewisham and Newham, in order to provide creative and
developmental music making opportunities for up to 2000 young people aged 8 to 18 from a range of social and
cultural backgrounds and of all musical abilities. Connect also aims to provide training and mentoring opportunities
for trained musicians (Professional Apprentices Scheme) and for talented participants, keen to develop new musical
and leadership skills (Young Apprentices Scheme). See also Appendix 6.
15
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acknowledge the new. The Australian educationalist Paul Draper, himself a conservatoire
teacher explains:
New learning paradigms are sought, ones which must be predisposed towards
the development of 'creativity with regard to applications and content'18. As
new skills are acquired and integrated, a knowledge-based workforce requires
expertise with which to rapidly respond to the shifting priorities'.19
Where once universities may have fulfilled some of these imperatives,
contemporary responses to the needs of the knowledge worker require revised
forms of higher education which are purposeful in their focus toward transdisciplinary and improvisational sensibilities.20

Summary:
•

Conservatoires now exist within a culture of accountability, quality and
validation.

•

Conservatoire teachers operate within institutions perceived as conservative yet
which are at the same time, inherently artful and by implication, innovative.

•

Teachers and planners are forced to redefine their identities as they address the
presenting needs of students within a rapidly transforming global context. Both
grapple with traditions and people, the reality of evolution and cultural
exemplars.

18

Kenway, J., & Langmead, D. (1998). Governmentality, the 'now' university and the future of knowledge work.
Australian Universities' Review, 41 (2), 28–32. Quoted in Draper, Paul New Learning, The Challenge of Flexible
delivery in Higher Education, Queensland University of Technology, 2000.
19
Snow, R. E. (1980). Aptitude and achievement. New Directions for Testing and Measurement, 5, 39–59.
20
Draper, Paul New Learning, The Challenge of Flexible delivery in Higher Education, Queensland University of
Technology, 2000.
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1.2 Research Rationale
It is not enough.... that teachers’ work should be studied, they need to study it
themselves.21 Lawrence Stenhouse
Action-based: teacher-research.
While quantitative modes of enquiry isolate behaviours or phenomena, psycho-statistical
research methodologies have been shown to be unhelpful to teachers as educational outcomes
have proven unsuitable to strict standardisation.22 Teacher-research, on the other hand is an
educational science, in which the classroom is a laboratory23, though significantly, research
problems are provisional and proposals tested in practice. Whereas quantitative research will
isolate, and measure within the context of sample and control, teacher-research monitors interrelated processes within the practice of teaching and learning. The former is reductive, the latter,
constructive - “intelligent rather than correct”.24 Teacher-research recognises the uniqueness of
each teaching and learning situation, offers a theory of practice and that proposals must be
verified and tested in each unique classroom situation. Consequently, this work involved the
monitoring of the threads and fabrics of teaching and learning, as opposed to the scrutiny of one
discrete element. The teacher was more interested in observing the ongoing development of
practice and its relationship with the dynamics of conservatoire life and would trace his own
process through self-monitoring and problem solving. This would result in the interpretation of
evidence and the formulation of recommendations - the teacher research of Lawrence
Stenhouse.25
In his book, A Teacher’s Guide to Classroom Research, David Hopkins (1992) advises an
approach grounded in the “reality of classroom culture” stemming from action-based research,
that is: action followed by reflection. Stephen Kemmis (1983)26 explains:
Action research is a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants
in social (including educational) situations in order to improve the rationality
and justice of a) their own social or educational practices, b) their
understanding of these practices, and c) the situations in which the practices
are carried out. It is most rationally empowering when undertaken by
participants collaboratively...In education, action based research has been
employed in school-based curriculum development, professional
development, school improvement programs and systems planning and policy
development.
Action based research is.... about the systematic study of attempts to improve
educational practice by groups of participants by means of their own practical
21

Lawrence Stenhouse, (1975:143) The legacy of the curriculum movement, in Galton, M. and Moon, B (eds)
(1983) Changing Schools.... Changing Curriculum, London: Harper and Row.
22
Hopkins, D A Teacher’s Guide to Classroom Research Open University Press, (1985/1992) Chap 3 & 4.
23
Stenhouse, Lawrence. An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development London: Heinemann
1971/1983 143
24
Stenhouse, ibid, 142
25
Stenhouse, ibid, 133
26
Stephen Kemmis “Action Research” in Husen, T. and Postlethwaite, T. (eds) International Encyclopaedia of
Education: Research and Studies. Oxford: Pergammon (1983), quoted in Hopkins ibid, p 44.
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actions and by mans of their own reflection....
.... action-based research is the way groups of people can organise the
conditions under which they can learn from their own experience.
Action based research is.... trying out an idea in practice with a view to
improving or changing something, trying to have a real effect on the situation.
In musical terms the work would require agility not dissimilar to an improviser engaging with
materials, dynamics, forms and impulses in contrast to the isolation of a section or instrument
for separate rehearsal. Teaching and learning, like improvisation, reveals diverse yet interrelated
evidence and is best served by a method of research that reflects this breadth of phenomena - so
an investigation into the dramas of classroom life would require flexibility in recording and
interpreting data.27 It would also be relevant to appreciate the educational beliefs maintained by
the teacher-researcher, as these form the basis of inherent moral and psychological systems,
affecting the choice, nature and implementation of teaching and learning activities, as well as
the values by which events are judged.
What.... we need if educational research is truly to inform educational
practice is the construction of our own unique conceptual apparatus and
research methods.28
Teacher-research suggests that educational development is best informed by the “foot soldiers”
themselves, since teachers and students are actively engaged in the learning encounter as both
are present, while the theorists are not. Providing teachers with autonomy can lead to abuse (as I
have found to personal cost at the hands of unregulated and unqualified 1:1 instrumental
tuition), however, so long as the work is reflective, recorded and objectified, it provides firsthand evidence of what actually takes place. Significantly, through the resulting insights and
problem solving, teacher-research serves as ongoing staff-development, tailor-made to the needs
of students and teachers alike. This had been my experience and it was a function of this
research to demonstrate this fact.
It was an early decision that this action-based teacher research, would be rooted in week-toweek, presenting realities. While the autonomy of the teacher as researcher is central to the
intrinsic nature and effectiveness of teacher research, it requires reflection and alertness to
outcomes. Hopkins further highlights 6 underlying principles for the effective implementation
of classroom research by teachers:29
1 The teacher’s job is to teach and any research method should not disrupt the
teaching commitment.
2 Any method of data collection must not be too demanding on the teacher’s
time.
27

Berliner, P. F. Thinking in jazz: the infinite art of improvisation University of Chicago Press, Ltd., London 1994,
p8.
28
Eisner, E.W. (1985) The Art of Educational Evaluation: A Personal View, London and Philadelphia: Falmer,
p264. Quoted in Kelly, A.V The Curriculum - Theory and Practice, Fourth Edition London: Paul Chapman
Publishing, 1995 (1997)
29
Hopkins, D (1985/1992) op.cit. 57 - 60.
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3 The methodology employed must be reliable enough so that the teacher may
formulate hypotheses with confidence and subsequently develop strategies.
4 The research problem should be one to which the teacher is committed.
5 Teacher researchers to respect ethical procedures surrounding their work.
6 Classroom research must be of value to the whole school.
These principles stress practicability. A recent initiative at GSMD30 revealed that staff
unfamiliar with educational vocabularies, in some cases struggled with the introduction of
theoretical models perceived as foreign to their teaching habits. Similarly, as a newcomer to
research myself, I was cautious about employing research techniques alien to my personal
teaching style. It was also desirable that any extra work should not impede my effectiveness
within the classroom and suit my own needs as well as those of my students. Any research
mechanism would clearly have to “feel right”, if I was to be able to operate it and to arrive at
conclusions. New strategies would surely originate in the reality of experience as opposed to
supposition or the matching of events to theories. I was a believer in new practice emerging
from practice.
The mechanism of action-based teacher research also requires the observation of action and
subsequent interpretation. The teacher must be able to discern whether their perception and
interpretation is actual, appropriate, imagined or projected. This rigorous reflective practice
would both confirm and challenge, deepening insight and developing effective practice on one
hand, as well as highlighting discrepancies in previous interpretations, requiring the teacher to
adjust accordingly. This is problem solving in action. Furthermore, the planning, action,
reflection continuum is satisfying and ongoing:
Innovation and new knowledge grow out of a catalytic feedback loop where,
as knowledge comes to be understood, the user manipulates and modifies the
knowledge-base, reviews it and moves again – reality is transformed as one
comes to know it.31 There is a profound sense of artistry within this
methodology, an approach that is particularly striking in its parallel to that of
music-making.32
Having personally experienced this process within a conservatoire, Draper suggests:
Mistakes are treated as evidence of the process of learning. There is general
encouragement of innovation and creativity; finding new ways of
understanding prevailing trends, and ways of accommodating them or
adapting to them. (Bryant para. 75)33
30

Crispin, D and Purcell, S, Staff Development in Teaching and Learning through Creative Mentoring
Partnerships. Staff Development research paper, Research Centre for Teaching and Learning, Guildhall School of
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The mistakes inform successes as I continue to adapt, improvise, analyse and
refine. I teach while at the same time I am changing the teaching. The process
is cyclic. Like music and my role in the higher education machine, it is a
'subversive' repetition where I move both with and against....34
As action-researcher, the teacher is required to assume a dual role as researcher and practitioner.
Draper again:
Researchers are both “insiders” and “outsiders”, simultaneously “hybrid”
practitioners and “hybrid” researchers.35
He continues....
My research and questioning always arose from my teaching practice. Like
my own curriculum, I came to education studies as a problem-based learning
exercise. As my teaching style developed and issues arose, these informed my
research - I did not study the educational literature and then “invent” some
design to be imposed upon my classes. I found new extensions to my
workplace knowledge (Yeateman, 199636) by sourcing materials that “fitted”
what I had been experiencing.37
It would be necessary that findings from this work would be communicable, practical and that
the institution possessed the means and will to respond, indeed it was hoped that this work and
the evidence acquired would contribute to the evolution of an educational and research-based
culture within the GSMD. Existing research and preliminary evidence already demonstrates that
teacher development is dependent on a wider school context: “there is little school development
without teacher development and that there is little teacher development without school
development”. 38

Feedback: The critical friend and student feedback.
In order to introduce objectivity alongside personal reflection it was necessary to compare
interpretations of events with those of an outside observer - the critical friend/mentorThe
students were the recipients of the actual teaching and learning experience and therefore
intimately acquainted with their own learning process. Consequently, triangulation was
completed through monitoring of ongoing student response within classes. More formal selfassessment and feedback would provide another dimension to the interpretation of events. (See
Part 3, Review.)
Teacher-research and the results of reflective practice contribute to curriculum development,
34
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both within an immediate department and wider school context. This represents a move from a
technicist implementation of “scientifically produced curriculum programmes” towards a
continual modification of practice in the light of reflection.39

Summary
•

Teacher-research, is an educational science that recognises the uniqueness
of each teaching and learning situation.

•

Teaching and learning is best served by a method of research that reflects
the breadth of phenomena and flexibility in recording and interpreting data.

•

Educational development must be informed by teachers and students.

•

The teacher-researcher must be able to discern whether their perception
and interpretation is actual, appropriate, imagined or projected.

•

Teacher-research contributes to curriculum development representing a
move from a technicist methodology towards a continual modification of
practice in the light of reflection.

39
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1.3

Curriculum
The curriculum is not the intention or prescription but what happens in real
situations. It is not the aspiration but the achievement. The problem.... is one
of perceiving, understanding and describing what is actually going on in
school and classroom.
Stenhouse [1971:2]

As both practitioner and researcher, it would be necessary to appreciate resulting insights in
relation to a wider educational culture - the curriculum. A teacher’s reflections often focus on
immediate experience within the classroom but external factors shape and contextualise insight
as well as determining the usefulness of any interpretations to the school or college. The outside
world and factors determining artistic development affect a teacher’s perception of their work,
but the most immediate contact within the school itself is the relationship with existing curricula
and the philosophies driving its formation, implementation and perceived values. For the
purpose of this research, the monitoring of teaching required an understanding of the central
factors affecting the school curriculum in relation to classwork, course and school development.
The work of Lawrence Stenhouse alerts us to ponder “what we would like to happen.... and
what actually does happen”.40. Interpretations of what constitutes a curriculum assist us in
understanding the nature of our relationship with students and subject matter alongside the
psychological and value systems underpinning how “we do it (together)”.
Amongst the basic perceptions of curriculum is a distinction between:
Type 1: A formal declaration of what is to be taught, how it is to be taught and
when.
Type 2: The summation of everything/anything the students do.
Type 1 prescribes teaching techniques and schemes of work. It is a mapping out, requiring little
response to presenting realities, while type 2 accounts for the breadth of activities experienced
by students, noting formally declared teaching objectives alongside a hidden curriculum of excurricular pursuits and values.
Kelly takes these ideas further, pointing to 3 fundamental views of curriculum:
1 Curriculum as content and education as transmission.
2 Curriculum as product and education as instrumental.
3 Curriculum as process and education as development.41
The content of a curriculum (what is believed to be important) is a vital element, but to view
teaching and learning solely from this place is to view knowledge as objective, absolute and
existing outside the student. Value would lie within subject matter rather than any dynamic
relationship with an individual. Some would perceive conservatoires as transmitting a preexisting body of absolute knowledge, instrumental professors possessing artistic currency and
teaching aligned towards “getting students up to scratch”. (Such a view concentrates on
technique and forms a crisis of direction as conservatoires grapple with traditions and creative
40
41

Stenhouse, Lawrence. op.cit, 2.
A.V Kelly, op.cit Chapter 3
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agendas.)42 Within content-based curricula, knowledge and understanding serve as initiation
into a pre-existing, historical body rather than the fulfilment of self within a rich and diverse
culture. This is knowledge as dogma.43
Kelly (1995/97) explains that the development of formal education enquiry coincided with
developments in scientific thought, resulting in teaching methodologies underwritten by clearly
defined aims and objectives, the “Aims and Objectives Movement”. This view of the curriculum
as a product, promotes clear objectives, and assists teachers in gaining clarity of purpose.
Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (1956)44 made a profound impact, resulting in
the delivery and assessment of learning outcomes in relation to stages of cognitive, affective or
psychomotor development. However, although psychological and behavioural models provide
significant markers and delineation of learning stages, critics point to the linear nature of such
approaches and the potential to neglect the learner in any learning transaction, in place of
normative systems.45 This is teaching as instruction but where the dynamic presence of active
learning or discovery can upset predetermined norms. John Dewey reminds us:
Objectives have a tendency to change as you approach them.46
By contrast, a process-based curriculum parallels the notion of teacher as researcher, as school
planners and teachers participate as co-informants of educational policy and review. This multicentred means of development contrasts with the policy of centralised decision-making and
adherence to static notions of education.
It is hard to know just how a conservatoire defines itself in terms of curriculum and its role in
the stewardship of gifted young artists. The most politic statement is to suggest that it treads a
tortuous line between liberal, non-directive curriculum planning and a culture that is, in eyes of
some critics, inherently nostalgic - and has to be if it is entrusted to maintain the status of
historic art music. What is not in dispute is that there is no formal mechanism to monitor best
practice and the gathering of information towards that end.
Rather than stylistic or aesthetic preference, teaching and learning based upon process and
development is concerned with the nature of the teaching and learning experience, the
development of the learner, their personal relationship with knowledge and resulting use and
understanding. Aims and objectives are still useful to a teacher, fixing coordinates within a
learning progression, but subservient to “the development of understanding rather than the

42

Jazz, once a radical form, faces similar dilemmas as it is absorbed into the musical and academic mainstream.
Wynton Marsalis has recently been appointed “curator” on the Lincoln Centre Jazz Orchestra, his acolytes adhering
to absolute notions of acceptable musical practice and forming disproportionate emphasis on the reproduction of
historical, once radical, improvised, master-works.
43
Jung, C.G. The Undiscovered Self London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1958.
44
Bloom Benjamin S. et al, Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals.
Handbook I: Cognitive Domain. New York: Longmans, Green, 1956
45
The terms learning objective and learning outcome have become problematic in recent years, objectives
perceived as resulting from predetermined teacher-centred, controlled learning activities, outcomes, by contrast, the
result of experiential, student-centred activities. Current thinking has now borrowed learning outcomes as part of
the trend towards determinist educational practice. See Peters, R.S. Ethics and Education, London: Allen & Unwin,
1966 and, White, J.P. Education and the good life: beyond the national curriculum. London: Kogan Page, 1990.
46
Dewey, J. quoted in Kelly, op.cit., 70.

