Richard Wistreich

Teaching and Assessing Collective Performance Skills in a University Music Department: Newcastle University, International Centre for Music Studies

The challenge of performance studies as part of a university music degree course


Newcastle’s conception of the academic study of music and the make-up of its staff emphasize, above all, a very wide-ranging interpretation of what constitutes ‘music’, and this is the basis of its overall educational ‘philosophy’ (insofar as it is ever consciously articulated). In theory, all musical practices are considered as equally valid; ‘contemporary music’ is interpreted as encompassing ‘all contemporary musical practices’ and strong interests in such areas as post-vernacular music, free improvisation, traditional and ‘world’ musics, jazz, studio-based composition, technologically modulated live performance and just about all other manifestations of popular music, sit alongside specialisms in Western pre-Romantic and twentieth century music, notated composition, arranging, music education, cultural theory and musicology, performance art, analysis, ethnomusicology, all of which are actively pursued in practice as far as possible (the department includes many practising professional musicians). The teaching curricula on offer, and subsequently the interests of applicants, reflect this catholic and fairly idealistic definition pretty uncompromisingly. 

The International Centre for Music Studies (ICMuS) has a fairly large undergraduate music body by national standards (yearly intake of c. 90) but is probably more unusual in comparison with most UK University Music departments because of the very wide range of musics it embraces. Partly on account of the profile of the institution and its teaching staff, as well as its research priorities (5* in 2001), and partly because of its particular commitment to a ‘Widening Participation’ agenda, the performance interests of students coming onto our two ‘standard’ music degree programmes (the BA in Music and the BMus with a (third) year spent abroad [BMusYA]) are very varied. On one hand we have some ‘conventional’ players of orchestral instruments, singers and pianists, who have come through the ABRSM system and often also have experience in excellent secondary school music departments plus extra-mural orchestra, brass band, choir, music theatre, etc. But there are many others (often the majority) with far less conventional backgrounds, including substantial numbers of pop and jazz musicians, self-taught guitarists, singer-songwriters and also quite a few mature and educationally less advantaged students, who may have rusty or very patchy performance education backgrounds and ‘unquantifiable’ tuition histories that often fail completely to correlate with levels of accomplishment (brilliant guitarists who have never had more than the odd professional lesson and very mediocre flute players who have had hundreds).

The conventional UK University UG performance studies programme generally entails students receiving one-to-one tuition from sub-contracted, hourly-paid private tutors, with assessments in solo performance at the end of the year, adjudicated as often as not by academic staff, who have not been involved in the tuition itself. Although most music departments may well run choirs, orchestras, bands and possibly encourage other ‘chamber’ ensembles, participation is not normally directly connected to ‘one-to-one’ credit-bearing performance modules, nor is it usually assessed separately for credit – it is essentially ‘extra-curricular’, seen as vaguely integral in some way to the education of music students (or part of the necessary ‘package’ that students will expect), but usually restricted to standard formats such as orchestra, wind band, composers’ ensemble or chamber choir. The exception is those few institutions which teach jazz performance, where the critical importance of collective performance is recognized and incorporated into tuition. 
There are surely plenty of exceptions, but by and large the ‘music lessons leading to a solo recital’ model is not only the expectation of most applicants, but also makes life easiest for academic staff, who do not need to attend to the complexities of servicing the teaching needs of a wide variety of different instruments that students play while at the same time, allowing an institution essentially to fulfil its performance tuition requirements by sub-contracting to ‘professional’ instrumental and vocal staff. Such staff may teach on site or privately, but their practical relationship with the institution is often ‘semi-detached’ at best, and in some cases, almost entirely unsupervised and ‘un-theorized’. 

The curricula followed by students in undergraduate performance studies courses is usually highly individualized – geared to making some sort of progress on their respective solo instrument or voice (measured through apparently standard parameters of competence and ‘expression’ as in ABRSM paradigms), and objective assessment of the overall contribution of such progress to other musical skills within the course is probably even harder to accomplish than at conservatories, where at least most students are at an advanced level and the benchmarks are (for better or worse) apparently more clear cut.
Systems of performance learning
At Newcastle, we decided about four years ago to have an appraisal of the viability of this model of tuition against a number of factors, including pedagogy – what part performance studies might or should play in an integrated music degree; against a general desire to ‘professionalize’ performance teaching and its assessment; against the best allocation of available resources; and against the aspirations and likely career paths of our graduates. Our initiative was partially driven by two developments: the initiation of a BMus in Popular and Contemporary Music [BMusPop] that recruits from foundation degrees in popular music performance and provides a two year ‘add on’ to honours, and the creation of a more ‘conservatory’ style degree, the BMus in Folk and Traditional Music [BMusFolk]. Both musical practices manifest fundamentally in the form of music-making in ensembles and bands, and both folk and pop musicians’ learning practices and their music-making environment are so deeply embedded in ‘collective performance’, that trying to squeeze them into existing models of performance studies teaching forced critical issues into the open. 

