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Abstract 

Earlier research indicates that the conservatoire tradition still influences higher music education. 

In the context of Western classical music, it has been criticised for unreflected use of the master–

apprentice model, e.g., emphasising imitative aspects of one-to-one tuition, favouring technical 

over interpretive aspects of musicianship, and lack of systematic development of students’ 

autonomy. 

 

Research on group learning of Western classical music within higher music education has 

highlighted that although students say that group lessons are valuable, they often do not realise 

the inherent learning potential. Also, students need instructions for how to prepare (and actually 

prepare) to be able to contribute actively during lessons. 

 

Studies of text seminars have shown that student activity, quality of response, ownership of 

learning, and participation on equal terms can increase through using response models. Although 

growing attention is given to collaborative learning within higher music education, there is a 
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need to better understand how learning of musical interpretation could be developed using such 

models. 

 

This paper aims to study how response guided workshops can be arranged to improve piano 

students’ learning of musical interpretation of Western classical music. During autumn 2019, 

five workshops were conducted with a group of four piano students from the bachelor 

programme at one institution within higher music education in Sweden. In the response model 

used, students, one week before the workshop, scanned their scores, audio recorded their 

performances, described where they were in their interpretational process, and included 

questions directing the desired response. All participants shared their written response, and 

students beforehand selected topics to focus on during the workshop. 

 

The produced empirical material consists of: 

● scanned scores, audio recorded performances, and written instructions; 

● participants’ written responses; 

● transcriptions of four workshops; 

● reflective one-minute papers written at the end of each workshop; and 

● the researcher’s field notes and reflections. 

 

The preliminary findings indicate the importance of communicative aspects and how a response 

model is implemented as challenging and changing established educational traditions are 

complicated. The students showed a limited capacity for verbalising their thoughts about musical 

interpretation, selecting topics to focus on during workshops, and tended to focus on details. 

During the study, the students’ understanding of musical interpretation seemed to increase, and 
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they stated that such workshops should be included in the curriculum. Consequently, further 

developing such workshops may contribute to increasing student autonomy and responsibility, 

equal participation, and multivoicedness. 
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workshop, peer learning. 

 

Introduction 

Earlier research indicates that the conservatoire tradition has been and remains a strong influence 

within higher music education (Burwell, 2005, 2006; Davidson & Jordan, 2007; Gaunt, 2008, 

2009; Gaunt, Creech, Long, & Hallam, 2012; Gaunt & Westerlund, 2013; Holmgren, 2018, in 

press; Jørgensen, 2000, 2009; Nielsen, 1999). In the context of Western classical music, this 

tradition has been criticised for unreflected use of the master–apprentice model, e.g., 

emphasising imitative aspects of one-to-one tuition (Hultberg, 2010; Gaunt, 2009), and lack of 

systematic development of students’ autonomy (Holmgren, in press; see also Jørgensen, 2000, 

2009; Szczepek Reed, 2017). Also, it has been indicated that teachers commonly relate to their 

own, rather than the student’s, understanding of a particular piece of music and of how it could 

or should be interpreted (Hultberg, 2008). Thus, instead of developing an individual 

understanding of musical interpretation, students seem to be expected and able to copy their 

teachers’ performances (Burwell, 2005; Kvale & Nielsen, 1999/2000), thus achieving “‘defined’ 

excellence” rather than “‘expansive’” ditto (Carey et al., 2013, p. 362). Consequently, too little 

attention appears to be given to the areas of what (performative) musical interpretation is, which 
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interpretational paradigm the learning is taking place in, freedom of interpretation, and students’ 

explorative approach (Holmgren, in press; see also Burnard, 2013; Haddon & Burnard, 2015, 

2017). 

 

Background 

Research on group learning of Western classical music has identified two important areas for 

improvement. First, although students say that group lessons are valuable (Hanken, 2015c; 

Nielsen, Johansen, & Jørgensen, 2018; Rumiantsev, Maas, & Admiraal, 2017), they do not 

(always) realise the inherent learning potential (Bjøntegaard, 2015a; Hanken, 2015b). Second, 

students need instructions for how to prepare (and to actually prepare) (Bjøntegaard, 2015b; 

Hanken, 2015a) to be able to make active contributions (Hanken, 2015a). Thus, there is a need to 

better understand how teachers can encourage and aid peer learning within higher music 

education (Hanken, 2016). 