16

acquisition of knowledge”.47 The developmental view of curriculum in no way dismisses a body
of knowledge, tradition or culture. Instead, it emphasises underlying principles, recognising the
active and transformative principles at work alongside skills and comparative standards of
attainment. Within this context, the discussion of education is student-centred.
1.4

Student-Centred Experiential Learning
Anyone who studies an instrument, sport, or other art form must deal with
practice, experiment and training. We learn only by doing.48
It is helpful to remember that what the student does is actually more important
in determining what is learned than what the teacher does.49

If education is truly “educare”, to lead out of, then we are engaged in a contract with students as
they “real-ise” an authentic vocation, their essential expressive voice and self. Student-centred
teaching and learning is where philosophy meets action. Integral to a view of curriculum and
education as process and development is a faith in the centrality of a student’s experience, a
matter of ownership. Our own view of it reflects how we perceive ourselves as teachers in
relation to a student’s personal experience and their right to knowledge, wisdom and expression
in their own words. This emphasis reflects an assumption about human nature - essentially that
human beings are curious, creative and need to generate their own frameworks and versions of
reality. It is a pluralistic view of people that welcomes novelty and aspires to a notion of
wisdom that serves self-realisation rather than adherence to, or nostalgia for, predetermined
dogma. It is also a key factor in learning, as experience is the only authentic means of engaging
with the world and the determinant in how each individual assembles their own, unique version
and account of being. Experience is learning. (See D.A. Kolb, 1976, 198450.)
In contrast with notions of education as content and teaching as instruction or transmission of
information, the ideas of John Dewey critically view knowledge as hypothetical and therefore
subject to constant change.51 Experience is perceived as central to knowledge: not knowledge
but self-realisation is the goal.52 For the student, these experiences should form the basis of
hypotheses to explain and gain control over the environment in which they live.53 Dewey’s
notion of an “experiential continuum”54 depicts education as a lifelong process, central to
individual and social survival, its value determined in relation to its capacity to initiate and
sustain growth. In his eyes, education should create a desire for continued growth and....the
47
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means for making the desire effective in fact.55
Although unfashionable with government officials (Woodhead et al56), the student-centred
approach is based on common sense - you start where the student is. While critics fear a lack of
rigour and dilution of content, a thoroughly researched theoretical base exists. Dewey himself
believed that experience must be scrutinised and tested according to publicly agreed criteria,
while psychologists such as Piaget, Yvgotsky and Bruner have informed educational thinking,
facilitating a shift in the conception of learning framed as the development of understanding
rather than the acquisition of knowledge.57
Alongside the arrival of taxonomies of developmental stages, a holistic view has also emerged,
identifying factors that initiate the impulse to learn and propel and sustain its course. Following
on from the behaviourists, Carl Rogers exhorts that we should perceive learning as driven by
“insatiable curiosity”. Fearful of teaching methods that exclusively involve the intellect he
defines experiential learning thus:
It has a quality of personal involvement - the whole person in both feeling and
cognitive aspects being in the learning event. It is self-initiated. Even when
the impetus or stimulus comes from the outside, the sense of discovery, of
reaching out, of grasping and comprehending, comes from within. It is
pervasive. It makes a difference in the behaviour, the attitudes, perhaps even
the personality of the learner. It is evaluated by the learner. She knows
whether it is meeting her need, whether it leads toward what she wants to
know, whether it illuminates the dark area of ignorance she is experiencing.
The locus of evaluation, we might say, resides definitely in the learner. Its
essence is meaning. When such learning takes place, the element of meaning
to the learner is built into the whole experience.58
This view of teaching and learning acknowledges the centrality of the student’s experience,
facilitating whole-brain learning, creative problem solving and the formation of an individual
voice. It utilises all our abilities (Rogers again). It draws our attention towards the whole
person, is deeply experiential and states clearly that the evaluation (and therefore worth) of any
learning experience lies with the student’s perception of it. This is a challenge to curriculum
planners and teachers alike. Its effectiveness is also dependent upon the student’s ability to
articulate and interpret their own learning experience. Critically, both teacher and student must
participate in assessment.
Student-centred teaching and learning highlights the difference between instruction and
discovery, placing experience at the centre of the learning process. While a teacher might
profess a student-centred approach, maintaining it amongst the presenting realities of classroom
life is difficult as the urge to instruct is sometimes great. As a result, all teachers are challenged
to monitor themselves as they facilitate, model and withdraw according to their perception and
55
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interpretation of presenting realities.
Student-Centred Teaching and Learning in Music
Until the mid 1960s, traditional approaches to music education in the UK generally led to the
distancing of learners from the dynamic materials of music. School music teaching paralleled
the values of the conservatoires (choirs and orchestras where financial and practical resources
permitted), musical appreciation classes and instrumental tuition for a select few. The “subject”
of music, was generally delivered in accordance with a musical canon apparently belonging to
an artistic and intellectual elite, with little reference to emerging musical advances of the day.
Coinciding with the arrival of a multi-cultural society and the widespread occurrence of
improvised music, the introduction of experiential teaching models (Trevor Wishart, John
Paynter 59 et al) allowed learners to participate directly in student-centred teaching and learning
activities, designed to develop expressive processes. While “O” and “A” Level syllabuses
promoted historical values, CSE and later GCSE curriculums afforded space for the acquisition
of skills within the context of creative music making, learners interacting with materials on their
own terms, structured play some would say. The value of a thorough music education in school
is not in dispute, instead the collection of ingredients within a curriculum must be understood in
terms of their likely outcomes.
By contrast, Britain’s fee-paying schools generally maintain the orthodoxy of chapel choirs,
orchestras and instrumental tuition, indeed providing the foundation for many conservatoire
students. There is no legal obligation for independent schools to follow the National Curriculum
and provide a wider range of musical experience. Many claim that they do, but there is some
question whether this happens in practice.
The developments of the last 30 years have been reflected within the GSMD (and other
conservatoires) with the more recent introduction of PCS, outreach projects, the emergence of
degrees in jazz and electronic music, while an ability to compose and improvise are now
accepted as integral to higher education in music. However, it has only been since 1998, for
example, that jazz students have graduated from conservatoires in possession of the music
degree required for access to most PGCE courses. As a result, expert improvisers have, until
recently, been less likely to work in schools, or occupy salaried teaching positions. From my
experience as a teacher trainer, I know that most school music teachers lack adequate
improvisational skills and depend upon support, assistance or even training from peripatetic
improvisers.
Dilemmas
Conservatoire teachers face dilemmas surrounding cultural icons such as Mozart, Charlie Parker
or Ravi Shankar, as student-centred aspirations question the position of bodies of knowledge in
relation to a student-centred curriculum. Within education, history alone is no longer sufficient
to maintain canon or art-lore (as opposed to folklore). The processes in which the “masters”
participated are as important to students as the lasting beauty or historical significance of their
output, educational value requiring that knowledge and art model deeper elements of musical
growth thereby contributing to a students’ development. Certain types of charismatic teaching
too can cause problems as an over-active teaching style can form unproductive or unhealthy
student to teacher dependencies or lethargy towards deep and independent learning.
59
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It can be argued that the 1:1 lesson is the embodiment of a student-centred approach, certainly in
terms of financial and physical resources. However, despite the undisputed effectiveness of
principal teaching in producing excellence in performance, as part of this study we will gain
deeper insight by inquiring as to the internal dynamics - namely the relationship between the
student, teacher and bodies of knowledge.
In my own field of jazz, improvisers must acknowledge the paradoxical relationship between
improvisation and repetitive practice, skills versus process, head versus heart, the abundance of
recorded exemplars of improvised music - i.e. music in flux. Musicians and teachers within the
conservatoire must reconcile repetitive practice necessary for the acquisition of psychomotor
and cognitive skills alongside the creative and developmental aspects of design, composition
and improvisation.60
When I first began to teach I was very concerned with classroom management (I still am).
Although I would conscientiously prepare lessons, devising schemes of work and a broad range
of teaching techniques, my emphasis lay more with how I would teach rather than how the
students might learn - despite my avowed loyalty to the student-centred cause. It was easier to
witness a group of students as a singular class rather than a collection of individuals each with a
different set of needs, hopes and potentials. How would I focus my attention on the nature of a
student alongside any notions of course content that I might believe to be important? Was this
body of knowledge perceived or actual?
These philosophical questions prey on the minds of teachers. As a jazz musician I have
witnessed the recent and rapid growth of a global jazz education industry, largely emanating
from the USA and, generally promoting materials and information but neglecting teacher
development 61. British colleagues, both musicians and teachers, have tended to identify either
with the dominant technicist pedagogy (stylistically specific and content-based) or with a more
liberal, group-composition based approach, reminiscent of the work of Paynter and Aston62. The
issue here, however, is to focus on issues of teaching and learning rather than stylistic and
pedagogical adherences.
Artists themselves articulate the dynamics of teaching and learning. In this instance the jazz
pianist Bill Evans affirmed the precious nature of discovery when advising his brother Harry, a
music teacher, eager for instruction:
Well, I don’t want to deprive you of the pleasure of finding this out for
yourself, and for that reason I’m not going to show you a thing. If you sit at
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the keyboard and get into it yourself, it’ll be a marvellous experience.63
He adds....
.... If you’re going to teach jazz [or composition?].... you must abstract the
principles of music which have nothing to do with style.... It ends up where
the jazz player, ultimately, if he’s going to be a serious jazz player, teaches
himself.64
Far from an abdication of responsibility, Bill Evans nudges us towards a realignment of teaching
and learning objectives in favour of realisation rather than accumulation. Effective teaching and
learning activities provide a personal experience of a key principle and lead students towards the
developmental skills to apply, retain and develop independently of the teacher. Self-directed
practice, methods of enquiry and artistic development are as significant as musical techniques.
For the jazz students in my charge, a personal appreciation of developmental stages or the
formation of a personal taxonomy of learning would be of more lasting use than catalogues of
licks.65

Deep Learning, and Assessment
Institutions in higher education have tended to implement a content-based curriculum, or in the
conservatoire sector, the classical canon allied to technical excellence. However, most creative
endeavour or the type of learning which occurs in daily life:
is not driven by a syllabus or competence framework, but identified and
managed by people in accordance with their own objectives. This form of
learning may not always lead to outcomes which would be recognised for
accreditation, but particularly when the learner's objective is a compelling one
it is usually extremely effective.66
This intrinsic motivation has been recognised since the work of Lindeman (1926)67 and Dewey
(1938)68, let alone Socrates who claimed to have lived his life according to the dictates of his
daimon 69 (see 1.6, Vocation.) Knowles (1990)70, Evans (1992)71 and Biggs (1999)72 provide
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support for the educational value of this emphasis. The transition from a content-based
curriculum towards a responsive, developmental apparatus requires both an appreciation of the
nature of the human learning and creative processes and the development of appropriate means
to monitor such activity. Lester continues:
If educational programmes are to support genuinely self-managed learning,
there is a need to move away from content or outcome based assessment
systems to a recognition that evaluation of content and outcome are the
responsibility of the learner. Once these implications are recognised any
external assessment becomes problematic, although an acceptable solution
may be achievable through basing assessment on activities or processes of
learning such as enquiring, creating, reflecting and evaluating.
The presence of assessment and self-assessment provide stations for reflection and triangulation
along individual learning paths and the nature of assessment will affect students’ perception of
their learning. Alongside ongoing feedback in the form of the reflexive, experiential questions,
assessment and the reflective aspect of self-assessment in particular, may assist students in
developing awareness not only of where they were going, but how and why, providing them
with a compass for future solo expeditions. Assessment also attempts to objectify the fluid
nature of ongoing reflection, providing a location from where students and teachers might
anticipate future development as well as witnessing the multilayered nature of growth.73
While the student-centred message may encourage the implementation of self-assessment and
peer-evaluation, such exercises must form more than a decorative exercise in public recognition
of a student voice. Evaluation of students in relation to externally agreed criteria or performance
targets may be appropriate to certain types of training, or necessary for the award of
qualifications, but within the context of education as development and artistic expression,
student-centred approaches to assessment must form part of the evaluative culture. As a result,
self-assessment challenges teachers and students to formulate assessment methodologies that
will result in reliable evidence, providing a rigour that validates personal theory. See Lester
1995.74
A definition of self-assessment
According to SAPHE75, self-assessment:
• is a way for students to become involved in assessing their own development
and learning
• is a way of introducing students to the concept of individual judgment
• involves the student in a dialogue with staff and peers
• involves individual reflection about what constitutes good work
• requires learners to think about and acknowledge what they have learnt so
far, to identify gaps in learning and ways in which these gaps can be filled,
to take steps towards remediation.
73
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The process is cyclical, equipping students with an aid to lifelong and independent learning,
grounded in personal experience, subject to reflection and rigour. Furthermore, it is natural. As
teachers, we have to ensure that they are conversant with this reflective process and how to
employ it to their advantage.
Until 1998, student self-assessment used to form part of a Music Studies portfolio for 3rd year
BMus students at GSMD. However, its representation by just 0.5% of the overall yearly grade
was, at the time, considered to be unsuitable, as it was “a tool of personal development as
opposed to having any academic or artistic value. 76 While self-assessment remains as a
required part of undergraduate studies, albeit without recognition in marks, the reticence of
managers to recognise its educational significance reveals unfamiliarity with research evidence
supporting its informed implementation. This also creates a structural contradiction between a
curriculum based on acquisition and accumulation [and one that] is purposive, self-managed,
critical or creative.77
Assessment procedures reveal and reinforce aesthetic, philosophical and psychological factors
driving a curriculum. If the conservatoire is to assist students in forming maps that reflect their
own nature, then clearly, there is a place for student-centred schemes of work and these will
require assessment procedures that resemble this essential feature.
The self is a process, continuously created and re-created in each social
situation that one enters.78
Within a musical context, this point mirrors the impact of improvisation on any given situation
or activity, as subject, process and object are transformed as their context and attendant
dynamics alter in the moment. Once again, this is where teaching and learning, music,
expression and creation may be distinct activities sharing similar dynamic processes and it is to
improvisation that we must look for the regenerative element within our art and our teaching.
Summary
•
•
•
•
•
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Student-centred teaching and learning is based on commonsense – you
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•
•
•
•

•

skills and processes and independence.
An ability to compose and improvise (student-centred activities) is
accepted as integral to higher education in music.
Music teachers often lack adequate improvisational skills and depend
upon support from peripatetic improvisers.
Student-centred teaching and learning redefines relationships with
bodies of knowledge.
The transition from a content-based curriculum towards a responsive,
developmental apparatus requires an appreciation of the nature of
learning and creative processes and the development of appropriate
means to monitor such activity.
Assessment procedures reinforce aesthetic, philosophical and
psychological factors driving a curriculum.

24

1.5 Improvisation and the Improvisational Practice Cycle
While a deep fascination with the teaching and learning of improvisation relates
directly to my own specialism of jazz, the formation of a theory of learning (in this
case the Improvisational Practice Cycle) demonstrates how experience and systematic
reflection (see Part 2) combine to form a hypothesis, evolving from personal practice
and refined through engagement with existing research.79
___________________________________________
Once commonplace within the Western European classical tradition, improvisation has been
neglected since the mid-nineteenth century. Recently however, new courses have seen its
reintroduction as part of a creative emphasis within the conservatoire curriculum, although
unexposed to the rigours of educational scrutiny and at times, prone to self-conscious protection.
Within the GSMD, improvisation is assumed to be integral to all musical activities. It is
formally taught by PCS teachers throughout the school, by jazz musicians within jazz classes
and Music Studies teachers as appropriate.
I work on the assumption that improvisation redefines the nature of any
teaching and learning exchange. Indeed, recent neuroscientific research
hypothesises that the human brain works in a remarkably
improvisatory fashion.80 As structured play, improvisation is a
fundamental interaction amongst the learner and the outside world of
objects and dynamic processes. It is here that the materials of the inner
and outer worlds meet, as the creative faculty engages with the
perceived limits of the physical world, in time. Furthermore, if this
state is so natural, we must question why conservatoire students
frequently have to relearn an innate process.

The true
“rudiments” of
music are to be
found in an
exploration of its
materials.
Paynter and Aston,
Sound and Silence
1970.

The value of the improvisatory process is that it requires that learners make choices in real time,
initiating creative decisions, deciding when to proceed, reviewing in the moment, planning and
evaluating in time. It can only occur within the student’s immediate creative, physical and
intellectual locus. This operation integrates functions of separate hemispheres of the brain and
challenges the emphasis on verbal explanation since so much action and expression clearly
occurs without speech. An improviser is compelled to act, think and reflect in the past, present
and future, simultaneously. Some improvisers describe the experience as sensing rather than
thinking. Significantly, when so much music teaching is dominated by verbal explanation,
musical improvisation can only take place in sound, in time - as distinct from composition,
which takes place in sound but out of time. Like composition, improvisation locates the
imagining of sound in potential but raises awkward questions as to what exactly we mean when
79
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discussing “the ear”. At the very least we are required to distinguish between the different and
distinct levels of improvisational and hence aural, activity.
Within the music curriculum, the presence of improvisation reflects Stenhouse’s assertion that
we are constrained by assumptions and habits built up in the past and that it is the business of
education to make us freer and more creative.81 Furthermore, improvisation combines action,
creation and evaluation - as one, distinct from written or even verbal feedback in that it occurs
in the same context and material as the subject matter being evaluated. Here, both teaching and
learning activity and evaluation are integrated. No other learning or evaluative activity so
faithfully resembles both subject and participant it attempts to serve. This is Keller’s Functional
Analysis, “music about music”. (See 4.3)
While the element of play is central to improvisation, the act itself is nevertheless distinguished
by stylistic preference, vocabularies and personal temperament. However, despite the
widespread introduction of composition and improvisation in schools during the 1970’s the
implementation of improvisation has itself been largely “improvised” and although teachers
within conservatoires generally enthuse as to its usefulness, it is rarely examined in depth as an
educational devise or with any attention to best practice. As a result, projections abound as to
stylistic habits and generic behaviours, often resulting in disassociation rather than integration of
mutual interests - jazz versus free improvisation82, group composition versus historical
interpretation. Significantly, there is little evidence of any general awareness of the distinct
variations in experience specific to improvised procedures or that the nature and value of an
improvised experience is affected by its educational implementation.
Ironically, a deeper appreciation of improvisation and its range of educational potential is
hindered by the proliferation of study aids in jazz, rock and pop that prey upon the acquisitive
nature of students, presenting compendiums of “hot licks and cool grooves”, with little attention
to the whole range of processes that characterise musical or artistic development.83 While
process-based content is at last entering jazz education literature (Hal Crook’s How to
Improvise84 and Ready, Aim, Improvise85 are excellent publications), this is a recent occurrence,
very much in its infancy. As yet, I am not aware of an informed overview relating to the process
and practice and implementation of improvisation as an educational process or tool.
The implication is that a thorough study of improvisation is overdue, but for the purpose of this
work let us consider one teaching and learning situation, for example the notion that
improvisation is observable and that processes, objectives and potential experiences may be
defined according to desired teaching and learning experiences. In this respect, improvisation
meets a range of learning needs.
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Improvisation resembling a continuum of open and closed questions:
Improvisational activities as 2 types of teaching and learning activities:
1
An open or “free” improvisation: Little or no predetermination (save
those agreed or projected by the improvisers) - as in an open question, inviting
a free and person-centred response from the learner.
2
A “limited” (or partly closed) improvisation: A specific objective or
experience in mind - say motivic development or rhythmic application, serves
to lead the improviser towards an area of expected, desired or projected86
outcomes. Despite the prescribed structure, the learner’s curiosity and
creativity is accessed as they engage in an investigation of how materials
behave and their personal relationship with them. The extent of limits may be
adjusted according to the degree of focus required.
Other closed questions, i.e. “2+2 = ?”, or what is the key signature of E
major? are absolute, closed questions with no equivalent in improvising, as
improvising implies an interactive relationship with infinite potential
outcomes.
Every aspect of improvisation involves an element of autonomy for the participant. While
behavioural/cognitive approaches to teaching lead towards specific outcomes, behaviour
modification and a success-failure template, so too, may certain improvisatory practices.
Determinist methodologies identifying selected improvised activities as possessing (or lacking)
desired outcomes may result in the acquisition of prescribed experiences or skills. However, this
doesn’t necessarily result in a personal experience of processes. The challenge is to balance the
acquisition of tangible objectives within a framework that enables individual process, (i.e.
attraction, reproduction, application, manipulation, modification and transformation, all
processes, see the Improvisational Practice Cycle below). Some would call this “structured
play”.87

Improvisation as educational and artistic tool
The fact that the majority of improvisers historically have learnt and operated outside the
conservatoire sector has resulted in unfamiliarity with research or educational practice. For
some musicians, the process of improvisation may seem a sensing act, mysterious and
intangible, conscious awareness appearing to inhibit the process of creation. Others, technicists,
promote skills, while creatives emphasise process and so it goes on. However, as teachers we
must inform and elevate our thinking and consider the educational value of improvisation.
The nature of improvisatory procedures parallel key issues within the teaching and learning
exchange. In the same way that learning ranges from deep to superficial, so students operate at
varying levels of musical inquiry and interactivity. The degree to which improvisation is present
is a factor in this. Similar levels of engagement have been identified by educational theorists; for
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example the SOLO taxonomy88 (Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome) was devised in
order to ”understand understanding”. Beginning with regurgitation, progressing to analytical,
relational and finally hypothetical thinking, John Biggs traces a path parallel to an improviser’s
progression from imitation, through assimilation, towards transformation and innovation89.
Significantly, Biggs suggests that new developments in understanding are immediately absorbed
as part of the established range of wisdom and no longer classed as higher thinking. By contrast,
an improviser is constantly reworking materials and is propelled by process and creative will.
Most important however, is the presence of play and attraction, which continually replenish a
cyclical mode of enquiry and realisation.
The creation of something new is not accomplished by the intellect but by the
play instinct acting from inner necessity. The creative mind plays with the
objects it loves.90
Biggs promotes a linear hierarchy of understanding while the improviser’s manifesto is a
continuum. Arguably, all innovation originates from improvisation. The practice is circular and
at its most vital, free from awareness of time. In the classroom it is the teacher’s job to maintain
this kind of absorption and alignment.
Creativity is not simply a matter of letting go. Serious creative achievement
relies on knowledge, control of materials and command of ideas. Creative
education involves a balance between teaching knowledge and skills, and
encouraging innovation.91