Some of our solutions are compromises – work in progress – but nevertheless are the best that can be managed within the constraints of budget. For example, in order to finesse the limited resources available, students on the BMusPop degree course take some one-to-one lessons on their respective instruments but are assessed as part of bands in which they receive weekly group tuition (see below for more information about how it is taught) supplemented by a weekly classroom course in vernacular music skills – principally in harmony, arranging and chart-reading skills. In the case of the BMusFolk, which is funded by Hefce as a conservatory-level degree, performance studies are central and dominant in the degree course and resources are available to allow students to take modules with generous one-to-one tuition provision (on two instruments) as well as in ensemble (in the first three years of the four year course).

Not only does the ‘presence’ of these musical practices in a very integrated department (where all these students study most other things together) generate very important alternative images and models to conventional models of performance learning and practice, but it also challenges many assumptions about the deeply embedded dominance of the fundamental one-to-one basis of performance teaching as the one best suited to the experiences, wishes and needs of all student musicians in the University setting. Quite apart from anything else, it is not only pop and folk musicians who almost always make music in groups: this is what, in fact, 99% of all musicians do, or prefer to do, ‘out there’ in the world, whatever genre of music they make. Some of the potential ramifications of this challenge to conventional models of performance teaching in the University setting could be very far reaching (for example: what is the evidence that conventional one-to-one tuition is the best way of helping students of classical instruments to be better performing musicians? Are note-based performance skills (let alone note-free skills) better learned and practised in collective situations? Is ‘practising’ better done in a group that is making performances, than in a solitary room playing scales? How ‘creative’ can students be under the conditions of conventional vocal and instrumental pedagogical practice? Etc.). Others, more limited in their challenges to orthodoxy, are urgently needed to answer the demands of young people whose music-making is often poorly served by conventional ‘music lessons’.
There are other important issues: the kinds of skills and creative processes which are learned and practised within collective performance situations are arguably of far more import than solo performance activity to graduates who are going to be working in the community as educators and also as ‘jobbing musicians’, whether it is as school teachers, directors of amateur choirs and bands or as professionals. Additionally, a great deal of research in other areas of educational and other institutional practice confirms over and over again  the superior efficacy of learning in groups, of the benefits of peer-to-peer and informal learning processes, and the importance of that expression sadly debased by management-speak, ‘team-working’, all of which are precisely the kinds of structures that pertain to collective music-making. Finally, the aspirations and realities of the contemporary music world, of which our students and we are inextricably a part, is articulated by collective models of participation, inclusion, creativity and the crossing or elimination of genre demarcations, and in order to respond to this reality, musicians (and especially those destined to be its animateurs) need to learn its particular skills.

Thanks partly to extra resources that came through the award of CETL status to ICMuS in 2005 (with its defining slogan ‘Music and Inclusivity’), we were able to initiate a ‘project in collective performance’ that has allowed us to develop and run a variety of new performance studies modules that begin to address some of these challenges, and these are briefly described below. Among many other issues that soon arose, was the whole question of how collective performance, that by definition focuses on group activity rather than solo performance, can be effectively and meaningfully assessed in ways that satisfy the individualist nature of Higher Education students’ performance indicators – put crudely, ‘how do you compare the drummer and the lead singer in a band?’. This presentation concludes with a description of some of the initiatives which we are currently undertaking, in collaboration with our partners, the ‘other’ of the UK’s CETLs in Music, the very different (and thus particularly useful comparative) Royal Northern College of Music, to address this question of assessment.

New performance studies modules
1. Stage 1 BA/BMusYA

Now in its second year, this new module is taken by all first year students other than Folk Students. Following completion of a wide-ranging questionnaire (Appendix 1), the c. 50 students are divided into five ensemble groups, the make up of which is partly engineered to ensure potentially viable combinations, but this is a very inexact process, seeing as so little is known of the new arrivals’ skills levels. Some groups may be made up of predominantly of students who identify their principle study as, say, vocalists or they may reflect the particular strengths of the tutors (who include specialists in jazz, rock music, choral singing, orchestral music, etc.). But most groups are very eclectic: e.g., a classical pianist, two violins, electric guitar, two saxophones, classical flute, jazz bass, singer, trumpet. The whole course begins with an introductory plenary improvisation and music games session on the very first day of the new year. Subsequently, each group is tutored for 2 hours a week for ten weeks, and each will develop a variety of ‘ensemble skills’ that might range from group warm-ups, through improvisation, arranging, collective composing, listening, to preparing a ten-minute performance of something either arranged or composed in such a way as to be inclusive of all members of the group (no mean challenge in some combinations – last year there was group with four pianists!). This is done under the supervision of the tutor, but not always her or his direct leadership – tutors are strongly encouraged to step back as soon as possible and act as facilitators to the collective music-making. There will be a plenary session half way through the course, during which each group will demonstrate something they are doing: for example, collectively learning a song or arrangement from one member of the group or a rhythm game or something similar. The final presentation is watched by all the class and at present, a mark is awarded to each individual by the respective tutor that reflects an individual’s contribution to the process and to the performance at the end. Then each student writes a brief essay reflecting on the process. Meanwhile, after about four weeks of this, each student plays for her or his respective Head of Studies (keyboard, woodwind, guitar, etc.) and is allocated to a one-to-one tutor, with whom they then take lessons and are assessed in a brief recital at the end of the year. Additionally, everyone must belong to another staff-led ensemble that meets weekly - Symphony Orchestra, Choir, Salsa band, Viol consort, etc.

Feedback from the first year’s cohort (in the year 2006/7), in the form of the essay, was almost unanimously very positive. Students in the following year continue to talk about what they learned in this course, and it is clear that it is a very important ‘step change’ from school into HE: those who had only ever used notation, tentatively start to work without it and many go on to take modules in collective free improvisation later; self-taught players with minimal or no music reading ability, terrified at first that they will be revealed as ‘non-musicians’, discover that they have skills that are actually quite sophisticated and further, can be taught directly to enthusiastic, but equally terrified, Grade 8 pianists. Above all, collective working skills, some very basic, such as turning up on time to rehearsals or learning to listen to other’s ideas, and others more complex, such as singing unaccompanied in harmony for the first time and focussing on issues of balance and tuning, or working without a conductor or simply standing up and playing in front of others, have been addressed, and in many cases, very greatly improved. Negative responses include a very few who really hated the exposure to their peers and the usual issues of weight-pulling. One-to-one tuition is still completely conventional (although we have introduced monthly instrument-specific class workshops for showing work in progress, mixing students from all Stages), but we are now thinking about how to prolong and extend the benefits of the ensemble phase into the solo work. About 75% of Stage 1 students will choose performance in one guise or another at Stage 2.

2. Stage 2BA/BMusYA/BMusPop
At Stage 2, students who have achieved high enough marks in the recital part of Stage 1 can choose to continue one-to-one tuition, currently based on the ‘traditional’ model: a set number of private lessons, occasional class workshops and a solo recital at the end. But students specializing in pop music follow a modified version of this model, as described above. One innovation, made in response to a perceived reluctance of pop musicians to ‘break out of their comfort zones’, was that at the start of this Stage, musicians were allocated almost at random into bands, who then had to stick together for the whole year; depending on the make-up of the whole group, this can sometimes be very challenging (this year we have a band with piano, guitar and accordion; another with vocalist, guitar, piano and live electronics; last year there was a band with two drummers). Musicians can fall out with each other, but are usually coaxed back together The first assignment is to produce an innovative cover of a well-known standard, and thereafter bands are strongly encouraged (and helped) to produce original material. They get some one-to-one tuition on their own instrument, but this is not specifically tested in the final performance; rather, the band plays a set in a special assessment gig at a suitable venue and is assessed on its overall performance.
For all other Stage 2 students there is another, new module, also open to all other students beyond Stage 1 (including from the Folk degree). Called simply ‘Collective Performance’, students are given the opportunity to work together with leading professional musicians for a short, intensive period (approximately seven hours per day for nine days, spread over no more than a month) and work as a ‘company’ to produce a 45-minute public performance of their work together. The idea is to bring students from mixed genres together with excellent professionals chosen for their performance and pedagogical skills but also for uncompromising commitment to excellence, and to give them a feel for ‘real life’ performance situations. Everything from the formal contracts they have to sign at the start, committing them to attending every rehearsal on time and properly prepared, to their responsibility for everything at the final presentation, is part of this, and above all, the idea is that they should get that particular ‘buzz’ that comes form such ways of working. 
Although some of the students have had some kind of similar experience before they come to University, these days we have to assume that the vast majority have not: some singers have never been in a choir, many songwriters have not had to arrange, let alone had the chance to organize and execute a serious public performance of their work. So far, we have run projects with a singer-songwriter and musical director who oversaw a show containing eighteen new original songs written and performed by the students (including lyrics and arrangements); a medieval song ensemble, in which musicians from pop and folk music backgrounds joined classical orchestral players and they all sang both solo and as a choir; a vocal music-theatre project with the dynamic young trio, Juice, and we are about to have a new project based around traditional music, led by the superb musician and teacher, Chris Wood. Students receive 70% of their mark from the final performance, based largely on a basic group mark, which is adjusted for each participant, based partly on their individual performance and evidence from the tutor. They make up the remaining 30% with a detailed individual essay of reflection on the process, that is prompted from a set of provocative quotations.