Practice, improvising, evaluation and the creative continuum.
Creative endeavour is thought to resist precise definition, revealing a breadth of activity from
the most concrete and cognitive through to the most invisible or intuitive. It is the teacher’s task
to a) devise a template for understanding the creative process and its relationship to performance
and learning and b) devise methods of appraisal and evaluation that represent the essential
nature of this mercurial experience.
Since different activities are appropriate to different developmental stages, balance is a key
issue. Consequently, the process of practising improvising (perhaps composition too) can be
represented along a variable continuum of tangible and intangible properties. Whereas the
SOLO taxonomy provides a framework for understanding understanding,92 the 4 Reservoirs of
creative activity provide a framework for understanding creative or improvisational processes.
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This assists both teacher and students in reconciling preferences in practice, previously assumed
to be mutually exclusive as well as forming a diagnostic tool in identifying blocks in practice,
obstacles to completion or poor motivation.
Fig 1a:

4 Reservoirs of creative activity.

Fig 1b: The 4 Reservoirs of creative activity:
1
Language, recorded performance.
Totally concrete, literally “set in vinyl”, immutable, a reproduction of what is
possible. Representations of artistic or technical perfection. Note the inherent
contradiction of improvised music (music in flux), once recorded may be perceived
as absolute.
Example:
Recording of Oscar Peterson playing “On Green Dolphin Street”,
complete with transcribed improvisation.
2
Forms
Absolute in outline, (E major has four sharps, the chord sequence of “On Green
Dolphin Street”, or Rhumba clavé), less absolute in execution or interpretation.
Example:
The form of “On Green Dolphin Street”, key of C, 32 bars, ABAC,
modulations to Eb major and A minor.
The manifestation of form is determined by....Concept....
3
Concept
The “how and why” of forms and the articulation of personal aesthetic and
expressive choices.
Example:
Why Oscar Peterson and Bill Evans sound so different when playing
“On Green Dolphin Street”.
4
Spirit, the heart, attraction
The motivating force to play, to create and express.
Example: The fact that anybody plays “On Green Dolphin Street” and we love it!
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The model (1a) is deliberately horizontal. While it is possible to perceive attention to the
language or form as “lower” than the creative impulse or a personal concept, all four are
interdependent: An inspired performer lacking clarity and appropriate technique frustrates as
much as a technically able bore.

The Improvisational Practice Cycle

While the 4 Reservoirs of creative activity plot creative or improvisatory practice along a
horizontal range, developmental improvisatory progress may be represented along a
complimentary, vertical cyclical continuum, The Improvisational Practice Cycle. As with the
acquisition of spoken language, reference points refer to the internalisation, manifestation and
adaptation of skills alongside the creative processes and practice of improvisation. Whilst
displayed vertically, the process is cyclical, assisting the teacher in identifying 3 key
developmental stages of formation, competence and mastery - also known as perception (as in
listening), conceptualising (as in understanding) and execution (as in doing), within each locus.
Significantly, each of the 7 loci also cross-reference with the 4 reservoirs of creative activity,
although while the latter are interchangeable, the practice cycle is a set progression. (See fig 1 & 2)
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fig 2: The

1

Improvisational Practice Cycle, 7 loci within an improvisatory progression:

Attraction (Also called recognition). An attitude. “From the heart” beauty. Note.

There are 2 types of beauty - sheer, jaw dropping beauty and “the beauty of usefulness” i.e. a minor II V I phrase or a particularly effective fingering.
2

Reproduction - The process of: manufacturing the beautiful object exactly and

reliably. Becoming the object, process or concept, in its most basic, material form. Notice
how this stage requires attraction to have taken place alongside a commitment to accuracy.
3

Application - The process of: making useful, application to musical situations . This

is training, becoming adept, skilful, thoroughly researching all possible applications of the
object.
4

Manipulation - The process of: more flexible application and use. The object

remains but may be adapted to suit a wider range of contexts.
5

Modification - The process of: changing elements of the object, freely and

deliberately, while still referring to it in its original form. Note, curiosity plays a part here.
6

Transformation - The process of: creative and extreme manipulation. The object

may now remain as a prompt, a springboard, or simply an echo. Gesture may become more
important than detail, feeling more than the spelling. Meaning leads now.
7

Readiness - An attitude. Readiness for attraction to a new object or impulse. By now

the artist has thoroughly absorbed both the beauty and the detail of the original, desired
object, gaining reliability and adaptability but significantly leading to original material as a
result of the process, which now begins again....

The practice cycle represents a process of integration, the transition of a chosen object initially
perceived as outside of the student’s experience yet to which they are attracted and motivated to
employ, undergoing a process by which it is absorbed and becomes an intimate part of the

31

person’s own means of expression. The word “recognise”, to re-know, or re-see is significant
here, suggesting a Socratic acknowledgement of the latent presence of the object, already in
potential, within. In the 1st locus, the balance lies 100% with the “object” as it maintains its
original form, by the 4th and 5th loci the balance is roughly equal as creative will is exerted.
However, as the student progresses through the loci, they assume increasing control until by the
7th the process has assumed supremacy and full integration and originality has occurred.
Berliner further explains the process:
.... experimental improvising with a set of known model phrases reveals
precise transformational processes at play, shedding light on ruminations of
the musical imagination and such potentially enigmatic matters as the
difference between intention and realization in the articulation of ideas.93
Progression through the 7 stages may occur in a few minutes or a few months depending upon
the size, complexity or scale of the task involved. For example, a melodic fragment may take 5
minutes to undergo the full process in 1 key, and 2 days (or more) to gain competence in 12
keys. A conceptual approach to improvisation may take a moment to connect with but 3 months
to internalise and use at will. For the teacher, the important factor is the recognition of a set of
developmental stages and the formation of strategies for the planning, implementation and
evaluation of teaching and learning.
Fig 3-

Co-relationship of the Improvisational Practice Cycle and the 4 Reservoirs of
creative activity:

The Improvisational Practice Cycle has evolved from long-term observation of students, is
93
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intimately representative of actual experience and forms a reliable and responsive diagnostic
tool integrating the tangible and intangible aspects of music making. Key to its significance is
the synthesis of skills, process and crucially, attitude. Learning processes may be presented in
cyclical sequence, yet the choice to progress stems from an attitude or will. This may be desire,
inspiration, fear or acquiescence to institutional pressure and naturally, the nature of motivation
will determine the quality of learning. The identification of attitude is as close as we can get to
the demonstrable presence of self-realisation or vocation as a driving factor in the learning
process. Indeed, the transformation of a negative learning experience into insight or productive
action reveals the work of an attitude or will, while the distinction between compulsion, impulse
or choice considers differing degrees of will-power. In this context, the presence of attitude and
will contrasts with taxonomies of learning based solely on cognitive or behavioural input and
outcomes, instead aligning the transmission of a skill-base with developmental needs.
Curriculum review must consequently recognise the three-fold nature of learning, comprising
of: attitude (motivation and will), process (adaptation and use of materials) and skill
(reproduction and application of technique).94

Summary:
•

Recent neuroscientific research suggests that the brain’s natural state is
one of improvisation.

•

As “structured play”, improvisation is an interaction amongst the
“learner” and the outside world of objects and dynamic processes.

•

Improvisation requires that learners make choices in real time, initiating
creative decisions, reviewing in the moment, planning, and evaluating in
time - without verbalisation and at their own pace.

•

Improvisation redefines the nature of any teaching and learning exchange.

•

Improvisation integrates teaching, learning, and evaluation. No other
learning or evaluative process so faithfully resembles both subject and
participant it attempts to serve.

•

Templates such as Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives95 and the
SOLO taxonomy provide useful mapping devices assisting student profiling
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and diagnosis but are linear. By contrast, the practice of improvisation may
be considered as 2 interlocking models: 1) A horizontal continuum:
Language, Forms, Concept and Spirit within 2) A Cycle: Attraction,
Reproduction, Application, Manipulation, Modification, Transformation
and Readiness.
•

Improvisation is a process of absorption as a chosen object initially
perceived as “outside”, is subjected to creative will and integrated.

•

It is the teacher’s task to devise templates for understanding the creative
process alongside methods of appraisal and evaluation.

•

The nature of the improvisational process determines the quality of the
learning experience and vice versa.

•

Improvisation can be simultaneously expressive, experiential, analytical
and reflective.
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1.6 Vocation
Greater is thine own work, even if this be humble, than the work of another,
even if this be great. Bhagavad Gita96
Each of the previous four limbs to this approach to music education (action-based teacher
research, the notion of the evolving curriculum, student-centred experiential learning and
improvisation) is process-based, representing a belief in the autonomy of the learner. The choice
to establish a system of educational values upon person-centred ideals, acknowledges the
fundamental importance of the individual and that education should lead to self-expression and
self-realisation. The presence of improvisation acts as a conversation between the individual’s
impulses and other realities, both inner and outer providing a conduit between musical body and
soul, a non-verbal dialogue between the self as creator, propelled by the vocation as it
encounters its local environment. It is this authentic notion of vocation that we shall now
consider.
There are legitimate grounds for such an enquiry. While Dewey’s child-centred assertions rested
upon notions of democracy, psychologist and philosopher James Hillman delves into less
familiar territory for the teacher and curriculum planner. In The Soul’s Code97, he suggests that
while in the space of one century, psychology has attempted to explain deep questions about
personality, sexuality and the divine, even now its proponents have yet to decode or illuminate
the world as to the role of an equally deep dynamic force within the psyche, the daimon or
genius, the authentic notion of vocation:
We are victims of academic, scientific, and even therapeutic psychology,
whose paradigms do not sufficiently account for or engage with, and therefore
ignore, the sense of calling, that essential mystery at the heart of each human
life.98
We may feel more familiar discussing vocations attributed to religious life, but artists also attest
to the same urgency and non-negotiability, Arnold Schönberg for instance:
I believe that art is born of ‘I must’, not of ‘I can’: A craftsman ‘can’.... but
the artist must. He has no say in the matter.... but since he must, he also can....
So the genius really learns only from himself, the man of talent mainly from
others.99
Whether we perceive this energy as an overwhelming conceptual logic that convinces us both
emotionally and intellectually,100 or the prompting of a deep inner urge within, there are
significant implications for teaching and learning. Educationally, definitions of student-centred
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strategies are challenged as we question what exactly is placed at the centre of a teaching and
learning activity, which part of a student is actually encountered and whether curriculum
objectives really match this deepest of student needs.
Neither is the appearance of vocation altogether vague. Hillman ponders as to forgotten traits of
this daimon, proposing behavioural problems to be symptoms of a calling, something greater,
less as developmental problems than as revelatory emblems101,, even the possibility of greatness
within the so-called learner. Whereas behavioural and technicist approaches to teaching and
learning elicit responses that conform to vertically imposed values and professional
competencies, we are alerted to the experiences of Cézanne, Woody Allen and Winston
Churchill, all failures at school, as Hillman suggests that it is, at times, in the vocation’s interest
to fail.
Furthermore, art and its education conjure peculiar contradictions, requiring absolute
commitment to detail at the same time craving spontaneity, as technique may even become
mistrusted. Emerson’s distinction between intuition and tuition, or not-tuition is cited:
We denote this primary wisdom as Intuition whilst all other teachings are
tuitions.102
Vocational-alignment and shortfall.
The vocational dynamic, while unfamiliar, is nevertheless evident as student development
coincides with, or diverges from whatever a curriculum or school culture provides. Vocational
alignment is the degree to which disinterest and poor-performance, or high motivation and high
performance, relate to how a course allows for such a drive. While this is unfamiliar territory for
institutions, the symptom of such alignment may be witnessed as absorption, the balance of
spirit, mind and body in action. I know of a number of students who have left college precisely
because the courses offered did not suit their sense of self. This is no bad thing, indeed teachers
can take pride in assisting students in gaining awareness of their deepest motivation within or, if
necessary, outside the institution.
Curriculum planners must also ponder the effect of technicist approaches that produce able, but
at times unmotivated or passive musicians. In my own field, the profile of Post Graduate jazz
students has changed discernibly during the last 15 years. During the 1980s, students arrived at
the GSMD from backgrounds ranging from university degrees in various subjects, through to
“ordinary” jobs or unemployment. Whilst often lacking formal musical literacy or training,
these students were commonly freethinking, mature and vocationally aligned. By comparison,
recent intakes of graduates are often literate, yet more likely to lack drive and any certitude of
vocation (a phenomenon mirrored to a lesser extent in adult education). This “vocational
shortfall” coincides with the increasing number of safe routes into higher education, casting
music as “something you can do at college, like Geography, before you get a proper job”103. In
my own field, the situation is further reinforced by the all-pervading jazz education industry,
offering jazz as a consumer product, complete with holidays, t-shirts and education conferences
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at Disney-World.104 It is a sad irony that despite offering a comprehensive technical grounding,
an education does not necessarily contribute to growth in the most vital area.
Arguably, the vocation is the single most powerful force within a student’s growth. To work in
opposition to, or without proper respect for it will render the most effective or well-tried
teaching techniques useless. In the same way that we must decide on whose behalf assessments
are made, teachers must ask who’s vocation is served by teaching methods and curriculum.
While recent governments have recently devalued the authentic notion of vocation, it is the duty
(if not the calling) of teachers to reclaim this distorted aspect of our students’ personhood,
allowing them to align their experience of teaching and learning towards self-realisation.
Practically, the implication is that great work often results from something other than what we
assume we are teaching. While this realisation requires considerable investigation beyond the
limits of this research, it would form a factor within lesson planning and evaluation as the
teacher’s interpretations were balanced against student feedback.

Summary:
• Educational psychology has yet to fully articulate the authentic notion of
vocation.

• The notion of vocation challenges the formation and inner dynamics of any
theory of teaching and learning.

• Music education poses contradictions - commitment to technical detail
alongside the pursuit of a personal voice and spontaneity.

• It is the teacher’s duty to reclaim the recognition of vocation as a means to
self-realisation.

• Vocational alignment is the degree to which student performance coincides
with curriculum content and school climate.

• “Vocational shortfall” represents the slack between artificial skill-laden
educational product and vocationally aligned motivation and performance.

• Vocation may be the single most powerful force within a student’s growth. To
work in opposition to or without proper respect for it will render the most
effective or well-tried teaching techniques useless.
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PART 2
The Practice
While the ideas above represent factors driving a teacher’s work, we now witness teacherresearch in action, as previously maintained theories are tested by the presenting realities
within a classroom. Teaching and learning provides the substance for reflection, analysis and
interpretation, contributing to the ongoing formation and review of a personal theory grounded
in actual evidence. Theory and practice, while interdependent, are in flux but maintained by
monitoring and review.

_____________________________________
2.1 Methodology
Stenhouse viewed teachers as reflective practitioners capable of extended professionalism that
would require the following characteristics:
• The commitment to systematic questioning of one’s own teaching as a
basis for development;
• The commitment and the skills to study one’s own teaching;
• The concern to question and to test theory in practice by the use of
those skills;
• Readiness to allow others to observe your work and to discuss it with
them on an honest, open basis.105
These directives had already formed the underlying basis for my own work and would be further
developed during formal teacher-research. As described above, I have been planning and
evaluating my practice for many years, a labour both of love and necessity - a creative frisson
present precisely because of a concern to question and to test theory in practice, a habit born of
experience as an improviser. Although lesson observation is often inhibiting, with proper
planning and agreement it would provide insightful support as well as being the only means of
acquiring objective feedback. (Sometimes teachers forget that students continually observe our
teaching.)
Immediate Context
The presence of a researcher within a conservatoire jazz department promised not only to
highlight educational issues but also to challenge the department to undergo change, as accepted
practice was scrutinised in the interests of educational development. However, there was a fear
that this could be perceived as foreign to the essential nature of a subject or body of knowledge,
an unwelcome intrusion with unfamiliar vocabulary.
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Specifically, the research field would be a series of weekly, 2 hour, Post Graduate Jazz
Improvisation classes, observed over 10 weeks. The group comprised of 8 instrumentalists and 2
singers and could form a well-balanced ensemble. Of the 10 students, 7 possessed music
degrees of which 4 were jazz specific while 2 students possessed degrees in areas unrelated to
music. Ages ranged from 22 to 35. (Please note that in the interests of anonymity, all names
found below are fictitious.) The classes were practically based, any learning intended to emerge
directly from musical experience. The ongoing class to class action would be recorded and
interpreted in relation to developmental templates developed by the teacher - the Assessment
criteria for Improvised Line and Language and the Improvisational Practice Cycle. (See 1.5,
Improvisation)
2.2 Performance Gap, Evaluation and Assessment Criteria
There is a gap between the idea and the reality of inquiry teaching in my own
classroom. Recognising this gap, I must develop a strategy of action if
improvements.... are to be achieved.106
The gap can only be closed by adopting a research and development approach
to one’s own reaching.107
Teacher-research is criticised by some as lacking the checks and balances of quantitive research.
However, systematic rigour is provided by the monitoring of a performance gap. Quite simply,
just as our accounts of shared experiences may differ from those of our friends, as teachers we
may be unable to discern how our own version of events in the classroom may be at odds with
the accounts of students or an observer. This performance gap might be a practical inconsistency
within a professed philosophy, teaching objectives or the actual outcomes and evaluation of a
lesson. Awareness of a potential performance gap108 forms a significant component of rigour in
this work, as lesson observation and the monitoring of evaluative procedures would ground lofty
aspirations in what actually did take place. Essentially, the performance gap is the discrepancy
between a teacher’s stated goals and actual events.
David Hopkins cites Ebbutt, quoting an Open University course team’s attempts to monitor
performance gap by addressing these 6 questions:
1 What did the pupils actually do?
2 How were they learning?
3 How worthwhile was it?
4 What did I do?
5 What did I learn?
6 What do I intend to do now?109
106

Kemmis, S. and McTaggart, R. (1988) The Action Research Planner, 3rd edn. Victoria: Deakin University Press
(1st edn, 1981). Quoted in Hopkins, op.cit., 65
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Stenhouse, op.cit., 3.
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Hopkins, D. op.cit., 64-66.
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Ebbutt, D. Educational Action Research: Some general concerns and specific quibbles. In Burgess, R.(ed)
Issues in Educational Research. Lewes: Falmer Press, 1985.
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Any potential performance gap would be monitored through:
• Lesson appraisal: Observing declared aims, objectives, strategies and modes
of delivery against actual outcomes.
• Discussions with supervisor: Weekly check-ins and email correspondence.
The supervisor would provide a weekly bulletin based on lesson plans and
appraisals, highlighting areas of concern and possible interpretations of
evidence. Incongruities could be discussed, insights explored and
scrutinised.
• Lesson observation: 2 classes.
• Student feedback: Ongoing (within class) and formal written feedback.
It was a necessary and challenging task to identify what was to be observed and understood,
addressing central and value-laden questions. In one sense it would have been useful simply to
re-evaluate my process of class observation but the initial stages were dominated by narrowing
the field of vision into practical areas for monitoring.
From the outset I was interested in the following:
• How students learn.
• How planning and appraisal enhance the teaching and learning exchange.
• Factors affecting the retention of knowledge
• Deepening an understanding of issues around doing and thinking,
experiencing and reflecting.
• How the mode of delivery and the implementation of teaching techniques
affected the classroom climate and the nature of the learning experience.
• The relationship between experience, theory and verbal language in music.
Subject specific issues:
• Particular improvisational skills, processes and contextualisation.
• Implications for course work, curriculum and departmental development.
Questions regarding jazz improvisation, non-verbal and non-formal communication in music
inspired lofty musing regarding students’ development while all the ideas above were united by
an aspiration towards student-centred, experiential learning. The following concerns were
typical of the initial correspondence with my supervisor as I wrote:
"If teaching, thinking and learning about music has generally been in the "past
tense" and therefore apart from the actual moment of experience, can we devise
means of experiencing music in the moment that will at the same time deepen our
appreciation, technical mastery and creativity for lasting periods? I think this is an
important and pretty clear educational question.... It is only by experiencing music
that we can become it”.
"The mode of delivery should reflect the essential nature of the music" 110 - that can
only be participatory and asks deep questions of the nature of reflection and
subsequent analysis and application.

110

Steve Watts, professor of Jazz Bass, GSMD, in conversation, 1997.
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“.... the most intimate and representative commentary on music cannot be in prose
or spoken language but in musical language itself. Furthermore, if it is to represent
the process of "being" music, it must take place in the moment and will inevitably be
improvised”.
While the acquisition of technical skills often forms core of what occurs in music teaching, the
manner by which they are imparted, received and utilised determines much of any eventual
learning outcome - this formed a central teaching and learning belief. It is relevant to monitor
the nature of this exchange of educational merchandise in order to deepen appreciation of the
dynamics that are present and as a result, acquire more effective practice as a teacher. The
assessment of improvisation, whether ongoing or formal, would also require recognition of 3
essential dynamics: the manual operation of materials, process and will.
How do we really know?
It was necessary to apply an evaluative and diagnostic method to the teaching process itself,
objective as well as acknowledging the uniqueness of the teaching and learning situation. The
nature of learning and understanding required definition, while developmental stages specific to
subject matter had to be identified and monitored.
It was agreed that the teacher would observe:
1
What the students do.
2
What the students learn.
3
How valuable was it?
4
What the teacher does.
5
What the teacher learns.
6
What the teacher does next.

These would form the basic framework for reportage and communication with the supervisor. It
was anticipated that the enquiry would lead toward the following:
1

Defining a technique of lesson planning and evaluation.

2

Identifying real outcomes and their relation to stated aims and objectives.

3

Illuminating lesson planning in relation to reactive, responsive and improvised
teaching.

4

Identifying how the process contributes to:
- each class.
- a scheme of work.
- development and maintenance of course content.

5

Scrutinise planning and evaluative techniques by monitoring in relation to:
- modes of delivery/experience, their inherent characteristics (i.e.
participatory, verbal, non-verbal etc).
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- relationship amongst teaching techniques and predicted and actual
learning outcomes.
6

Examine contributory factors:
- Psychological, philosophical, institutional.

7

Identify implications for:
- class-to-class maintenance
- teacher development
- development of subject matter
- syllabus and curriculum development.

The initial stages of this project required considerable clarification of intention and definition of
ideas in order that a path through the work would be navigable. However, as teacher-research,
the teacher had to teach....
2.3 Adventures in the classroom and the mind.
Educational philosophy and psychology may be stimulating but the reality of classroom life
tests the longevity of any theory of learning. As we accompany the teacher in his reflection,
angst and creativity, the witnessing of a teaching mind at work is more important than the
testing of one, distinct, technique and reflects the multi-layered nature of educational practice in
a conservatoire classroom.
Despite my deep interest in teaching and learning, I entered this process with some resistance why I had to do this in the first place, some pride (I can do this easily), as well as a mass of
frustration at an overburdened curriculum that conspired against deep learning111. However, I
was motivated to gain new insights or confirmation of what I thought I already knew. I was also
apprehensive as to how this work would be received by colleagues should any evidence
challenge departmental or institutional practice.
Teaching and learning is only as effective as the implementation of teaching and learning
activities.112 Up to this point I had employed a lesson plan template inherited from my PGCE,
developed through my own work and in discussions with teachers and friends (see fig 4). I had
accumulated a plethora of teaching strategies alongside a value system and personal theories.
The lesson plan was based on a model of plan - act - reflect - plan, accommodating the notion
of the performance gap. This research would assist me in gaining deeper insight into the validity
and usefulness of this and other tools.

111

“The greatest enemy of understanding is coverage” (Gardner 1993:24) Quoted in Biggs, Teaching for Quality
Learning at University op.cit, page 44. Students on the Post Graduate Jazz Course have always complained about
workload.
112
Biggs, ibid, Chap 5.
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Fig 4

Lesson Plan Template: (see also naomie113)

Revisiting the sequence of classes is telling. Here we witness the teacher reacting to
the challenges presented week to week. Plans are made, events occur and aspects of
a personal teaching style are subsequently modified, deepened and evolved through
reflection and creative approaches to problem-solving. Significantly for the purpose
of this enquiry, the effectiveness of teaching and learning takes place as much in the
mind of the teacher away from the classroom as it does within the practice of
teaching, inside the classroom.
_________________________________________________

113

Needs, aims, objectives, methods, implementation, evaluation. See appendix 3, Lesson plan templates, p89.
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2.4 The Sequence of lessons:
The following section provides evidence of lesson planning and evaluation, tracing the ongoing
development of a teaching process, the recounting of consistent themes (many predating this
enquiry) alongside others emerging as illumination and interpretation occur. In order to
represent the day to day practice of a teacher, action and initial reflections are presented side by
side.
While the text ahead is a summary, the initial class described in depth, assisting the reader in
appreciating the depth of enquiry, while ongoing themes are to be found from page 49. A
complete collection of lesson plans is to be found in appendix 2, “Compendium of lesson
plans”.
[Please note that every attempt has been made to maintain the anonymity of the students
participating.]
Lesson 1 (of 10) - Preliminary, prior to 1st lesson observation.
The Plan
The preliminary planning places the class in context, revealing that the students had recently
rushed through a topic, resulting in superficial understanding. A recent 20% cut in teaching
hours and a content-dominated curriculum frustrated the teacher. The plan shows concern for
the students’ capacity to learn.
The group spent weeks 1 and 2 rushing through the previous topic.... resulting
in 2 students feeling lost and failing (needlessly).
The educational context is logged and desired learning outcomes and are clearly defined as
developmental stages:
1st week of Modal Jazz Project (expected to run for 3 - 5 weeks)
.... the students should be able to proceed through 7 developmental
stages114...individual components of assembly alongside the macro (mastery of
skills and processes combining to form a discernible approach or style).
The Needs section demonstrates a concern for classroom climate, inclusivity and group
cohesion, awareness of the interrelatedness of teaching and learning activities115 and the
essential nature of the subject matter. Note the reference to the 1960’s modal style. This could
be interpreted as content-based teaching, revealing an aesthetic decision made and imposed by
the teacher. Instead, this decision was made in partnership with a group of students keen to
acquaint themselves with a particular area of activity. Transferable skills are also emphasised.
The Aims and Principles section lists the key processes applied within modal improvisation:
Use of melodic properties, implied function, motivic development....
.... alongside modes of delivery that embodied the essence of the music and activities considered
114

Improvisational Practice Cycle – page 28.
“Teaching and learning activity is a better term than ‘teaching method’ because it captures the reciprocal
relationship between learning and teaching”. Biggs, op.cit., 29.
115
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appropriate to desired artistic, teaching and learning outcomes:
Use of song form and improvisation. Learning as discovery from within real
music. Doing rather than explaining.
This was to be experiential teaching and learning, permitting the student to participate in
learning through improvisation. It was a key objective to maintain the aural basis of
improvisation and sustain the maxim that “the mode of delivery should reflect the essential
nature of the music".
The plan proceeds with a sequence of teaching and learning activities:
The Warm-up116 was designed in order to:
a) Attune the students to a specific sound world.
b) Provide an aural and practical experience of learning activities in an easy,
inclusive way.
The objective was that every student could participate without the possibility of failure. Starting
with the warm-up and progressing through the class, the teaching and learning activities require
increasing degrees of skill and sophistication in process, although each stage is built upon skills
or activities experienced earlier in the sequence.
Warm Up
Learn and play “Out of this World”.117 [modal repertoire]
Improvise on 1 scale over sequence - by ear. [ear based, easy activity]
Methods
Search for melodic property included within “Out of this World”.
This is the bridge between the warm-up as unpressurised, ear-based preparation and key skills
and processes requiring more conscious concentration and degrees of cognition alongside
affective sensing - the business of teaching and learning:
Introduce “4 note groupings” and pentatonic scales from the piano.
Duet with some students.
Further degrees of skill required as the number of components and complexity increases. Also,
learning through interactive play/improvisation in duets, modelling, cajoling, arousing, jousting,
always experiential, practical and reciprocal:
Identify 2 groupings and 2 or 3 treatments and lead [thinking aspect of]
improvisation from the board.
Refer to functional origins associations.
Cognitive recall required but placed after plenty of experiencing:
Listening:
• “So What”, playing when students arrive....
• Later.... Coltrane, “Miles Mode”.118
116
117

The “Warm-up” has become integrated into music teaching although little consideration is made of its best use.
“Out of This World”, composer, Harold Arlen, Published: Edwin Morris & Co Inc, New York.
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•

“Witch Hunt”119 Compare approaches to modal playing by Wayne Shorter
and Freddie Hubbard.

Music unconsciously attunes students’ ears and minds to the matter in hand as they arrive.
Concentration and participation is also maintained by varying the mode of delivery and resulting
mode of reception - in this case from activity through playing, to reception, reflection and
conceptualisation in listening. This serves to reinforce teaching and learning points.
The Homework assignments were designed to reinforce the experiences of this session through
memorising relevant repertoire and practical application of key points within an improvised
context. It was intended that personal practice based on class-work would facilitate progression
through the improvisational practice cycle. (See page 28) Students would acquire primary skills,
supporting contextualisation and aural reinforcement through listening and cognitive
reinforcement through some reading. In the teacher’s mind, these were realisable expectations
as well as consistent with the practice of jazz musicians.
Homework
• Learn “Out of this World” and “Passion Dance”.120
• Read sheets.
• Listen to “So What” 121 and write notes re the 3 solos and approach to
language.
• Learn pentatonic scales (plus 2 patterns) and “I Got Rhythm” shape in all
keys.
• Search for Pentatonic scales within 1st 16 bars of “On Green Dolphin
Street”.122
The Appraisal.
An initial appraisal took place shortly after the class as the teacher measured his performance
gap in relation to the plan and actual classroom activity. (See 2.2) Deeper consideration of
presenting evidence occurred some hours later. This is very detailed and illustrative of all the
dynamics at work.
Clearly enjoying his work, the teacher declares his enthusiasm for the subject as well as an
appreciation of the teaching and learning imperatives for this class in context.
I really enjoyed this class.... it is also an introductory class requiring simple,
realisable goals without the need for individual practice. The vibe was good
and I suspect my decision to base as much of the session within the music
(beginning by listening to “So What” and playing “Out of the World”)
contributed to a feel-good factor.
However, the dilemma for the student-centred teacher is clearly articulated, as some students
118

Coltrane, John “Miles Mode”, 1962, Coltrane JAS 10.
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actually appear to resist empowerment.
While I was keenly aware of the need to “get out of the way”, the students
respond well when I “coach” and think for them. They seem to require me to
do this.
Technical skill, powers of concentration and progression through developmental stages are
monitored alongside the inability of some students, to articulate experience in words. This is a
constant concern for the teacher of improvisation.
While capable of some modal procedures [in practical music making], the
group are less able to verbalise their approaches or articulate much
awareness external to their immediate experience... However, [all] the
students display varying degrees of comprehension simply by playing.
The appraisal demonstrates how the teacher improvises throughout the session, introducing a
number of activities and skills appropriate to presenting evidence, careful to reinforce by
listening and referring to contexts beyond the immediate:
In response to the students’ initial improvisations and enquiries into their
experience and awareness, I made the decision to offer for 4 treatments:
• Contrast (familiar technique - or is this a process?)
• 5 note improvisation with “contrast” (new treatment)
• Target note (axis) (new treatment)
• Approaches to target note, broadening the approach (new treatment).
These approaches were reinforced with a brief listening to John Coltrane and
throughout I offered treatments by ear.
Every class throws up something unexpected. One such event, unforeseen by any formal
planning occurred during this session, leading to much reflection:
A big moment was my intervention with Ed. I noticed a shift in intensity within
the group as I recognised and articulated his block in confidence and its effect
on his playing. I took the risk of inviting him to stand out front and play with
the rhythm section for himself, affirming his talent, encouraging and cajoling
him into “doing it for real”. He “played great” and the group responded very
well, smiling, empathising and, I suspect, gaining in confidence themselves.
This was a breakthrough moment.
This was a breakthrough for student and teacher. My experience and training had highlighted
issues of exposure and the potential to shame and reinforce fear-based psychological reactions. I
am always sensitive to students’ responses whenever I invite them to act as “guinea-pig”, and
especially in this case, where the student, was reticent. My relationship within the class had
empowered me to trust my intuition - as demonstrated by subsequent events and appraisal. This
realisation offered scope for development and deeper understanding of my own process
alongside that of the students. The risks had been: shaming, inhibition or failure; while the
actual results were: empowerment (individual student, peers and teacher) and modelling of
musical skills (modal improvising) and subtle skills (confidence, courage, risk taking) significantly by the student.
The next section of the appraisal explores progression towards the next class:
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Everybody has understood the key points. Their playing demonstrates that fact
even if they don’t necessarily verbalise with any great depth at this point.
Once again, the teacher proceeds on the basis of practical rather than verbal demonstration of
understanding but the onset of a research procedure also raises doubts about the curriculum and
manageability of research findings:
What if the enhanced appraisal of lessons suggests that the curriculum is
unrealistic or flawed? What if improvisation is best developed outside an
improvisation class? What is the difference between experiencing “music”
and experiencing a class “about music”?
As a direct result of the appraisal, the teacher invited the external observer to monitor:
The degree to which subsequent classes would be experiential and pupilcentred.
The effectiveness of planning, acting, witnessing and appraising within
immediate structure of the course and definition of the class.
Practical, insightful and creative lesson-planning versus idealised or
perfectionist notions.
The teacher concludes with a defining statement, placing student development within the school
context:
The.... result of this process has been to revisit the notion of studentcentredness. As I plan the next session, I am returning to a process that would
result in transforming the nature and outcomes of the classes but which
requires that these classes do not exist in isolation. As I write brief notes on
pupil attainment and development I realise that even as I devise a more pupilcentred emphasis (I maintain that all improvisation is student-centred and that
these classes have always been student-centred!), there are implications for
admissions, streaming, banding etc and the ever-present question of course
content and workload. As an improviser, I am aware of the time required for
individual absorption, replication, application, modification and
transformation, led by personality, curiosity, imagination and desire. While the
measures in mind may result in developing connection, motivation and the
recognition of individual learning paths, students will only be capable of
superficial development if they are required to expend energy in more tasks
than they can manage.
Summary:
•

It is necessary to apply an evaluative and diagnostic method to the
teaching process.

•

Systematic questioning of one’s own teaching is a basis for development.

•

Teachers may forget that students continually observe teaching.

•

A teacher’s version of events in the classroom may be at odds with the
accounts of students or an observer.
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•

The presence of a researcher not only highlights educational issues but
also challenges a department to undergo change. This may be perceived
as foreign to the essential nature of a subject or body of knowledge, an
unwelcome intrusion in an unfamiliar vocabulary.

•

The manner in which skills are imparted, received and utilised determines
much of any eventual learning outcome.

•

Improvisation as non-verbal musical understanding in time, within the
medium of music, is in conflict with pressure to verbalise.

•

Even Post Graduate students can be dependent.

•

Cut in teaching hours have predictable effects.

•

The teacher, attempting to develop and implement student-centred
teaching and learning strategies may experience ongoing conflict with a
content-heavy wider curriculum.

Ongoing classes:
Themes become clearer as the sessions progress. The alignment of a student-centred emphasis
and the development of musical processes alongside the pressure to accumulate of skills was a
constant concern. Up until this point, progress had been monitored in relation to the
Improvisational Practice Cycle123, the Assessment Criteria for Line and Language124 and the
SOLO taxonomy.125 With the introduction of student profiles, the teacher also attempted to gain
a deeper understanding of the individual student, monitoring technical and musical development
alongside vocational aspects of learning, writing:
I felt that the emphasis has shifted from focussing on the needs of a class
towards the needs of a collection of individuals. A subtle but important shift.
[The teacher becomes] a facilitator of individual growth rather than an
instrument addressing a homogeneous class.
These comments were typical entries, revealing the multi-dimensional nature of profiling:
Maureen: Needs encouragement, very clear and realisable activities.
Understood concepts, simultaneous levels of understanding:
1) Intellectual appreciation of one issue in complex situation (unistructural),
aware of implications (multistructural), at the same time as pointing towards
latent abstract. 2) Disappointing melodic control, reflective of problems with
harmony. Really needs a tutorial.
123

See 1.5, Improvisational Practice Cycle, p 28.
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Dale: Displays considerable awareness and personality. While unfamiliar
with the genre and lacking core components of language, Dale is able to
perceive connections and attempt solutions.
Improvisational levels: 3+ [out of 5] Attempting higher levels of
understanding, say multistructural and relational and the element of
“wonder” points towards latent abstract.
The observer had commented that the teacher was “having to work too hard” and that the
students could assume more responsibility. Consequently, practice journals and in-class
performances were (re)introduced126. However, the introduction of new ideas was not without
problems.
While there was a high degree of trust between the teacher and supervisor, there existed a
natural fear of judgment or suggestion that appropriate measures had not been implemented in
the face of presenting evidence. In fact, a number of student-centred strategies had been
employed in the past, although reluctantly relinquished as a result of their impracticability
within the context of the overall course structure. The evidence from the lesson appraisals
continually point to low levels of retention and completion, students rarely completing the
learning cycle or experiencing support and facilitation through the more sophisticated
developmental stages. Skill levels were consistently out of balance with desire for expression in
any complex harmonic and rhythmic contexts, students occasionally voicing feelings of
frustration and disassociation. Consequently, the classroom research and presenting evidence
placed the teacher in conflict with aspects of the wider curriculum. He comments:
I have left the students with an incomplete fluency and competence in this area
[modal improvising].
The whole group is still largely only capable of very slow internalisation
(proved by the practice journals) and is dependent on musical prompts from
me for certain types of application. [This point was made after every lesson.]
The problems regarding the wider curriculum and immediate class/course objectives are
summarised thus:
Fig 5

Curriculum objectives on a scale of 1 (beginning) - 10 (completion):
Students reach point 10 through their own, student-led, deep learning.
Students reach point 10 through teacher-led and therefore, surface
learning? Can teacher-led completion represent true learning?
Students reach point 5 or 6 with deep, student-led learning?
Students reach point 2 or 1 with superficial, student-led learning?