Teaching small ensemble performance: general

It was mentioned in passing that students on the BMusFolk, as well as pop music students, also take modules in which they are part of bands, and that this work is tutored, although the emphasis in both genres is on encouraging and developing the creative work of the students (composition and arranging) and also in supporting their learning in all aspects of successful collaboration, no less than it is with the larger scale ensemble projects at Stage 1 and 2 as described in detail above. However, it is fair to say that teaching methods are largely based on the professional experience of the tutors, who are professional working musicians, combined with a good deal of informal ‘peer learning’ among the students. Reviews of research literature and also preliminary surveys of curricula form other equivalent institutions, both universities and conservatories, yields precious little evidence of much research-based knowledge about effective small ensemble teaching (with some notable exceptions, such as jazz, as I mentioned above). I have already observed how so-called informal learning strategies, including peer-to-peer and autodidactic methods are known to play a very large role in popular and folk music learning. Anecdotal evidence as well as the vast collective experience of tutors who also work as higher education performance tutors would surely quickly produce a long list of the techniques, skills, strategies, structures and processes of working that go into the successful functioning of every kind of small ensemble, from string quartets to rock bands. And yet, how much of this is in curricula? How much of it is evaluated and conveyed to students in any kind of organized way? These are questions that we at Newcastle are now in a relatively good position to begin to investigate.
Assessing individuals in collective performances

Much of the substance of the initiatives described above, including the fundamental concept that this kind of work mirrors much more closely what ‘actually happens’ in most activities by most musicians, and that therefore it is sensible to try to foreground the learning of appropriate skills and experiences in the education of musicians is nevertheless largely anecdotal, even though much of it seems obvious. It remains to be tested in terms not only of the responses of students and tutors to pedagogical methods, but also, in terms of the priorities and structures of higher educational degree programmes in general, which justifiably ask whether students’ work within collective performance situations can effectively be evaluated and formally assessed. Assessment as an end in itself can easily become pernicious for musicians learning performance skills – indeed, one might quite effectively argue that much assessment of performance in formal institutional situations not only causes all sorts of the wrong kinds of stress and competitiveness, not to mention the typical ‘academic’ fetishising of ‘accurate’ performances at the expense of communication, pleasure and other desirable qualities that normally motivate musicians and their listeners. 
These imbalances are problematic enough in conservatories, where standards are very high. In such places, students enter the institution and then work fairly single-mindedly and often exclusively, on performance (primarily solo), with the clear understanding of what is at stake (even though there are still some huge gaps between the ways that music-making is studied and the ways it is practised outside the institutions, once one moves beyond the standard ‘industrialized’ structures of symphony orchestras or opera companies). But in a university, where for many students, performance is only one of a whole raft of different types of skill that are being learned and assessed, the aims, criteria, process, and conduct of assessments is under ever increasing scrutiny on all sides, not least by students themselves, who now belong to a generation possibly more assessed in their educational lifetimes than any other before, and thus highly sensitized to its often maverick and occasionally ludicrous rituals.

As I have described, at Newcastle we are challenged by the very wide range of musical genres that we teach and therefore have to assess. In the field of solo performance, we developed a set of assessment criteria in 2004 designed to be sufficiently flexible to encompass everything from harpsichord to folk banjo, a live DJ set to rock singing, while also having sufficient robustness and integrity to give students (and their tutors) confidence in the process. The result was a document that has so far been accepted and has earned praise from our external examiners (Appendix 2). 

But the assessment of individual students taking part in collective performance demands different approaches. The participants in a string quartet, although each playing different instruments, can be seen as potentially very comparable; but how do you differentiate and equate the contributions of, say a lead singer and the bass guitarist of a rock band or the rhythm guitar and the solo fiddle of a folk band, or even the contributions of two singers sharing a line in a vocal ensemble? And then, are we assessing the overall achievement of the ensemble’s work or simply what it produces on the day? Process, or product? After all, it is one thing to decide that only a pianist’s account of a piece at the recital can be counted, but in a band, the drummer may have written the song, the backing bouzouki player might be the one who held the band together, while the lead musicians went in opposite directions; the performance might be weak because one player is not up to the standard of the rest, or conversely, a great saxophone player may well be drowned out by an awful guitar and drummer – should they all receive the same mark? If we are to assess process, how is it to be accounted for (the examiners cannot attend every rehearsal session)? Here, we set great store on reflective practice – self monitoring and assiduous diary keeping by performance students: but how should such material be assessed or incorporated into the process of reaching a decision about marks? Should the band members themselves or perhaps the entire cohort be involved in the marking process? Finally, what, if any, should the tutor’s input to the marking be, seeing as she or he will almost certainly not only have formed close personal relationships with the company but also (in the case of our Collective Performance module) performed with them at the show?

As my descriptions of current systems show (described above), we are currently operating on a kind of commonsense compromise that tries, to the best of our current abilities, to have it most ways simultaneously, but it is not only seriously subjective (a charge that can effectively be levelled at all performance assessment to a greater or lesser extent) but also inefficient (the deliberations of the jury after a collective performance project that entailed a total of 30 musicians last year lasted for nearly four hours). There is a need for us to explore the subject more deeply and a pressing requirement on us to come up with an equally straightforward but robust set of assessment criteria for collective performance as those we have developed for solo performance assessment. And in order to start this process, in September 2006, I organized a one day symposium for a large group of our tutorial and academic staff which addressed the question of ‘Group tuition and assessment’. In the course of the day, we conducted simulated assessment exercises involving a folk ensemble, a rock band and a piano trio, and asked different groups of participants (carefully mixed in terms of their ‘home’ musical genres) to assess the performances and then discuss their criteria and other issues arising. Out of these discussions came a list of different potential elements and priorities of assessment, of which the previous paragraph is a digest. 

It became clear to me and to Jane Ginsborg of the RNCM, who was a guest speaker at that symposium, that we needed to do some research and then to try to produce our criteria on the basis of a better understanding of what is actually going on in small ensemble learning; what the nature of tutorial input actually is, and what the cross genre differences and similarities might be. Only then, in the context of other detailed studies of assessment best practices elsewhere, might we produce a set of assessment rationales, criteria and systems of execution that could be disseminated not only within our own institutions, but, potentially to others. This would include both conservatoires engaged in the training of musicians for the performing profession, and universities, whose graduates perhaps have more diverse career goals (although conservatories are now pretty wide awake to the very diverse environments into which many of their graduates are going to work after their professional training). This is the basis on which Jane and I designed our two-year research project, ‘Promoting excellence in small group music performance: teaching, learning and assessment’ (full details are in the bid document: Appendix 3), which was awarded funding by Palatine in July 2007. The first phase of the project – monitoring of a variety of different types of small ensembles through a year of learning and assessment – has just begun.
Appendix 1
Performance Studies Questionnaire

to be completed by all Stage 1 students taking W300 (BA) and W304 (BMus Year Abroad)

At Stage 1, you take a module entitled Performance Studies 1 (MUS1058). In order to help us to assign you to appropriate tutors, we need to know something about your background, previous experience and current interests in music performance. Please complete the following questionnaire carefully – think about each question or statement and only tick the box if you think the statement more or less represents your own position; if it doesn’t, leave it blank.
NAME:

List the instrument or instruments you play, with your MAIN instrument first; if you sing, write ‘Voice’:

MAIN Instrument/Voice:_________________________________________________

Other instruments/voice (if applicable):______________________________________






    ______________________________________






    ______________________________________






    ______________________________________

The following set of questions and statements is about your MAIN instrument/voice. Tick any of the answers that pretty much apply to you (and supply any other information asked for); otherwise leave the box blank. 

Tuition

     I have been having regular one-to-one lessons for the past _____ years    
      [   ]

     I have had some lessons, but not recently
(and certainly not in the past six months) [  ]

     I am largely self-taught




     


      [   ]

     I have never had any one-to-one lessons or other formal tuition


      [   ]

     I most recently passed ABRSM Grade ____

     I have another performance qualification (specify)_____________________________

     _____________________________________________________________________

     I have never taken any performance exams  




     [   ]

     I often play/sing by myself for pleasure 





     [   ]

Studying an instrument/voice is something I have felt I had to or ought to do, but it has not been something I particularly enjoyed

                      


     [   ]

I find working towards exams a good and fulfilling way of making progress with my playing/singing








     [   ]

I would describe my progress over the past two years as (circle whatever applies to you):

Steadily improving
      erratic     major      slow     negligible      satisfying 

Collective Performance
Within the past two years, I have played/sung in a (please circle any that apply to you):

Brass band

Orchestra
Rock band
School, Community or Church choir   

Folk group

Jazz band/orchestra     Theatrical production
(musical, opera, etc.)

Chamber music ensemble (specify) _______________________________________


some other type of group, meeting regularly (specify)_________________________

professional capacity (specify)___________________________________________

I prefer making music as a soloist (on my own) to performing with other people     [   ]

I like being in a group with no particular leader or person in charge

      [   ]

Working intensively on a project with no other distractions (e.g., a summer course, theatre production, recording) is my favourite sort of music-making

      [   ]

It’s frustrating playing or singing with people who are at a different technical level to me
      









      [   ]

I actually enjoy the rehearsals more than the final show



      [   ]

Reading music

I can usually get most of the music right after a few goes through in the lesson or rehearsal









      [   ]

I like to take the music home and work on it in private before I play/sing a note in front of my teacher or in a rehearsal





      [   ]

I can pretty much read anything from notes, at sight



      [   ]

I can pretty much read from a chord chart at sight



      [   ]

When I have heard a song or tune a few times, I can usually busk a convincing harmony or accompaniment






      [   ]

I do not read music very well, but with a bit of help, I can work out what the correct notes and rhythms are 







      [   ]

I cannot really read music notation at all (if you tick this, also tick one of the following)                                                                                                                    [   ]


This is not a problem for me in my kind of music-making

   
      [   ]


This can be a real hindrance, and I wish I could



      [   ]


I have never been given help to improve my sight-reading


      [   ]

I am not able to improvise (if you tick this, also tick one of the following)
      [   ]


This is not a problem for me in my kind of music-making                                  [   ]


This can be a real hindrance, and I wish I could



      [   ]

Performing

I try to memorise music before performing it, but I normally like to have the notes in front of me









      [   ]

I always perform from memory






      [   ]

I never perform from memory






      [   ]

I do not feel confident performing solo in front of other people


      [   ]

I am really scared of performing solo in front of other people                                   [   ]