(Clearly, completion of teaching and learning objectives depend upon agreed definitions of
understanding and learning.)
This was a sensitive time for the teacher, as personal teaching-practice and its relationship to the
wider curriculum and course structure are scrutinised.
126

A number of student-centred measures had been implemented in previous years but discarded in the context of
the input-heavy work load from the wider course.
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Assessment:
The extra attention to students as individuals deepened the teacher’s own practice as well
enhancing assessment procedure. Monitoring of individual development on a week to week
basis served as formative assessment, the Improvisational Practice Cycle served as mid-point,
diagnostic template, tracing developmental stages, while Assessment Criteria for Line and
Language127 provided criterion-referenced assessment. As part of the student-centred emphasis
and in order to introduce an element of ownership, the students identified the following criteria
that they themselves would apply to assessment:128
• Technique
• Intonation
• Sound
• Dynamics
• Effectiveness on chord changes
• Ability to develop lines
• Clarity of intention, direction
• Clarity of ideas
• Freedom within the form and freedom from the form
• Narrative
• Lyricism
• Expression
• Originality
• Spontaneity
• Whether you like it
Assessment of examined performance was also considered within the context of development,
as the teacher viewed the class as 3 groups:
1) Very able - challenged to use exam to advantage, i.e. artistic implications.
2) Mid range - will be challenged but can turn this to their advantage.
3) Strugglers - hard to say, all about motivation and maturity.
In terms of ongoing classroom assessment, the skills of some student improvisers contrasted
with a reticence to verbalise their process, making discussion and whole-brain learning difficult.
Improvisation as evaluation in action challenged assumptions about assessment, as the teacher
questioned whether skilled improvisers, interacting together needed to account for their actions
in words. (See 4.3 “Music about Music”.) The contrasting historical and psychological
experiences of classical and jazz musicians consequently formed a major discussion between
teacher and supervisor and explored in the context of learning experiences, curriculum design
and the degree to which these were genre-specific.
****************
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See appendix, 2, Assessment Criteria for Line and Language.
“In a good learning system, the students learn to take over their formative role from themselves, monitoring
themselves as they learn”. Biggs, J. op.cit., 143.
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Some change had now occurred. While the initial classes had been planned with needs, learning
and musical outcomes in mind, as the work progressed, student-centred measures, once
assumed, were now articulated. This represents a shift in emphasis from planning towards
preparation, from performance of a prepared class towards readiness to respond as appropriate.
(See 4.2, Actual Outcomes)
Despite the introduction of student-centred measures, some students had continually pressurised
the teacher to adopt a role as coach, instructor or purveyor of information, resisting the
opportunities to lead their own development. One might question whether this concern was
appropriate, bearing in mind that the topic for the classes in question was new. However, deep
learning depended upon individual commitment and this was a group of Post Graduate students
of whom it would be reasonable to expect a higher degree of independence. This was significant
evidence in relation to the monitoring of student-centred schemes of work and lead the teacher
to consider the wider curriculum in terms of 3 important issues:
•
•
•

The co-existence of student-centred, experiential learning and contentbased classes within the same course.
The cumulative effects of overall workload.
A “hurried” educational culture and surface learning as habit.

Interestingly, despite the concerns, student feedback was generally very positive. The classroom
climate was always friendly, cooperative with plenty of smiles and eye contact. There were even
a couple of phone-calls of thanks. Students grew to discuss their development and while one
student suggested that the need for discussion was unhelpful and that the discipline of design
was unnatural to her process, her views were valuable to the class as they made sense of their
own approaches to improvisation.
This had been a taxing process, monitoring the monitoring, adjusting methods and attempting to
integrate emerging ideas. Most satisfying was a realisation that by the end of the 10 sessions,
there was evidence that the teacher’s relationship with this class had been transformed.
Significantly, the teacher now wrote: “the appraisal has now merged with the plan”, the final
lesson plan beginning with a statement by one of the students, clear evidence that they were the
centre of the teaching and learning exchange.
“If you know the changes, all playing is time no changes”.
(Lesley).
The appraisal summarises the teacher’s feelings and commitment to new practice:
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“The use of the board and the student’s quote
symbolically gave the class to the students. Whether
or not they got it, I certainly felt as if I was giving
them back to themselves. I loved writing the
(student’s) statement on the board and the feeling of
intimacy with the group as they appeared to believe in
their insights and individual strengths….
…. I realise that this has always been my aspiration
yet [until recently] I failed to formally declare it as
part of my plan… How about planning with this as a
declared objective, monitored and evaluated?”
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Summary:
On completion, the process of systematic reflection had assisted the teacher in:
•

Gaining confirmation and encouragement - teacher-research is valuable,
sustaining and real.

•

Witnessing

students

making

[some]

connections

with

long

term

developmental processes, as opposed to deterministic outcomes, emanating
from rigid course objectives.
•

Deciding to introduce more open/free improvisation.

•

Accepting that feelings of powerlessness were to be expected (and
appropriate), as a result of a student-centred approach.

•

Confirming the realisation that the effectiveness of student-centred learning
was dependent on the wider curriculum.

•

Moving the focus of preparation from planning to appraisal.

Focussing on individual students assisted the teacher in:
•

Designing classes more intimately aware of the range of needs.

•

Increasing confidence in anticipating how the class will be.

•

Choosing when to be active, withdrawn and when to provide direct
feedback.

•

Adjusting from teaching as an instrument of knowledge towards a
facilitator of process.
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PART 3
Review
The holistic approach to classroom research can bring with it a sense of seasickness
as events list from one presenting reality to another conceptual or theoretical
inconsistency. The presence of other players in the game would provide signposts as
the teacher-researcher aimed to fix markers along the way. The teacher, students
and observer now combined to provide a degree of triangulation, mapping the
various dynamics and interpretations tugging at the sense of purpose within the
classes. Indeed, it was through the dialogue with the observer and the ongoing
relationships with the students that the underlying principles of course development
could originate.
3.1 The Observer
The role of the observer (George Odam129) was to act as “critical friend”, based on the view that
“reflection is often not best carried out alone”130, although it was important that the teacher as
practitioner retained ownership since it was “his” teaching that would form the field of research.
This relationship between teacher and observer began with deep discussions and expression of a
mutual interest in the nature of teaching and learning. Both were conversant with musical and
educational vocabularies and had anticipated the value of collaboration. For the teacher it
provided a welcome review after 20 years of operating largely in isolation, as well uncovering
key dynamics of teaching and learning within a conservatoire. While the teacher carried out the
groundwork of teaching, reflection, appraisal and planning, the observer offered objectivity,
support and experience both as teacher-trainer and musician.
In research terms, George also assisted in steadying the ship, ensuring that the work remained
action-research, maintaining a direction in line with the project’s original aims - witnessing
what goes on in the classroom and contributing to institutional debate and development. At the
start he suggested:
The most important thing for research centre [at GSMD] is that you are recording
the process and will be making it open to others at some point to allow them to read
the map of your journey.
The dialogue between the teacher and observer was at times exhaustive. Lessons were planned,
appraised and discussed in detail. Once the initial aims were clear, the observer provided
feedback within the areas identified by the teacher. Notice the dynamics of collaboration at
work here. The initiative lay with the teacher, identifying areas of interest rather than an
observer inspecting, detecting or fixing poor practice. The teacher wanted to know about aspects

129
130
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of his practice, the observer witnessed and reported back, in partnership. 131
While the extent of the reportage is vast (available in appendix 2), some illustrations are found
below:
At the initial stage, George was able to alert the teacher to the imbalance between planning and
reflection.
…. as with most similar exercises, the reflective bit is not as strong or detailed
as the observational bit. I note that in every case the plans are much fuller
than the recorded actuality.
This comment assisted a development from teacher as instrument of content/knowledge towards
the teacher as facilitator of growth. Following on from the teacher’s special interest in studentcentred learning, George would add:
…. although this is a class, it is small [9] and the individual student
aspirations, strengths, problems, and learning paths are not clear [in the
plan]. Does this make the greatest value of you for each student? .... There is
less recorded evidence of individual learning record than I would have
expected at Post Graduate Level.
There is no evidence of student’s own record keeping or of student selfevaluation although this may well be going on. Do you use any method of
formative assessment? What records do the students keep? What do you keep
on them?
I think [the teacher] and the students will benefit by finding increasing
numbers of ways of placing the student in the teaching role.... The ultimate
goal of the best teacher is to make themselves redundant....
The early stages of research also demonstrated the dilemmas facing a teacher as engaging in
such deep reflection. This time the teacher discloses:
.... now the novelty has worn off, I'm lurching between a sense of deepening
and discovery at the same as worrying that I'm just tinkering for the sake of it
with something that works fine. Also, I am coming to terms with what I can do
within my space and what is achievable within a course structure. I'm
constantly reminded of the fact that I have had to relinquish certain types of
teaching [developmental and student-centred] in the past because of the
demands of the course. There is also the possibility that this work may require
me to reconsider the entire structure of my course content, process and
structure.
As the dialogue developed, the observer and teacher worked in tandem, monitoring the
emergence of themes and possible interpretations. George explains:
The planning and articulation of intent is exemplary and shows clear
progression. The increasing focus of attention on individuals within the class
131
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is, I am certain, helpful to both you and them. At Post Graduate level it is
obviously appropriate, but also it appears to be bearing fruit both for them
and for you, in your evidence.
The relationship was clearly cooperative and beneficial so that the presence of an observer, once
felt to be inhibiting, was now desired:
I would prefer the observer to attend for quite a few classes - a) to get used to
the situation, b) to gain further insight over a period of time, c) achieve
continuity.
Naturally, a range of research-related issues were also discussed throughout the project,
including:
•

The increased workload for the teacher as researcher.

•

Conflicts between immediate educational objectives and an existing
curriculum.

•

Importance of observer/supervisor 1) as mirror, and 2) as an observer with
experience to share.

•

Shift of reflective emphasis towards development of teacher-research
methodology rather than the acquisition of new techniques - quality versus
than quantity.

•

Development of planning and assessment procedures in relation to the
Improvisational Practice Cycle,132diagnostic tools and developmental
templates.

•

Shift in focus in lesson planning so that the appraisal becomes the leading
factor.

•

Deep discussion as to the essential nature of different forms (jazz and
classical), teaching and learning activities most suited to them and a desire
to make appropriate educational responses. Issues surrounding musical
vocabularies.

3.2 Student Reflections: The Moment of Truth, what the students think.
Teachers aspiring to a student-centred approach claim to listen to and respond to feedback.
Some employ questions designed to elicit responses directly from the student’s own experience,
rather than second guessing a teacher’s preferred answer. Others suggest that it is only when we
read the reflections of students, away from our presence, that we begin to gain more accurate
132

The Improvisational Practice Cycle - see page 28.

57

impressions. It is invaluable to the teacher that students reflect upon how and what they have
learnt and for both parties to agree whether learning has taken place.
In the teacher’s mind, experiential teaching and learning activities and experience-based
questions formed the basis of ongoing feedback within these classes but up until this point I had
not been able to record or gain evidence of learning and development toward a more specific
end. While I feared that a rigorous self-assessment exercise could add to an already
overburdened workload, I felt it necessary to employ a questionnaire to determine the degree to
which my interpretations matched those of the students, as well as acting as an aid to their own
reflection.
Self-assessment questionnaires relating to the overall course content (as distinct to the
improvisation class) have been employed for the last 5 years. Distributed each term, the
objective is to provide a tangible record to which students, teachers and course planners could
refer. This year (2000/01), 9 students (out of 18) completed self-assessment forms at the end of
the course. While providing valuable perceptions, the lack of an understood declaration of
course aims has meant that the results of feedback have been inconclusive.
The Questionnaire:
The teacher was interested in the student’s perceptions of their own learning, continually
monitoring the balance between the delivery of skills and the development of learning
processes, while such evidence would be significant in terms of felt student needs. In the context
of student-centred experiential learning, it is interesting to note that when questioned as to their
expectations of the course, students would report of personal development rather than listing
technical skills:
How did your time at GSMD match up to your dreams, hopes and expectations?
• Exceeded expectations
• GSMD’s heuristic approach to jazz education has given me selfdirecting skills and ability to feed my practice. Dreams have been
made to seem possible.
• Gained facility to continue learning
• Discovered personal voice and true vocation
• New realism
Similarly, when questioned as to what had been learnt, students once again listed developmental
issues - improved approaches to practice, self-diagnosis, awareness, resourcefulness,
confidence, alongside technical qualities - learning by ear, harmonic detail, accompanist’s
skills, counting in, technical information, new influences and social aspects of music making generosity, openness, taking the opportunities to play, social impact of working with musicians
from other backgrounds.
An overriding response was a need for feedback, throughout the course as a whole:
• [There was a] lack of assessment in small bands [and] need for
connection with classes - peer assessment?
• Need for progress reports and feedback.
• Written feedback, when it occurred, was especially helpful.
• [Need for] mid-term assessments with informal peer and teacher
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feedback
A need for increased playing opportunities - the essential experiential factor.
• Classes frustrating when not playing
• Too much discussion
While workload and coverage was of particular interest to the teacher, the students reported:
• [Need for] more small bands and tutors to be more prescriptive.
• .... ok but Thursdays [day with most class input] came around too
quickly - not enough time to practice and assimilate.
• OK - but felt behind
• [Need for] more playing forums
On the whole, the reportage tended to reinforce the teacher’s general perceptions of the overall
course:
What would you add to the jazz course(s)?
• Peer assessment
• Staff meetings
• More feedback
The students were also invited to assess their problem-solving capacity in relation to technique,
improvisation and creativity. A numerical scale was employed (see appendix 5, page 87). This
produced inconclusive results, revealing the problems in interpreting students’ self-diagnoses
without prior and collective agreement regarding evaluative criteria. Developmental barometers
such as questionnaires require proper design and interpretative methodology if they are to
provide anything more than assistance for reflection.
Feedback specific to the classes within the research project:
In an attempt to gain more specific feedback in relation to the classes forming the research field,
I wrote to students inviting them to provide “any ideas” although I was particularly interested in:
• Whether [the student] perceived the improvisation classwork as student or
teacher-centred. For example: Did the classes meet individual needs or was
[the student] being moulded to a pre-existing body of knowledge?
• The importance/value of the Artistic Development Project133.
• What in particular assisted [the student’s] artistic development.
• Were there areas where [the student] felt the teacher was too directive or not
directive enough.
• Was there any need to discuss artistic processes, practice etc.
• Whether [the student] detected any difference in the way [the teacher]
taught as the year progressed.
The responses tended to fall into the following general areas: Teacher or student-based classes,
feedback, changes in teaching style, miscellaneous comments.
Student feedback to the classes:
133
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Although the teacher professed the importance of process, (the “personal use” factor in
improvisation) implementing teaching and learning activities requiring the students to engage
with materials on their own terms, there was mixed perception as to the extent that classes were
student, teacher or curriculum centred. Pat explains:
It seemed there was a body of material to cover over the year, and it felt that
we were moving from genre to genre quite quickly. To that extent, it was
teacher/curriculum based.
However, the same student reports:
[the teacher] focused consistently on our own perception of our learning...this
is very useful....
but appears to relate this to musical as opposed to developmental elements....
breaking the process of playing into its components and analysing how to
improve individual elements is very positive.
Other important learning occasions are identified as he reports that self-supervised activities led
to periods of deep learning:
During [the Artistic Development Project], I did get together for a play with
Maureen, Dale and Jules.... We taught each other some standards by ear, at
least a few of which I now play regularly. This was one of the most beneficial
experiences of the course.
Maureen, provided detailed feedback:
The classwork was to my mind, clearly student-centred, in that the emphasis
was on student development and ability to improvise/express oneself within a
pre-existent body or canon of jazz/knowledge (the idiom). The classes
definitely met student/individual needs in that the teacher was aware (and
made it clear that he was on several occasions) of diverse individual needs in
a fairly large group. The students had different backgrounds and varied
experience in jazz as well as having to cope with cultural/linguistic
difficulties, which was hard at times, for teacher and students.
Jazz/ is a spectrum/continuum between the concrete (the set, e.g. a lick) and
the intangible (spirit/soul). The students had differing needs in this context of
which the teacher was aware and addressed.
Maureen also added criticisms of the course’s structure:
The Artistic Development Project was very important and valuable - a real
space within the course for self-directed/guided study. However, although the
teacher was involved in helping students choose their topics and aided/guided
initial direction at outset it seemed to me that the projects were not really
concluded satisfactorily with a suitable feedback session, nor were they
assessed officially by the teacher.
The final platforms were nominally supposed to be for this purpose but there
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was a two-week gap between them and the end of the project and the teacher
only assessed the final platforms unofficially (although it was appreciated by
the students, I think). Perhaps the project time should have had formalised
and regular tutorial sessions - perhaps individually once a week, and a final
performance session at end - even if it was "only" peer-group assessed?
Continuing, she questions whether issues of artistic development should be perceived of as
distinct from the whole course. Referring to questions 3 and 5 “what in particular assisted the
student’s artistic development?” and, “was there any need to discuss artistic processes,
practice?”, she replies:
For me there was definitely a need to discuss artistic processes and practice
methods because it felt at times during the project that I was doing nothing
vastly different from my normal practice routine. Was there any point in
allocating three weeks arbitrarily and saying they were any different or
special?
Feedback and a teacher’s presence figured in student’s evaluation of the classes:
I’d rather have a directive teacher who has a strong opinion on things with
which I can disagree or agree.... and I hate it if teachers do not give me the
choice to like/dislike something. If I feel, that they are convinced that what
they like is good, if they have a love or passion or curiosity about things - then
I can take it in and deal with it. (Bill)
I also wanted (throughout the year) specific feedback about my playing detailed things from choice of notes to tone quality. I felt this could have been
done on an informal basis, in addition to the written evaluations (which were
much appreciated). I say that not because I want to be told how to play, but to
get an outside opinion, another perspective. (Pat)
Maureen, however explains some pitfalls:
The danger, of the charismatic teacher, in this respect was that he
occasionally upset a student (accidentally) so much so that the student would
freeze and not feel comfortable in participating in class exercises.
Question: Did you detect any difference in the way the teacher taught as the year progressed?
It was clear to me that he tried to increase the students' activity; to play and
practice lesson material both inside and outside class times more. He
involved us in more warm-up and rhythmic games and performances to small
groups within the class, as well as more free duets. He also pre-booked
rooms outside of class times for group practice of lesson material. (Maureen).
There was at least some acknowledgement of change, although significantly the extent and
depth to which the students were aware of changes in approaches to teaching and learning
reflect differing degrees of awareness and understanding. This suggests that the value of student
feedback will depend upon the students’ familiarity and conceptual fluency within the area of
investigation, let alone any ability to articulate and interpret their own experience. While on one

61

hand we are provided with a valuable range of insightful responses, these may lack agreed and
measurable markers.