I feel OK performing as part of a group as long as I do not have to do something on my own









      [   ]

Repertoire and practising
I have only played/sung music chosen by my teacher, conductor or ensemble leader, or from the exam syllabus





                             [   ]

I tend to learn songs and tunes from recordings




     [   ]

I sometimes write and perform my own material




     [   ]

I would never play/sing something I had not either chosen myself or which I really liked









     [   ]

The most recent complete piece that I performed on my main instrument/voice to my reasonable satisfaction was

_____________________________________________________________________

I find systematic practising boring or at least difficult to do regularly

     [   ]

I have been taught how to practise effectively




     [   ]

I think you have to study technique before you can perform whole pieces
     [   ]

I think I have answered quite enough questions for now



     [   ]

I would also like to say the following about my expectations of studying performance at University:

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

Thank you  – your answers will not be used in evidence against you but they will be really useful in helping us to organise suitable tuition for you.

Please hand this questionnaire in before you leave the room.
Appendix 2

Solo Performance Assessment Criteria 

ICMuS embraces a broad range of musical genres and this is reflected in the great variety of performances which are offered for assessment by Practical Studies students. Any performance will be judged by its audience according to a number of different criteria, the balance of which relates to the norms and expectations of particular genres, therefore each criterion (listed below) will play a different part in the overall balance of consideration. Assessment will be by a panel of experienced and informed examiners who will arrive at an agreed mark through discussion of the merits of the performance. The examiners will not necessarily be instrument or genre specialists: they will recognise the quality of a performance for its expressive and technical musical values. A written self-assessment by the candidate and the tutor’s report will be available to the panel and will help inform their discussion as they decide on the mark to award. A written report summarising this discussion will be made available to the candidate and her/his tutor. 

The performance will be judged under the following broad terms of reference, differently weighted according to musical genre:

· Interpretation and creativity

· Stylistic awareness: contextual knowledge and musical understanding

· Technical fluency and control

· Presentation, communication and use of the performing space: awareness of the relationship between performer and audience

· Appropriateness of programme content

Marking guideline:

80-100

Outstanding in all respects; a professional standard 



of performance

70-79
Excellent in all respects; ideas and execution were highly developed, and any flaws did not impinge on the effectiveness of a very successful performance

60-69
A good performance, largely secure; there was ample evidence of well developed ideas and skills and any flaws had a very minor effect on the overall success of the performance

50-59
A performance demonstrating overall competence; some shortcomings were apparent, but did not seriously prejudice the success of the performance

40-49
A basic level of success; flaws affected parts of, and detracted from, the performance

35-39
Some skills and ideas were apparent, but they did not sufficiently mitigate a seriously deficient performance

0-34
An inadequate performance
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Research Fellow 

Research Centre for the Vocational Training of Musicians
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Project title

Promoting excellence in small group music performance: teaching, learning and assessment

Introductory overview

The development of music curricula in university music departments and conservatoires has been dogged by the inability to address the assessment of group performance.  The reality of professional musicians’ working lives is such that students intending to take up careers as classical, jazz, pop or folk musicians, in concert, stage and/or session work, will need not only to have had appropriate experience in directed ensembles such as orchestras, big bands and concert bands but also in smaller self-directed groups (e.g. Mills, 2004, 2006).  Likewise, music graduates who go on to careers in music teaching, at all levels of the education system, will find that organising and animating collective music-making in a variety of genres will constitute perhaps the majority of their work.  Yet performance assessments are typically based on the model of principal study recitals, involving the award of marks to individual instrumentalists, singers and conductors, even though very few musicians, other than pianists, actually perform unaccompanied.  

This is not to say that group performance is neglected in university music departments and conservatoires.  Its position in the curriculum reflects, however, the recognition that peer or collaborative learning – more generally – is central to the student experience.  A range of collaborative learning opportunities, and ways of assessing them, were developed, for example, in the Music Department at the University of Ulster (Hunter, 2006): these include reports illustrating progress on preparation of joint performances, although the performances themselves are not assessed, and peer assessment of performance (see also Blom & Poole, 2004, for evidence of the latter’s utility as a tool for learning).  Hunter discusses a number of issues relating to these activities: size and composition of ensembles; how students prepare for working in groups; how long they work together and how they are managed; who ‘owns’ collaborative learning; how difficulties are resolved and the extent to which assessment focuses on process and/or product.  Both are important for the teaching, learning and assessment of group instrumental and vocal performance.  Process can be assessed partly through self- and partly through peer-evaluation, which are both crucial to student learning, but also by the tutors involved in face-to-face teaching and evaluation of students’ self-assessment reports.  Product, on the other hand, tends to be tutor-assessed using criteria that reflect those used for individual principal study assessments.  

There is one type of music, however, for which individual assessment is particularly inappropriate: improvised music such as jazz.  The traditional emphasis on individual marking has been shown to inhibit students’ musical expression such that they are less likely to interact freely and spontaneously, and to take risks in performance (Barratt & Moore, 2005).  Innovative methods for assessing ‘true’ group performance – as opposed to individuals performing as a group – have therefore been devised and implemented, for example, at Birmingham Conservatoire (Miles, 2003), Colchester (Allen, 2003) and Trinity College of Music, London (Barratt and Moore, 2005).  We would argue that such methods are as essential to the assessment – and therefore to the teaching and learning – of small group performance in classical, folk and pop genres as they are in improvisation.

Aims

The aims of this project are to

· address the generic attributes of small group music making as opposed to individual performance and survey current teaching, learning and assessment methods in UK conservatoires and university music departments, and further afield;  

· explore different approaches to the constitution of small groups and ensembles, and how they might affect the teaching and learning process;

· propose a range of methods for assessment that articulate levels of achievement and promote student learning.

Objectives

1.  Teaching

In order to teach small group music performance, ensembles must first form or be formed.  Existing methods for the constitution of groups tend not to be informed by the findings of research into peer learning (see Theoretical framework, below).  Our first objective is to set out new approaches to forming groups.  
· We will evaluate the effects of forming student musical ensembles (e.g. folk groups, pop groups, classical small ensembles e.g. string quartets, brass quintets) in different years of study (e.g.1st year, final year) and in different ways (e.g. randomly; selecting for comparable levels of musical expertise; selecting for mixed levels of musical expertise). 

· In setting this objective ICMuS and the RNCM are uniquely placed to work together, since the two have much to learn from each other. ICMuS teaches a uniquely wide range of musical genres and its widening participation agenda mean that forming student ensembles for performance teaching is both challenging and potentially, enormously productive, in terms of the development of new models of tuition and assessment.  A ‘collective performance’ element was introduced at Newcastle in 2006/7 as part of a new module in Performance Studies, taken by all first-year BA students.   They were formed into small ensembles that spanned genre and ability divisions and learned a variety of foundation skills, and this has already produced useful data.  It might be thought that RNCM students work in a narrower range of musical genres, but they too differ widely in their interests and abilities: the development of new approaches is equally challenging and potentially productive.

2.  Learning
In order for students to from collaborative music performance, they must be given the opportunity to monitor their progress themselves.  Our second objective is to refine the use of existing self- and peer-monitoring methods and instruments, recently introduced at both institutions.

· At RNCM e-portfolios comprising CVs, promotional materials and reflective web-logs contribute to assessment within the Supporting Professional Studies (SPS) strand of the BMus degree, alongside practice diaries, peer observation of performance and observation logs for mentored activities.   

· At ICMuS performance studies diaries and self-assessment questionnaires are used for evaluating process (learning and rehearsal) in group activities and one-to-one tuition and product (individual performance).  The contribution of each of these resources to the learning and assessment processes in ensemble performance needs to be further explored and evaluated.


3.  Assessment
In order for staff to assess small group performance, existing assessment methods – currently based on the assessment of individual performance – must be refined.  Our third objective is to develop assessment methods and criteria that are not only clear and understandable to students and tutors alike but are also appropriate to and workable in the context of a broad range of musical genres and educational settings.  

· Both ICMuS and the RNCM have recently been developing new assessment methods and criteria for individual performance. Comparable methods and criteria need to be constituted for assessing small group performance on the basis of evidence from the comparison of shared experience and research in both institutions.

Theoretical framework

1) Evidence relating to peer learning from developmental and educational psychological research suggests advantages for collaborative learning at different stages of development when students are matched for expertise and benefit from socio-cognitive conflict (Piaget, 1976) and when more competent peers work with those who are less advanced, thus extending their ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky, 1978).  We propose to compare methods of forming small student musical ensembles according to these principles when students enter higher education and again when they are close to graduation.

2) There is a growing literature on self-, peer- and group monitoring and assessment (e.g. Boud et al., 1985; Schon et al., 1987; Biggs, 1999; Philip, 2006) on which to base our exploration, evaluation and extension of the resources we currently use.

3) The development of assessment methods and criteria specifically for the assessment of group musical performance in the context of university music departments and conservatoires involves the participation of all those required to carry out assessment; the basis on which this is achieved must be practical as well as, if not more than, theoretical.  It is likely that new criteria will be devised alongside existing criteria – such as those reported by Allen (2003), Miles (2003) and Barratt and Moore (2005) for improvised jazz and popular music – appropriately adapted and extended. 

Method and project timetable

Stage 1

September/October 2007: Formation of two 1st year and two final-year student ensembles, for the purposes of the research.  In each year-group at each institution one ensemble will be ‘matched’ and the other ‘mixed’.  

September/October 2007-May 2008: Ensembles to maintain individual logs as at present.

September/October 2007-April 2008: Survey of teaching, learning and assessment methods for small-group music making to be carried out.  Draft assessment criteria to be developed by researchers on basis of existing findings  in collaboration with tutors in both institutions.

May 2008: First set of performance and assessment days at RNCM and ICMuS, to enable 

· students to perform;

· tutors (and students) to carry out assessments using new criteria; 

· students, tutors and researchers to share experiences through focus group discussions.