Summary:
•

The teacher, students and observer combine to provide triangulation.

•

The principles of course-development originate in the dialogue with the
observer and the ongoing relationships with the students.

•

While the teacher carried out the groundwork of teaching, reflection,
appraisal and planning, the observer offered objectivity, support and
experience.

•

The initiative lay with the teacher, identifying areas of interest rather than
an observer inspecting, detecting of fixing malpractice.

•

The observer and teacher worked in tandem, monitoring the emergence of
themes and possible interpretations.

•

It is invaluable to the teacher that students reflect upon how and what they
have learnt and for both parties to agree whether learning has taken place.

•

Developmental barometers such as questionnaires require proper design
and interpretative methodology.

•

The value of student feedback depends upon familiarity and conceptual
fluency within the area of investigation and an ability to articulate and
interpret their own experience.
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PART 4
Conclusions & Recommendations
A year earlier I entered into this project as a “reluctant researcher”. I had felt that the
work would be “sort of obvious” as I had already been employing many of the
educational principles espoused above for years. I often thought, why am I doing this?
I know this, but as the work progressed I soon realised that I was able to comprehend
teaching and learning from more variable perspectives. I was also to discover as much
about research as about teaching, enabling me to “think about my thinking” as I
steered my way through an arduous and multifaceted terrain.
4.1 A Changed teacher.
As I resurfaced after the most intensively reflective and analytical period of my life, I wondered
how the dry land would look. Had anything changed and did the scenery look different?
Throughout the year I had experienced a range of feelings and insights, many anticipated, others
less familiar yet challenging and transforming. As teacher-researcher I had become particularly
interested in whether the presenting evidence had changed or whether I had developed my
capacity to react to and interpret it differently, the change in powers of perception as important
as any statistical evidence for change within the classroom, (the latter certainly dependent on the
former). It was now important to contextualise the findings and establish the value to the
institution.
From the start we knew that this work would not test particular theories or isolated performance
outcomes and as practitioner-based research it would yield a wide range of evidence and
conclusions alongside unanswered questions. While the work was process-based, consistent
with the educational activities promoted within the text, (more a case study of a conservatoire
teacher’s practice), the actual research mechanism had been applied through the rigorous
recording of lesson planning and evaluation, the collection of feedback from students and
supervisor and by monitoring actual and perceived outcomes in relation to the notion of the
Performance Gap. (See 2.2)
As impartial observers of practice, we hoped to witness action and change: what had occurred
and changed as a result of this work, the nature of this change and what it might serve. By
returning to Hopkins’ 6 underlying principles for the implementation of classroom research134,
we can begin to gain a preliminary idea as to the extent of any movement.
1 The teacher’s job is to teach and any research method should not disrupt the teaching
commitment.
2 Any method of data collection must not be too demanding on the teacher’s time.
Is the teacher expected to research or teach? Are the two activities mutually exclusive and what
is the desirable balance? Achieving a practical and desirable distribution of time and
resourcefulness was counterproductive but in itself evidence of the nature of teacher-research in
134

Hopkins, op.cit., p57 - 60.

63

relation to actual outcomes in teaching practice.
For example:
• Significant loss of time for personal practice resulting in a complete cessation
of practice and public performance throughout period of research and report
writing. This is a serious problem for both conservatoire and teacher. As well as
affecting self-esteem and confidence as a performer and player, this reduces the
authenticity of the teacher as practitioner within the artistic and expressive
aspect of the teaching and learning exchange. I “got away with it” but would
have preferred a different solution.
• Underestimation of time commitment to research process and resulting underbudgeting. However, I believe that the process was of value to the students and
the institution, enhancing my effectiveness despite the workload.
• The teacher frequently felt deskilled and musically frustrated. Furthermore,
reflection and inquiry involve what Martyn Hammersley calls “opportunity
costs”:
.... it takes time and resources that could be used for other things.... To believe
that reflection and inquiry are always a good is another common fallacy, a
fallacy to which researchers are especially prone.135
3 The methodology employed must be reliable enough so that the teacher may formulate
hypotheses with confidence and subsequently develop strategies.
Action-based teacher-research doesn’t yield convenient statistical evidence. However, the
documentation of such a process has served to identify themes, provide explanations and
questions for further development within the school. (See 4.6, p. 77)
4 The research problem should be one to which the teacher is committed.
The demands on time and resulting personal/artistic sacrifices mean that this type of work
would never have been possible had the teacher not been absolutely committed, especially in the
light of part-time employment within a conservatoire and resulting loss of time for performance
and practice.
5 Teacher researchers to respect ethical procedures surrounding their work.
Kemmis and McTaggart’s glossary of ethical procedures for action-researchers136 states the
need for consultation with colleagues and students. I have to admit that as a part-time employee,
sensitive implications of the research made consultation with immediate colleagues
embarrassing, difficult or impossible. This was compounded by my predicament within a
department unfamiliar with educational practice.
6 Classroom research must be of value to the whole school.
Hopkins’ assertion that teacher research should result in a “classroom exceeding perspective”
depends on the extent to which the immediate department and parent institution is able digest
and utilise its findings. Research in general and teacher-research in particular was a new
departure for the institution, the latter potentially forming the substance of wider reaching
strategies. (It is significant that written invitations for feedback from colleagues have, at the
135
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time of writing, yielded just 2 responses out of 10.)

***************
4.2 Actual Outcomes
I already possessed a methodology for “doing” and “thinking” about teaching. What could
change? Plenty, but not always as expected. Inevitably, my existing teaching style and repertoire
of teaching and learning activities were subjected to deep inquiry, resulting in a number of
tangible outcomes as we shall discover.
Lesson planning.
Prior to the research project I had employed the all-purpose naomie method of lesson planning.
However, the continual reappraisal of teaching and learning as process, led me to consider more
than a simple progression of events. I became more concerned as to the nature of my assessment
of needs and its effect on the subsequent development of classroom activities. The naomie
lesson plan is just that, a plan, whereas deeper inspection of how I planned facilitated more
flexibility in delivery alongside the refinement and development of teaching and learning
activities. Critically, and the lesson plans and evaluation prove this point, at the onset of the
project I viewed lesson preparation as beginning with a plan and culminating in a written
appraisal. As I progressed, I focussed increasingly on the appraisal, moving from a sequence of
1 - 5 towards starting at stage 3 and culminating in stage 2. Finally, I perceived the cycle as
ongoing, possessing neither start nor end point, steadily rotating, as action, reflection and
planning constantly interact.
Fig 6. Cycle of planning, action and review:

Teaching style.
A distinction existed between the refining of teaching techniques and the extent of demonstrable
student participation within their own learning. Although I knew that I employed experiential
teaching and learning activities (improvisation) that were student-centred (in that the activities
were open-ended, requiring interpretation by the students themselves), I became progressively
interested in the degree to which my teaching was instrumental and to which I was performing
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information and processes to the students. It was apparent that while I was taking care of my
responsibilities, conscientiously planning and refining classwork, I felt that the students were
not able to assume enough responsibility for their own learning.137 Consequently, teacherresearch served to enhance the following progression:
heightened awareness of action
leading to
reflection
leading to
personal theory
leading to
contextualisation of experience in relation to external theories
leading to
refined practice

The teacher as researcher gains heightened awareness, as deepened understanding of student

development contributes to development of his own process and practice. I was reflecting and
acting, witnessing presenting realities and attempting to understand. The teacher is also learning
and herein lies the crucial finding:

teacher research = teacher development

The reflective and analytical approach, supported by my supervisor, led to tangible shifts in
classroom activity. I was already aware of the range of psychological factors within each
teaching and learning exchange but also alert to the dynamics of intervention, instruction and
facilitation. I already employed the experiential questioning techniques promoted by Gallwey
and Green138 and journaling and student-led practice sessions were developed in an attempt to
facilitate deeper learning and more active participation by the students in their own learning
processes. As the evidence demonstrates, (see appendix 2) this wasn’t easy and ironically, an
empowering teacher can become vulnerable to negative projections as even Post Graduate
students may prefer to be instructed or plied with information, rather than assume an active role
in their own learning – its easier!
The teacher adopting a student-centred approach doesn’t abdicate responsibility for teaching or
learning. Instead, this approach to teaching necessitates the preparation of activities most likely
to result in problem-solving relevant to individual needs, self-discovery and creative expression.
The teacher is not without a role, instead the teacher’s duty is to enable students to learn for
themselves. Student-centred teaching also requires the time to design teaching and learning
activities matching preferred learning styles. As a result, the monitoring of individual learning
paths within group lesson planning had been extended. This represented a move from the notion
of class teaching towards devising learning strategies for a group of individuals, encouraging
increased student responsibility rather than simply making myself more efficient at
communicating teaching points, or a virtuoso performer of facts.
I also revised lesson planning as lesson preparation, teaching techniques were less important
than teaching and learning strategies, comprising of teaching and learning activities likely to
137
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provide experiences of desired learning (as opposed to teaching) outcomes.
The evidence of these measures is to be found in the lesson plans and appraisals (see appendix 2):
Summary:
• Teacher research = teacher development. Understanding of student
development contributes to development of practice, resulting in tangible shifts
in classroom activity.
•

Lesson planning and evaluation as a linear, end-point performance indicator,
was superseded by a cycle of reflection, planning, action, reflection.

•

A distinction exists between the refining of teaching techniques and the extent of
student participation within their own learning.

•

Student-centred teaching and learning necessitates the preparation of activities
most likely to result in problem-solving relevant to individual needs and the
move from class teaching towards strategies for a group of individuals.

•

Teaching techniques are less important than teaching and learning strategies,
comprising of activities likely to provide experiences of desired learning (as
opposed to teaching) outcomes.

GSMD specific outcomes - in summary, see also appendix 2:
• Students reported that they benefited from the space to rehearse and internalise
materials and processes outside the class, within an authentic musical context.
• The Artistic Development Project provided time and space for practice,
reflection and application, resulting in improved leaving recitals.
• Even Post Graduate students are unused to student-directed learning and
reflective practice.
• There are “opportunity costs” for teachers engaging in research. However, the
research boosted confidence in student-centred, experiential learning.
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4.3 Music about music
All conceptual thought about music is a detour, from music via terms to music,
whereas functional analysis proceeds direct from music via music.139
Hans Keller
As well as contributing to a review and modification of a personal teaching practice, the
research served to confirm and develop notions previously held but now further considered. For
years, improvisation had been central to my personal teaching style (not solely within the
context of jazz). Similarly, my experience of whole-brain learning with Janet Ritterman had
raised my awareness of the effects and repercussions of verbal explanation adjacent to the
essentially non-verbal actions of musicians - the cognitive alongside the affective. My
experience continually demonstrates that students are able to absorb, reproduce, adapt, modify
and transform musical devices in combination with sophisticated creative and organisational
processes, paralleling the higher order verbs within the developmental learning taxonomies of
Bloom and Biggs. This is common with improvised musical, as opposed to verbal processes
begging the question whether there is a need to for musicians to verbalise at all. While
assessment exercises requiring verbal or written explanation result in cognitive or intellectual
outcomes, they discriminate against some musicians who prefer to let the “music do the
talking”.
As a novice researcher I was delighted to discover support for this view within the academic
musical establishment. Frustrated with words and critical traditional analytical methodology, the
musicologist and broadcaster Hans Keller (1919-1985) developed and promoted “Functional
Analysis”, a method of musical analysis using purely musical terms without commentary or
explanation. This “music about music” would promote forms of engagement with music
whereby the listeners and students would experience musical features through specially
“composed” examples drawing on elements within the selected composition. As Keller
explains:
If you want to get the emotional impact of an interrupted cadence, you have to
feel the emotional impact of its terms of reference.140
The purely musical method.... cuts straight across the sometimes unbearable
divisions between musicologists and musicians, professionals and amateurs....
The whole problem of technical language is side-tracked. So far as the aim of
functional analysis is concerned, the listener need never have heard of a first
and second subject. (For that matter, Mozart never knew the German
equivalents of these terms either.)141
A “voice-leading graph”...could easily be outside the spontaneous experience
of many a recipient, and would thus transgress the borders of what I consider
139
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legitimate analysis.142
A preference for discovery born of direct musical experience parallels the experience of
improvisers and jazz musicians in particular, who employ a creative and educational practice
that combines experiential, aural, oral, person-centred and rote-learning, practised (and
performed) within short, repetitive forms. This is classic whole-brain learning.
Neuropsychologists further support this emphasis providing scientific evidence for the verbal
and non-verbal preferences in relation to the hemispherical functions of the brain:
Right hemisphere functions include “the ability to remember music, nonsense
figures, and faces and to perform a variety of non-verbal, viso-spatial tasks....
Studies of auditory perception indicate a right hemisphere specialisation for
the perception of melodies, musical chords, sonar sounds.... The principal
characteristic which these right-hemisphere functions share, and which
distinguishes them from the corresponding left-hemisphere functions is that
they are non-verbal.143
Moving from a verbal bias towards a balanced whole-brain approach appears to be preferable as
the left-brain assists us in producing detail and accuracy alongside the right brain’s capacity for
perception. Interestingly, recent research suggests that music students use similar mechanisms
for problem solving as science students, however, the former are more likely to employ a wholebrain approach.144
My experiences over 20 years, as well as those recorded throughout this research, support and
reinforce a view that the mode of discussion and communication most intimately resembling
music, is music itself. Whether teaching children, students or adult learners, the problems
always begin with the introduction of words and nomenclature. While verbal discussion is of
value in the conceptual, psychological and philosophical realms, the actual communication of
the act of making music is best achieved within the immediate medium of music itself. Our
intuition, experience, scientists and an eminent musicologist tell us this, while students who
switch off in musical analysis classes or appear to be lost for words reinforce the view. This new
knowledge must form a significant factor within our educational planning, diagnosis of needs
and implementation of curriculum objectives.
Returning to Steve Watt’s point, "the mode of delivery should reflect the essential nature of the
music", I respectfully wonder what took Keller so long.
***************
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4.4 Teacher research and departmental culture
While Hopkins suggests that “Classroom research must be of value to the whole school”, the
occurrence of teacher-research alongside existing patterns of work may cause tensions as longstanding practice is scrutinised. In this particular case, the research highlighted issues within the
existing Post Graduate jazz course curriculum.
A teacher-researcher believes that their work will develop teaching and learning, inevitably
informing curriculum development, Kelly’s “household innovation”145. However, while
practice can be adapted and refined, prevailing educational mechanisms can either facilitate or
distort a teacher’s perception of, and ability to contribute to appropriate curriculum objectives.
This will also depend upon an agreed definition of understanding, knowledge, or teaching itself.
Within the immediate context of this research, I had developed practice unimpeded by vertically
imposed curriculum objectives, simply because there were none. Furthermore, while passionate
about education, I had often joked that I was only interested in the curriculum if it interfered
with what went on in the classroom!
Here was a case in point. It is clear from students and teachers alike that the Post Graduate jazz
curriculum is currently structured in favour of coverage. Even if some Post Graduate students
(mistakenly) express a desire to accumulate vast amounts of information, such an emphasis
leaves little space for assimilation or deep learning. As a result, student-centred measures
contributed little towards deep learning within the context of an over-laden curriculum.
Ironically, and despite my own student-centred philosophy, I myself had felt compelled to
compensate for the students’ lack of time for personal work (absorption, assimilation,
manipulation etc), by refining my own delivery, literally “performing” the content, drilling skills
and “teaching my ass off” - as a colleague put it.
Although information-based curricula may suit schemes of work requiring high degrees of
training or instruction, such an emphasis runs counter to the notion of education as personal
development, or educare - to draw forth. In the worst cases, content-heavy courses and repeated
surface learning reinforce an experience of teaching and learning characterised as the
accumulation of information. The resulting poor learning habits reduce levels of retention and
prevent the higher order learning processes identified by Bloom, Biggs and the educational
psychologists. In Gardner’s words:
The greatest enemy of understanding is coverage [emphasis mine].... If you’re
determined to cover a lot of things, you are guaranteeing that most [students] will
not understand, because they haven’t had time enough to go into things in depth, to
figure out what the requisite understanding is, and be able to perform that
understanding in different situations 146
Advocates for a utilitarian, content-based curriculum point to the necessary transmission of
information for employment and, as we know, students will often claim to prefer this approach,
“Show me how to do all that stuff, then I’ll be a good player and off I’ll go....” a Post Graduate
145
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student remarked recently. Conditioned by recent educational practice in schools, a significant
number of students appear to expect to receive and accumulate data, rather than develop deep
and independent learning processes.147 We have a responsibility to address this imbalance.
Within my own department, the “improved performances” within the Artistic Development
Project148, on deeper consideration revealed under-performance when considered within the
context of what would be possible had the curriculum and its delivery been process-based and
built upon an appreciation of what verifiably constitutes learning and development. Addressing
this dilemma of utilitarian demands for professional content versus deep learning, Biggs stresses
that “good teaching increases the area [of the curriculum], maintaining depth.”149 It is also
ironic that while jazz education in HE in the UK is generally unfamiliar with formal educational
know-how, the practice of jazz musicians has mirrored and exemplified sound educational
methodology, as Berliner explains:
The jazz community’s traditional educational system places its emphasis on
learning rather than on teaching, shifting to students the responsibility for
determining what they need to learn, how they will go about learning and
from whom.150
.... students learn best when they figure things out for themselves....
[beginners] must be discouraged from taking a passive stance in their
education.151
Echoes here of Biggs’ constructive alignment, student-centred learning and progress through
taxonomies of understanding. In the research in question, the monitoring process assisted in
testing and developing existing personal templates of how students learn, as well as providing
refinement and substantiation in relation to the taxonomies of Biggs, Bloom and Dreyfus152.
In this particular case, teacher-research produced evidence that challenged the existing
curriculum. However, this potential conflict can be resolved by the development of mechanisms
for discussion and an examination of evidence that shares an agreement as to 1) a working
definition of learning, and 2) a complimentary means of delivering curriculum objectives.
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Summary:
•

A teacher developing student-centred approaches and deep learning may be in
conflict with content-based courses, devoid of curriculum review. This is
uncomfortable for all involved.

•

Student-centred experiential learning requires time and space for individual
engagement, both inside and outside the classroom. The curriculum as it
stood allowed no such time.

•

The effectiveness of student-centred experiential learning is dependent upon
a reflexive and regularly reviewed curriculum.

•

Teacher research has reinforced and developed theories of knowledge and
understanding, leading to enhanced practice and new schemes of work.

•

The effectiveness of curriculum development depends upon agreed
definitions of knowledge, learning and teaching.

•

Student-centred learning may serve to redress the experience of schoolleavers, reared on the content-biased, utilitarian and deterministic National
Curriculum.