· Follow-up interviews with individual students and tutors to be undertaken as appropriate.

May-July 2008: Analysis of data from assessments (quantitative) and focus group discussions and interviews (qualitative).

July-September 2008: Evaluation of findings and further refinement of methods and criteria.

Stage 2

September/October 2008: Formation of further two 1st year and two final-year student ensembles, as above.

September/October 2008-May 2009: Ensembles to maintain individual logs (potentially with refinements resulting from findings).

September/October 2008-April 2009: Refinement of draft assessment criteria, as above.

May 2009: Second set of performance and assessment days at RNCM and ICMuS, as above.

May-June 2009: Analysis of second dataset from assessments, focus group discussions and interviews.

June-end August 2009: Evaluation of findings, final refinement of methods and criteria, and writing of outputs, to include materials for students and staff, and preliminary reports of research.

Anticipated outcomes 

Publications for practitioners (including audio-visual materials) and academic research reports of findings, proposed new methods and assessment criteria.
Dissemination


1) Internally within the two institutions: 

· New approaches to the teaching, learning and assessment of small group music performance will be incorporated into degree programmes. 

· At ICMuS, regular workshops (supported by the University’s Innovations Fund and the CETL Collective Performance project) will permit instrumental and vocal tutors to be involved in the integration of new approaches into their teaching methods and for assessment panels to be trained to use new methods and criteria. Findings will be incorporated into a planned new Masters-level course in Music Education at the University of Newcastle.

· At RNCM, dissemination will be through staff training workshops. Information will be available to students in their course outlines and degree handbooks.  Findings will be incorporated into the Postgraduate Certificate in Performing Arts Education, newly-accredited by the Higher Education Academy, administered through the RNCM’s CETL. 

2) Within the CETL community: 

· Among the members of the North-East CETL of which ICMuS is lead partner, there is an active exchange of information and research and the partners include a number who have similar interests in group performance, including the Universities of Durham, Northumbria, Sunderland and Teeside and the Open University. This research will also have potential relevance beyond music: the RNCM’s CETL and the North-East CETL are both members of the Creative CETLs Partnership, which brings together ‘sister’ partners in dance, drama, etc. 


3) HE institutions in Great Britain, Europe and further afield:

Reports of the research and new materials developed as a result of the project will be valuable to

· HE colleges and universities engaged in teaching a variety of genres, e.g. jazz, classical, pop, folk, etc.;

· HE institutions that teach music in the context of other performing arts where group teaching is already established, e.g. dance and drama;

· Conservatoires and HE institutions adapting to changing needs of students in terms of increased numbers; widening access; relevance of training to realistic career structures and musical practices outside the academy.

They should be sufficiently flexible to be of use to university music departments and conservatoires with different aspirations and priorities in Great Britain and abroad not only via the websites of RNCM and ICMuS but also via

· Palatine

· National Association for Music in Higher Education

· Conservatoires UK

· Association of European Conservatoires.

Statement of resources (see itemised budget attached)
1) Project leaders

· Richard Wistreich is a professional singer and scholar with wide experience of the teaching of musicians in both universities and conservatoires. He is leader of the North-East CETL project Collective Performance, and was recently awarded a grant by the University of Newcastle’s Teaching and Learning Innovation Fund to develop learning and assessment methods with ICMuS’s more than 100 performance tutors. As Head of Performance, he chairs approximately 200 performance assessment panels annually.

· Jane Ginsborg is a professional singer and chartered psychologist with expertise in developmental as well as music psychology.  A Research Fellow and member of the School of Academic Studies, who teaches courses on psychology for musicians and music psychology, and contributes to the teaching of pedagogy within the Supporting Professional Studies strand of study at the RNCM, she has published widely on the psychology of expert performance and collaborative music making. She is also an experienced chair of individual and group performance assessment panels.


2) Additional staff

· Four relevant ensemble tutors from each institution will be chosen to
work with the selected ensembles, across the three genres (classical, pop and folk music) and accompany the selected ensembles at the joint assessment and performance days. They will also participate in assessment exercises and discussions leading towards the formulation of new teaching and assessment methods and criteria for small self-directed student ensembles.

· Administrative support will be provided by both institutions and the project will be further supported by the North-East CETL Development Manager, who will also contribute to the evaluation process.

Evaluation

Evaluation periods from May to September 2008 and 2009 are included in the detailed timetable provided above.  Feedback from both staff and student participants in the joint performance and assessment days will be obtained from focus group discussions and follow-up interviews.

External evaluation is built into assessment procedures at both participating institutions through external examiners.  At RNCM new assessment methods and criteria must be approved by the Undergraduate and Postgraduate Programme Boards.  At ICMuS the introduction of new assessment methods and criteria is overseen by the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences Teaching and Learning Committee at the University of Newcastle. 

External evaluation of the project itself will be provided by Rachel Segal of the Higher Education Academy, who will attend one or more of the performance/assessment days and evaluate interim as well as final reports.
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