•

Within music in HE, planners must appreciate that while jazz may model
sound educational principles, it is prone to distortion by factors contrary to
its essential nature.

****************
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4.5 Sitting Ducks and Red Herrings: Tradition and institutional change
Deep reflection on teaching practice forces questions beyond its immediate environs, the issue
of tradition in particular, requiring deeper investigation than is possible in this work. Reviewing
the immediate course and institutional culture, a number of matters appeared, causing the
researcher to ponder his own teaching in relation to a number of interwoven themes which are
discussed below:
•
•
•
•

Statutory educational requirements
The 1:1 lesson
Tradition
Educational culture and fashion

While the conservatoires struggle with rapidly changing cultural reference points, the debate
surrounding their future evokes strong responses from radical and conservative alike.
Uncertainty is compounded by new government funding guidelines requiring a redefinition of
excellence and an emphasis upon outreach and access. Although curriculum planners have
promoted values, vocabularies and musical practice, based on selection of what is thought to be
worthwhile, the sector is vulnerable to criticism, as tradition is confused with history, relevance
with authenticity and most important, novelty with creativity. Even 1:1 teaching and the future
and status of the performer/professor may soon have to be reconsidered, as conservatoires strive
to redefine their identities and meet stringent financial targets.
However, an emerging conservatoire research culture aspires to bypass vulgar debate and, more
specifically, teacher-research aims to elevate cultural and stylistic discourse towards informed
discussion of educational as well as aesthetic practicality and value. Rather than responding
defensively to the calls of a changing world, the conservatoire must communicate its best
practice, within and outside these institutions, actively contributing to the future development of
music education with credibility. The longevity of these institutions depends upon our ability to
promote and maintain this dialogue and without it, they will be sitting ducks, prone to cheap
jibes and ill-informed criticism as lasting values are jettisoned in the name of progress. Put
simply, it not in our interests to remain isolated, either politically - in terms of our legitimacy, or
educationally - our ability to educate as well as simply train. Consequently, the acquisition of
educational vocabularies and appropriate procedures are prerequisite for such discussion and
must not be feared.
As a staff developer at GSMD153, I have witnessed much excellent practice, some “deserving
wider recognition”, some needing development. We can be confident that our approach to
teaching and learning reflects our artistic ingenuity but it is not unreasonable that as
professionals we should be able to articulate the nature, usefulness and likely outcomes of any
learning experience. While QAA and imminent course validations require us to explain and
prove our educational worth, the challenge is to integrate the artistic and the educational.
However, such a combined outlook is an opportunity to enrich educational practice within the
sector.
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As both artist and educationalist, the conservatoire teacher must also make a moral and
philosophical stand. If art, in and of itself, is of value as a teaching and learning experience, then
as artists, we must confidently acknowledge its power to manifest a range of qualities amongst
our students. Therefore, the artist-teacher must be facilitated in materialising art before, or in
partnership with a student and vice versa. Similarly, the teacher-artist, like the teacherresearcher, is an extended professional, viewing [his or her] work in the wider context of school,
community or society154. He/she has already made a commitment to expand understanding, is
interested in what occurs and whether it serves educational needs (vocational, expressive,
developmental). It is then that what occurs is worth knowing about, developing and
disseminating throughout the institution. This is an educational point. Furthermore, within a
learning democracy, the teacher as artist is also an individual within a group, possessing
something to share that is, at the same time, both personal and universal - that” art is nothing if
it is not worth sharing”155.
The Principal Study Lesson and Artist-Centred teaching and learning
The principal study lesson is another sitting duck, vulnerable to allegations of disproportionate
fiscal provision and charges that charismatic or highly personalised teaching (as distinct from
learning) can encourage inappropriate student dependence and be perceived as contrary to the
aspirations of student-centred learning. While largely unregulated and largely undisclosed,
individual teaching forms the bedrock of conservatoire teaching and students appear to thrive
upon and demand it. An empathy and bond clearly exists between students and their professors
and the results of this mode of teaching are generally very good.156 Significantly, a recent survey
of Post Graduate students at GSMD revealed that 89% attested to the high value of their 1:1
lessons157. This was supported by evidence from practice diaries revealing deep respect and
affection from students for their instrumental professors. However, the question remains
whether the 1:1 lesson is labour-intensive coaching or deep learning and mutual discovery with
a respected mentor.158
Alongside the matter of coaching and regulating instrumental technique, a teacher may also
model self-realisation through the examination or performance of art, and arguably the extent to
which a student identifies with the teacher’s self-realisation is in itself, assisted self-realisation.
Furthermore, the placement of art at the centre of the teaching and learning relationship
reconciles consternation surrounding bodies of knowledge, artistic canon and the Svengali
syndrome as student self-realisation and the existence and authority of great art are not mutually
exclusive. Depending upon our definition of art, we might now approach teaching and learning
as “artist-centred” where works of art are reinterpreted and reworked in the present, the
student’s desire for self-realisation integrating with the inherent transformative power of the
artwork, whether as interpreted fully-formed masterwork or improvised process.
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The principal study lesson offers the scope for mentoring, deep modelling and mutual artistic
discovery, but also poor teaching and abuse. There are also issues regarding the teacher’s
capacity for projection and identification alongside the range of responses from students. Once
again, the sustainability of this mode of delivery will depend upon an ability to articulate its
educational and artistic worth alongside willingness to develop and disseminate best practice.
Tradition
Tradition is another target for fairground critics, tempted to equate the conservation of a musical
canon, with rationalist or absolutist epistemology - the notion of knowledge or art as absolute or
God-given159. For some, tradition represents a tendency to follow rules and authority and to
endorse high moral standards and strict discipline.160 There is an educational point here as the
extent to which relationships with bodies of knowledge are conditional may determine whether
a student-centred is realisable. Once again, the debate must explain both aesthetic and
educational practicalities alongside the value of musical heritage or innovation.
Despite the necessary radical tendency in art, a mature view appreciates the value of art from
any era and its capacity to assist the formation and reformation of self - or that [man] is
disciplined by order and tradition into something fairly decent”.161 Naturally, the performance
of masterworks differs from student-centred learning activities in that, in one sense, it is
perceived as fully-realised. However, while originating outside the student’s direct experience,
they may recognise their own idealised and archetypal possibilities through identification with
the artwork as a template of potential within of the world of symbols (see Artist-Centred
Learning above). Consequently, argument about tradition will be better redefined by examining
distinctions between:
1) The nature of a student’s identification with art of universal value created by
someone else, in another time.
2) The processes of engagement necessary for the creation of one’s own art.
3) An appreciation of the reciprocal dynamics of creativity and its attendant
disciplines.
Attempting to reconcile the dynamics of creation within the context of tradition, Steve Berry
offers the holistic view that “creativity is the life-blood of the tradition”,162 while the 1999
report by the National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education suggests:
Being creative involves.... understanding of the possibilities, range and
methods of a discipline. Consequently, there must be a balance between young
people making their own work and the coming to understand the fields in
which they are working. Education has a duty to transmit knowledge and
159

Kelly, op.cit., p 27
Plomin, Robert, Environment and Genes,” American Psychologist 44(2), (1989):105-111, quoted in Hillman,
op.cit., p133
161
T.E. Hulme; ed. H. Read, Speculations: essays on humanism and the philosophy of art. London, p116, quoted in
Williams, R. Culture and Society, London: Penguin, 1958/1976, p 192.
162
British jazz educator Steve Berry’s slogan in workshops. See also Dyer. G, “Tradition, Influence and
Innovation”, But Beautiful, London: Abacus, 1991/96. In less than 100 years, jazz (fiercely defended as an oral and
innovative tradition) has established a canon of “masterworks”, entered the conservatoire and now faces the same
challenges regarding its past and future as classical music.
160

75

culture from one generation to the next: to pass on an understanding of why
things are as they are. Education also has to encourage imaginative and critical
thinking, the ability to hypothesise, and to question the way things have
always been done.163
Innovation and Fashion:
The comparatively recent introduction of student-centred projects and outreach programmes has
assumed favour in the conservatoire sector. However, schemes such as PCS at GSMD and
similar innovations elsewhere are as yet to undergo pedagogical research. It is also too early to
determine long-term outcomes in terms of artistic-development within wider communities. Once
again, as they remain unresearched, these initiatives and attempts to solve the conservatoire’s
identity crisis will be subject to criticism and considered mere fashion.
In summary, historical and innovative practice suffer a lack of an educational research support,
rendering the conservatoire vulnerable to criticism. In the light of impending government
prescriptions in HE, it is in the interests of the sector to develop educational procedures and
vocabularies and to devise a theory and methodology of curriculum and educational research
that is subservient to the needs of teachers and [institutions]164. By so doing they will not only
disseminate effective teaching and learning, but also promote an informed debate more likely to
ensure their continued existence. The elevation of the resulting discussion will then reveal
whether criticisms are just, or simply red herrings.

****************

Summary:
•

In the light of impending government prescriptions in HE, it is in the
interests of the conservatoire sector to develop educational procedures and
vocabularies and to devise a methodology of curriculum and educational
research that is subservient to their needs. The lack of an educational
research base renders the conservatoire vulnerable to criticism.

•

A conservatoire research culture would aspire to elevate cultural and
stylistic discourse towards informed discussion of educational as well as
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aesthetic

practicality

and

value.

The

acquisition

of

educational

vocabularies is a prerequisite for such discussion.
•

Any debate must appreciate aesthetic and educational practicalities
alongside the value of musical heritage or innovation.

•

Innovative schemes are as yet to undergo pedagogical research, while it is
too early to determine long-term developmental outcomes within wider
communities.

•

While students appear to thrive upon the 1:1 lesson, the question remains
whether it is labour-intensive coaching or deep learning and mutual
discovery with a respected mentor.

•

We might now approach teaching and learning as “artist-centred”. The
placement of art at the centre of the teaching and learning relationship
reconciles consternation surrounding bodies of knowledge, artistic canon
and over-dependence upon teachers.
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4.6 Conclusions and Recommendations.
Values, and the dynamics of educational development
The conservatoire curriculum is a mesh of artistic, educational and research-based themes
within which we can examine the value of teacher-research.165 These interconnected themes
must be understood in the interests of sustainability and long-term development. With this in
mind, the research has confirmed the inextricable interdependence of 3 primary factors: (See fig
7.)
1 Presenting classroom evidence is the confirmation of what is learnt, or not learnt.
2 The cycle of critical reflection, review and informed action enhances teaching
practice, resulting in attention to how students learn, as well as yielding teaching
techniques tailor-made to the presenting classroom evidence (or individual student
development in the case of 1:1 lessons). However, the effectiveness of teaching
practice is dependent upon an understanding of what constitutes learning.
3 Conservatoires, like schools, depend upon research-based practice in order to
inform artistic and educational development. Teacher-research is a means of
affecting change that provides the factual evidence necessary for curriculum
development as well as a means of staff-development grounded in the teacher’s
immediate context.
Fig 7. Institutional dynamics of teacher-research:
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Teacher values:
The research reinforced and developed the teacher’s philosophy and awareness of psychological
factors, affecting both teaching practice and curriculum review. These emphases facilitated
review and development of methodology alongside the appreciation of practice within an
institutional context. In summary these driving “values” were:
1. Action-based teacher-research.
2. Curriculum as process, the evolving curriculum.
3. A commitment to student-centred experiential learning.
4. The use of improvisation and play.
5. The driving force of the authentic notion of vocation.
1 - 4 are process-based although each in turn relates to 5, the authentic notion of vocation.
Improvisation and play germinate creative activity. (Whether illumination, communication,
expression or art itself, they are the force and dialogue of creativity.) Student-centred
experiential learning and process-based teaching and learning strategies serve self-realisation
and autonomy. The notion of the evolving curriculum acknowledges the dynamic elements
within the management and facilitation of a teaching and learning culture while action-based
teacher-research refreshes and renews teachers and curriculum alike as part of the ongoing
development of educational culture. It follows that these 5 elements should form part of
curriculum objectives and be addressed within lesson and course planning and evaluation.
While the work here describes teaching practice in relation to an immediate educational context,
subsequent institutional development depends upon a commitment to consider the evidence of
teacher-research and the development of responsive mechanisms for curriculum review.
Such a mechanism must appreciate the nature and purpose of teacher-research and its role in
informing staff development. It will heed Stenhouse’s preference for intelligence over
correctness, favouring the harmonisation of a range of thoroughly researched findings over
adherence to one or other educational “tonics”, thereby offering variable solutions and
opportunities within the range of presenting educational and artistic needs. The resulting
development of curriculum and syllabuses can then be implemented and evaluated in
accordance with sound educational principles.
Sound educational practice attends to the understanding of learning as distinct from teaching
and is characterised by the discernment to implement teaching strategies appropriate to
presenting needs, as opposed to the collection of teaching techniques - judgment is everything.
Both staff-development programmes and in-house teaching courses for students will be best
developed in accordance with Biggs’s profile of teachers - levels 1, 2 and 3, focussing less on
the what a teacher “does”, and more towards how students learn.166 A research-based
educational culture will affect a move from lesson planning and examination, towards lesson
preparation and appraisal as a cyclical process, comprising of creative problem-solving and
assessment and leading to the ongoing development and review of teaching and learning
strategies - as opposed to methods.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The establishment of a research culture.
Teacher-research may serve as a change agent within an institution, the efficacy of steering
groups and accuracy of stated objectives best served by research originating in practice from the
immediate field. The value of a research culture, artistic, educational or otherwise, subsequently
depends upon a willingness to examine and adjust strategies based on resulting evidence. The
conservatoire, adopting a research attitude might therefore redefine its educational practice as
follows:
•
•
•

The establishment of a research culture, integrating and feeding back into
the best of artistic and educational practice.
Practical, useful and worthy.
Reflecting the essential nature of healthy and integrated artistic practice.

This teacher-research is timely within the context of accountability in HE. Teacher research is a
key mechanism in the development of a research-based educational culture and the most likely
means of providing the accuracy in reportage necessary for effective curriculum review.
The value of teacher research to an institution will depend on
the degree to which managers and planners are themselves
familiar and experienced in the same experiential and reflective
processes. This value is also dependent upon a willingness to
consider the findings of such research and to act upon them
where necessary.
Conservatoire teachers may fear the introduction of unfamiliar
procedures or vocabularies yet many aspects of research culture
are already present. Improvisers are a case in point, researching
by listening, inquiring and applying in practice. Improvised
performance encapsulates these steps, paradoxically presenting
art as music in flux. The working and refining of flux is
research, performance and appraisal in one moment. The
conservatoire can own this realisation in defining its own
research culture.

“It is difficult to see how
teaching can be improved
or
how
curricular
proposals
can
be
evaluated without selfmonitoring on the part of
teachers.
A
research
tradition
which
is
accessible to teachers and
which feeds teaching must
be created if education is
to
be
significantly
improved.”
Stenhouse, 1971/1983, p 165.

Alignment of Curriculum Objectives
The realisation of curriculum objectives depends upon the successful orchestration or alignment
of objectives in relation to educational principles and institutional dynamics. This is Biggs’s
constructive alignment, described thus:167
1. The curriculum that we teach.
2. The teaching methods we use.
3. The assessment procedures that we use, and the methods of reporting results.
4. The climate that we create in our interactions with students.
5. The institutional climate, the rules and procedures we have to follow.
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Constructive alignment is an understanding of the nature of learning and an aligned design for
teaching. Within the conservatoire we must incorporate artist-centred activities alongside a
student-centred philosophy.
Student-centred learning requires alignment of teaching and learning activities appropriate to
students’ needs, an implementation of learning activities consistent with preferred learning
styles and depends on the degree to which a teacher understands how students learn. It
recognises the student as a distinct entity within a reciprocal relationship with a “body of
knowledge”, subject to a range of historical, psychological, philosophical and temperamental
factors, but always beginning and ending where the student “is now”.
Successful curriculum review will be informed by an understanding of understanding, engage
with educational theory and acknowledge the three-fold nature of learning, comprising of:
attitude (motivation and will), process (adaptation and use of materials) and skill (reproduction
and application of techniques).
Assessment and Evaluation:
The commitment to student-centred teaching and learning places the student at the centre of the
teaching and learning exchange, necessitating a re-examination of assessment.168 Just the one
finding that improvisation is in itself a means of summative assessment (that integrates
formative, diagnostic and evaluative assessments “in music” as opposed to words, in real time,
within the same medium) suggests that assessment procedures are reviewed, in order that they
reflect the essential nature of intended leaning outcomes.
Staff development initiatives may result in the development and sharing of teaching techniques.
However, such dissemination will only be as useful as the ability to discern appropriate
implementation. With that in mind, teachers must apply themselves to developing responsive
diagnostic and assessment techniques. Furthermore, while beneficial as a reflective aid, the
effectiveness of student self-assessment and feedback to an institution is dependent upon the
degree to which students understand the nature of what is being assessed, assessment
vocabularies and intended outcomes.
A conservatoire curriculum built upon sound educational practice will also recognise
developmental qualities and the capacity for individual students to “problem-solve”. Assessment
methodology will be required, recognising the students’ relationship with:
1
2
3

Attitude and Will.
Processes.
Materials and techniques.

Structural Recommendations:
Institutional development may be achieved by grounding the theoretical implications of teacherresearch in action plans. Educational and teacher development may be initiated by the design
and implementation of a strategy of teacher-research integrated with ongoing curriculum review
168
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within departments as follows by:
•
•
•
•
•
•

incorporating Teacher Research within curriculum development.
recognising teacher-development as staff development
investigating potential for teacher research within existing mechanisms, for example
assessment.
aligning departmental meetings towards dissemination of good practice.
investigating the potential for partnerships with educational institutions.
formalising employment practice.

The practicability of the above will require the introduction of a mechanism to facilitate and
realise these objectives, for example, the formation of an Educational Support Department (or
the establishment of a formal partnership with an educational institution. Such a department
would support teachers, identify and disseminate good practice as well as acting as interlocutor
between the needs of artist/performer professors and educational bodies and vocabularies.

* * * * * * * * * *

* * * * * *
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POSTSCRIPT_______________________________________________________
As a novice researcher, I was initially cautious of the status of action-research alongside
quantitive methodologies, fearing that the recording of a personal teaching practice would only
serve as a superficial survey. Instead, as a teacher undergoing development and as a participant
within an institutional culture, this long-term teacher-research formed a deep appreciation of
interconnecting threads - from the locus of the student, through psychological driving factors
(such as vocation), teaching and learning strategies, curriculum, context and back again to the
student. I also gained a deeper appreciation of the teacher’s place in relation to the alignment of
curriculum objectives, assessment, institutional culture and departmental development. At a
personal level, this practice-based research paralleled experiential learning, in that the process of
developing, applying and revising a rationale for myself, assisted me in gaining an
understanding of the practicality and usefulness of research.
On completion, the value of the work was that it was teacher-research. It was about use,
educational process and a means of establishing best practice. However, beyond the general
dynamics of teaching and learning, the work has highlighted areas deserving specific enquiry,
such as an investigation of the range of uses for improvisation, non-verbal teaching, artistcentred teaching and learning and evaluative procedures in relation to the learning strategies
they are intended to inform.
While the professor/teacher attends to matters in the classroom or studio, the conservatoire
hosting the teaching and learning now has to balance pasts with futures.... holding off from
major value commitments until the ground has been explored.169 Rather than fearing the
inevitable changes ahead, both teacher and institution will do well to focus on identifying and
deepening aesthetic and educational functions, moving from preoccupations with cultural
differences towards developing a thoroughly based educational culture to accompany whatever
aesthetic or educational choices are desirable. It is pressing that the conservatoire assumes its
new role with confidence, built on a deep and informed belief in what it does best, confident of
a place within the shifting cultural mix.
Both the conservatoire teacher and the teacher-researcher need to decide whether they adopt the
notion of Platonic meritocracy, “the absolute imperative of universal knowledge”,170 a Socratic
dialogue, eliciting latent understanding, or perhaps Christ’s assertion that the Kingdom of
Heaven lies within171. Answers surely lie within in all three. Instead of subscribing to a singular
definition of curriculum and resulting narrow pedagogy, institutions might cultivate an attitude
of discernment whereby the mode of delivery or discovery is implemented according to the
presenting needs of any given situation or desired outcome. This realisation will require an
institutional transformation, as teachers, planners and students commit to an educational culture
founded upon the principles of self-realisation alongside artistic expression and the maintenance
of lasting artistic truths.
This has been exacting work and not without sacrifices. During the year I have felt scarred in
169
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my separation from my deepest love, to make music. Even writing about music cannot
compensate for its actual experience and neither can writing about teaching. It is an awful
necessity that those of us compelled to ponder must suffer the sentence of separation. Peter
Renshaw would proclaim the need for a self-evaluative culture within the conservatoire. I would
go further to propose the conception of a community of artists in residence, where Keller’s
music about music ruled the day, a creative laboratory, an improviser’s paradise, an expressive’s
dream, a cooperative venture in self-realisation.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

84

Bibliography_________________________________________________________________
Alred, G. Garvey, R. Smith, R. The Mentoring Pocketbook Hampshire: Management Pocketbooks Ltd, 1998.
Berger, P. Pyramids of Sacrifice: Political Ethics and Social Change, London: Sage, 1974
Berliner, P, F. Thinking in jazz: the infinite art of improvisation, University of Chicago Press, Ltd., London 1994.
The Bhagavad Gita translated by Juan Mascaro, London: Penguin, 1962.
Biggs, J. Teaching for Quality Learning at University, Milton Keynes: SRHE & Open University Press, 1999.
Bloom Benjamin S. and David R. Krathwohl. Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The Classification of
Educational Goals, by a committee of college and university examiners. Handbook I: Cognitive Domain. New
York: Longmans, Green, 1956.
Crispin, D and Purcell, S. Staff Development in Teaching and Learning through Creative Mentoring Partnerships
London: Guildhall Press, 2001.
Coker, J. The Teaching of Jazz Rottenburg: Advance 1989.
Crook, H. How To Improvise - A Guide to Practising Improvisation. Rottenburg: Advance, 1991
Crook, H. Ready, Aim Improvise! Exploring the Basics of Improvisation. Rottenburg: Advance, 1999
Draper, P. New Learning, The Challenge of Flexible delivery in Higher Education, Queensland University of
Technology, 2000.
Dewey, J The Child and the Curriculum, Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1902.
Dewey, J Democracy and Education, New York: Macmillan 1916/1961.
Dewey, J Experience and Education New York: Macmillan 1938.
Dreyfus, H.L. & Dreyfus, S.E. Mind Over Machine. New York: Free Press 1986.
Dyer. G, But Beautiful, London: Abacus, 1991/96.
Dyson, K The Emergence and Formation of Schemata in Jazz Improvisation. Ph.D. dissertation, Sheffield
University, England 2002.
Ebbutt, D. Educational Action Research: Some general concerns and specific quibbles. In Burgess, R. (ed) Issues
in Educational Research. Lewes: Falmer Press. 1985.
Edelman, G. M. and Tononi, G. Consciousness: How Matter Becomes Imagination London: Penguin 2000
Edwards, B. Drawing On The Right Side Of The Brain. London: Harper Collins 1979, 1993.
Eisner, E.W. The Art of Educational Evaluation: A Personal View, London and Philadelphia: Falmer 1985.
Evans, N. Experiential Learning: assessment and accreditation London: Routledge, 1992.
Danziger, K. Constructing the Subject: Historical Origins of Psychological Research, Cambridge University Press.
1990.

85
Fox, M, Original Blessing: A Primer in Creation Spirituality, New York: Jeremy Tarcher, Inc, revised 2000.
Fox, M. The Reinvention of Work, San Francisco: Harper, 1995.
Gallowey and Green, The Inner Game of Music, New York: Pan 1986, 1987.
Gardner, H.W. Educating for Understanding, The American School Board Journal, July 1993.
Hammersley, M (ed). Educational Research: Current issues London: Paul Chapman Publishing Ltd/Open
University, 1993.
Hargreaves, D.H. “The new professionalism: A synthesis of professional and institutional development”. Teaching
and Teacher Education, 10(4)
Heidigger, M. What Is Called Thinking? New York: Harper Torchbooks 1968.
Hillman, J. The Soul’s Code New York: Bantam 1997.
Hopkins, D. A Teacher’s Guide to Classroom Research Milton Keynes: Open University Press 1985/1992.
Hoyle, E. (1972) Creativity in the school. Unpublished paper given at the O.E.C.D. Workshop on Creativity of the
School at Estoril, Portugal
Jung, C.G. The Undiscovered Self, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1958.
Jung, C.G. Psychological Types, London: Kegan Paul, 1923.
Keller, H. The Musical Analysis of Music," in Hans Keller, Essays on Music, ed. C. Wintle, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994.
Kelly, A.V. The Curriculum - Theory and Practice, Fourth Edition London: Paul Chapman Publishing, 1995
(1997)
Kemmis, S. and McTaggart, R. The Action Research Planner, 3rd edn. Victoria: Deakin University Press
1981/1988.
Kolb, D.A. Learning Styles Inventory: Technical Boston: Manual McBer, 1976.
Kolb, D.A. Experimental Learning New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1986.
Knowles, M. The adult learner: a neglected species 4th edition, Houston, Gulf Publishing, 1990.
Kushner, S. Personalising Evaluation, London: Sage, 2000.
Lebrecht, N. When the Music Stops, Simon & Schuster Ltd, London, 1997.
Lester, S. Beyond Competence to Capability and the Learning Society, a paper for the Higher Education for
Capability conference November 1995. Also in O'Reilly, D, Cunningham, L & Lester, S. Developing the capable
practitioner: professional capability through higher education London, Kogan Page, 1999.
Levine, M. The Jazz Theory Book, Sher Music.
Lindeman, E C, The meaning of adult education New York, New Republic, 1926
Moore, T. Care of the Soul Piatkus, London 1992/1995.
Nachmanovitch, S. Free Play - Improvisation in Life and Art. New York: Tarcher/Putnam 1990.

86
National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education, All Our Futures: Creativity, Culture and
Education, Report to the Secretary of State for Education and Employment the Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport, May 1999.
Odam, G. The Sounding Symbol. Cheltenham: Stanley Thornes 1995.
Peters, R.S. Ethics and Education, London: Allen & Unwin, 1966.
Plomin, R. “Environment and Genes,” American Psychologist 44(2), (1989):105-111.
Paynter, J and Aston, P. Sound and Silence: classroom projects in creative music. London: CUP, 1970.
Schönberg, A. ‘Problems in Teaching Art’, Style and Idea, London: Faber 1911.
Shuell, T.J. Cognitive Conceptions of Learning, Review of Educational Research, 1986.
Smith, A. Accelerated Learning Network Press, Stalhord 1996.
Smith, Gregory Eugene. 1983. “Homer, Gregory, and Bill Evans? The Theory of Formulaic Composition in the
Context of Jazz Piano Improvisation.” Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University.
Steiner, G. Real Presences Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989/91.
Stenhouse, L. An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development London: Heinemann 1971/1983.
White, J.P. Education and the good life: beyond the national curriculum. London: Kogan Page, 1990.
Williams, R. Culture and Society, London: Penguin, 1958/1976.

Videography
Cavrell, Louis. The Universal Mind of Bill Evans. Rhapsody Films, Inc, New York 1966, 1991.

87

Appendix___________________________________________
Appendix 1: Assessment criteria for line and language.
Stage 1 Preliminary
1.1
Desire. Pre-learning stage. Example, typical summer school/workshop newcomer.
1.2

Use of melodic cells, blues, pentatonic and major scales in easy keys. Sense of consistent
pulse.

Stage 2 Primary
2.1
Use of blues, pentatonic and major scales in most keys. Ability to manufacture primary
chord types in most keys.
Reliable pulse, jazz quavers.
Ability to repeat simple melodic content.
2.2

Fluency in major and harmonic minor scales, primary chord types, basic chord scale
relationships, minor cadences.
Ability to repeat and embellish simple melodic content.

Stage 3 Intermediate
3.1
Ability to manufacture contrasting major and minor cadences independently.
Ability to generate pulse and feel independently.
3.2

Emergence of distinct, i.e. “completed” phrases, melodic design, development and
language.

3.3

Application and manipulation of chosen materials according to chosen musical objective
- i.e. melodic, harmonic or rhythmic function.
Harmonic and rhythmic progression in line.

Stage 4 Developed
4.1
Generic consistency, manipulation of melodic content.
Rhythmic independence and agility. Use of rhythmic elements as improvisational
resources.
4.2

Generic flexibility as well as generic awareness - an appreciation of the distinctive
characteristics of different materials, contexts, media.

Stage 5 Maturity/Individuation
Generic freedom - the ability to gain personal freedom of expression within a chosen
genre or by growing beyond its perceived boundaries.
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Appendix 2:
Compendium of lesson plans: See attached booklet.

Appendix 3:

Lesson Plan templates

Appendix 3.1 “NAOMIE”172
A tried and tested means of effective lesson planning and curriculum development.
N
A
O
M
I
E

Needs
Aims
Objectives
Methods
Implementation
Evaluation

N is for Needs - Teacher’s assessment as a result of evaluation, demands of syllabus etc. Needs
range from the concrete, i.e. accurate performance of syncopated crotchets, to the less tangible,
free improvisation or fun.
A is for Aims - The general purpose of the class within a scheme of work.
O is for Objectives - Probable and desired learning outcomes. What the students will have
achieved by the end of the lesson?
M is for Methods - Choice of methods most appropriate to the aims and objectives above.
I is for Implementation - The mode of delivery, matching teaching techniques to suit the
needs and preferred learning styles of the class. The experiential nature of learning - left, right
or whole brain.
E is for Evaluation - Measuring outcomes against stated aims and objectives - the Performance
Gap.

172

Employed by Educational Development Unit at the University of Glamorgan 1996, almost identical to template
employed by Goldsmiths College Education Department 1981.
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Appendix 3.2
Original lesson plan (based on naomie):
Heading
1
Needs
2
Aims and Objectives
3
Warm Up
4
Methods
5
Homework

Revised Lesson plan:
Statement of theme/intent/slogan.
1 Needs
2 Aims and Principles
Skills:
Processes:
Medium/mode of delivery:
3
Warm Up
4
Teaching and Learning Activities (teaching and learning activities)
5
Homework
6
Student Profiles
Appraisal:
1 Learning Experience: Checking action against plan.
2 Review planning.
3 Key developments.
4 Assessment:
Progress
Retention
Completion:
5 Ideas for development:
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Appendix 4

Post Graduate Jazz Course Self-Assessment (July):
(Note, this paper is condensed for space)

Guildhall School of Music and Drama
Post Graduate Jazz Course
Self Assessment and Feedback (July)
Please answer the questions below and feel free to contribute freely at the end.
You may find it helpful to read through the questions first and reflect on them for
a few days before answering them.
By all means reply anonymously, but there are no right or wrong answers here.
Honest, insightful reflection and feedback are invaluable tools as we make our
journeys as well as contributing to the development of a course.
Please return to Simon Purcell by post or email at GSMD.
___________________________________________
What were your expectations of the course prior to attending GSMD?
What were your hopes?
Did you have a dream? What was it?
How did your time at GSMD match up to your dreams, hopes and expectations?
List 5 things you have learnt at GSMD. These may be qualities, musical and
otherwise, that have you gained/developed during the year?
The Future
Consider the future (“dreams and all”) in terms of your artistic development,
technical proficiencies and ability to earn money.
What do you feel you need to work on in the short term (3-6 months) after
leaving GSMD?
In which ways did your time at GSMD assist this? Or not?
What do you feel you need to work on in the medium term (6 months - 1 year)
after leaving GSMD?
In which ways did your time at GSMD assist this? Or not?
What do you feel you need to work on in the long term (1 year - 5 years) after
leaving GSMD?
In which ways did your time at GSMD assist this? Or not?
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Independence
How well are you able to assess and solve your own musical problems?
1 - Technically
Please circle
1
2
much difficulty

3

4

5
ok

6

7

2 - Improvisationally
Please circle
1
2
much difficulty

3

4

5
ok

6

7

3

4

5
ok

6

7

3 - Creatively
Please circle
1
2
much difficulty

well

well

well

8

9

10
with ease

8

9

10
with ease

8

9

10
with ease

How will you be “feeding”/ leading yourself in the months to come?
The future for this course at GSMD....
What was especially good, “enabling” about the course content?
What was irrelevant and barely helpful about the course content?
What was unhelpful about the course content?
What thoughts do you have about the balance of work/studies - ie groups, studio,
practice, number of classes etc?
Any ideas/solutions?
What would you add to the jazz course(s)?
Thank you for your time.
Signed...............................................................

Please feel free to continue overleaf ....

92

Appendix 5
Leeds International Jazz Education Conference
Papers and Presentations 2000 - 2002
2000
Research Papers:
Joseph Matare
University of Southampton
A Cross Cultural Study of the Nature of Musical Intelligence
Graham Collier
Royal Academy of Music
Are Chord-scales the answer? Methods of Teaching Jazz
Dr Tony Whyton
Leeds College of Music
From Work to Text: Interdisciplinarity and Jazz
Petter Fadnes
Growing into Jazz

Leeds College of Music

Digby Fairweather
On Louis Armstrong
Dr David Crilly
Anglia Polytechnic
Elastic Form and Concrete Structure the analysis of improvised music
Kathy Dyson
Sheffield University
Communication and Performance in Improvisation
Dan Morgenstern
Archiving Jazz: Past, Present and Future
Nicholas Katuszonek
Leeds College of Music
Defining the Jazz Tradition?
Loren Schönberg
All Roads May lead to Rome, but They Also lead to Louis Armstrong
2001
Research Presentations:
Richard Ingham
Leeds College of Music
"Sounds Like a New Century"
Dr James Birkett
Newcastle College
Improvisation: Personal Development Through "Mental" Imaging
Dr David Crilly Anglia Polytechnic
Gesture and Inter-ethnicity in the Music of Charlie Parker
Mike Unger
Marketing Jazz FM

Jazz FM

Petter Fadnes
Leeds College of Music
Battleship Potemkin: Altering Visual Perception
Prof. Susan Allen CAL Arts
Teaching Large Ensemble Improvisation
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Eileen Guppy
RNCM
Improvisation for Non Swingers
Richard Cook
Jazz Marketing and the Media
Barry Kernfeld Grove
Jazz Research Through The Eyes of Grove
Jen Wilson
The Women's Jazz Archive
The Devil's Music in Wales
James Taylor
Blue Note, Purple Prose

Leeds College of Music

Jonathan Abbott Jazz Dev
A Tale of Five Cities
Janis Steprans
University of Exeter
Monk's Mood: An Approach to performing the music of Thelonious Monk
Stig Wigestrand Norwegian Academy
Idiomatic Violin Playing
Dr Tony Whyton Leeds College of Music
"Men can't help acting on Impulse": intertextual readings of jazz advertising
Kathy Dyson
University of Sheffield
Schemas: Their Emergence and Function in the Learning of Jazz Improvisation
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Appendix 6
Connect - 2002

GSMD has been awarded £144,482 by the National Foundation of Youth Music, for Connect, a new strategic
programme of action research which aims to build on, extend and develop the experience and achievements of the
GSMD’s existing Arts and Community Development Project in Tower Hamlets.
Through Connect the GSMD intends to develop partnerships with a range of schools, music and community
organisations in other London Boroughs, particularly Lewisham and Newham, in order to provide creative and
developmental music making opportunities for up to 2000 young people aged 8 to 18 from a range of social and
cultural backgrounds and of all musical abilities. It is also anticipated that the project will reach many more young
people through performances and large scale public events. Connect also aims to provide training and mentoring
opportunities for trained musicians keen to further develop their performance / teaching skills in community
settings (Professional Apprentices Scheme) and for talented participants, keen to develop new musical and
leadership skills (Young Apprentices Scheme).
Through Connect it is intended to research, improve and evaluate creative music education practice and to develop
a system of accreditation for quality work in this field. Research into approaches to instrumental learning and
teaching with a view to encouraging wider access and participation is another area. It is also intended that the
project will be thoroughly evaluated and that the findings of the research will lead to the development of a longer
term strategic plan for the Guildhall School’s role and practice in the community.
The project will be developed, managed and delivered by GSMD staff and students.
Some key remarks from Olivia Lowson’s assessment of the application before its acceptance:
“The declared goals of the Guildhall School of Music and Drama have evolved in response to a strongly perceived
need for conservatoires, music organisations and musicians to reflect and be responsive to significant changes and
developments in the cultural and social environment. They have subsequently had a major impact on the
development of the GSMD and after an initial period as pilot ‘satellite’ activities, have now become integrated into
its ethos, curriculum and infrastructure and continue to contribute to its ongoing development.”
“It is within this context that the Connect project has evolved and, significantly, as a whole GSMD initiative
involving both the commitment and input of senior staff and departments from across the School and with PCS
staff working closely with other departments.”
“GSMD is now at a crucial point in its general development and as part of this process, it is working towards the
development of a social and cultural policy which will focus on strengthening its role in and contribution to
regional regeneration, lifelong learning, cultural diversity and cross-cultural partnerships. Within the context of this
wider research and development, GSMD now wishes to build on its experience in Tower Hamlets and extend the
scope of the ACDP. This has informed the development of Connect, in particular its proposed research agenda,
content, and approaches as described above. It will be one of a number of projects through which GSMD aims to
create new partnerships, explore new ideas and develop new models and good practice in the field of creative and
participatory music making.”
“The assessor believes the general and regional context and rationale for Connect is strong, visionary and extremely
well thought through. The GSMD’s pioneering work, (both research/development and practical delivery) in Tower
Hamlets is well known and its skills and expertise in this respect are in demand nationally and internationally. This
should provide a sound basis for further extension and development as part of the GSMDs desire to develop a more
cohesive social and cultural policy. In addition to meeting GSMD’s developmental needs, Connect also appears to
have considered and responded to local needs and has already gained considerable support, enthusiasm and
commitment from key partners in the project. The assessor gained the impression that some partners have
particularly strong (although valuable) needs and agendas and that GSMD and Connect staff will need to ensure an
appropriate balance between the needs of all partners in the project.”
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