 

Response seminars. 

Text seminars have been studied, and models using prepared text-related response been 

developed to increase activity, learning, and participation on equal terms (Cronqvist & Maurits, 

2016; Dysthe, Hertzberg, & Hoel, 2000/2011; Ferm Thorgersen & Wennergren, 2010; Rikandi, 

Karlsen, & Westerlund, 2010; Wennergren, 2007). Research has shown that formalised 

structures for how authors ask for response and how it should be given increase students’ 

ownership of both their texts and the seminars, and that the focus tended to change from the 

specifics to the (more) general (Ferm Thorgersen & Wennergren, 2010; Wennergren, 2007); the 

quality of response increased as well as the authors’ capacity to autonomously revise their texts 
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(Cronqvist & Maurits, 2016; Dysthe, Hertzberg, & Hoel, 2000/2011; Wennergren, 2007). 

Although growing attention is given to collaborative learning within higher music education 

(Bjøntegaard, 2015a, 2015b; Blom, this volume; Carey & Coutts, 2019; Ferm Thorgersen, 2014; 

Gaunt & Treacy, 2020; Gaunt & Westerlund, 2013; Hanken, 2015a, 2016; Johansen & Nielsen, 

2019; Rumiantsev, Maas, & Admiraal, 2017; Rumiantsev, Admiraal, & van der Rijst, 2020), 

there is a need to better understand how learning of musical interpretation could be developed 

using prepared response models. 

 

Requirements for a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Sweden. 

Although no specific criteria for music are given, students shall, for a degree of bachelor of fine 

arts in Sweden, demonstrate abilities such as critically reflecting on artistic approaches; 

identifying, formulating, and solving artistic and creative problems; presenting and discussing 

their artistic issues; making assessments informed by relevant artistic, social, and ethical issues; 

and identifying their need for further knowledge and taking responsibility for their learning 

(Swedish Code of Statutes [SFS] 1993:100). Consequently, such education must enable these 

students to develop adequate strategies and skills to achieve these goals. 

 

Aim. 

This paper aims to study how response guided workshops can be arranged to improve piano 

students’ learning of musical interpretation of Western classical music. 

 

Method 

Participatory action research is in this paper viewed as a research approach where action and 

reflection appear in an iterative, cyclical process (Cain, 2008; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Reason, 
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2006). Knowledge and learning are viewed from a hermeneutical perspective. Thus, the iterative 

movement between the parts and the whole, and the dialogical and verbal nature of the fusions of 

horizons (Gadamer, 1960/2013) has affected the study. Consequently, students’ verbalisation is 

viewed as a tool for learning musical interpretation. 

 

Participants. 

Participants were a group of four piano students consisting of the total number of students from 

the second and third year of the bachelor programme at one institution for higher music 

education in Sweden, and the researcher, who also led the workshops. The participants gave their 

informed consent, and ethical aspects were discussed multiple times during the study. As a leader 

or facilitator of the workshops, my knowledge of musical interpretation—as a pianist, 

experienced teacher, and analyst—was a prerequisite. 

 

The reasons for not including the students’ main instrument teacher in this study were twofold. 

First, to let the researcher remain in control over the situation, as an inclusion could increase the 

complexity of the relational dynamics. Second, as the study was based on equal participation, it 

would require that the teacher subscribed to this philosophy and acted accordingly. 

 

Disposition of the workshops and description of the response model. 

The workshops, excluding the first focusing on introducing the study, applied the Piteå model 

(Ferm Thorgersen & Wennergren, 2010), collaboratively developed for PhD and research 

seminars, as follows: 

1. Each workshop (2 hours long) centred around the work with two students’ musical 

interpretations (approximately 45 minutes each). 
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2. One week before the workshop, the two students scanned their scores, audio recorded 

their performances, described where they were in their interpretational process of these 

works (already part of their coursework), included questions directing the desired 

response, and sent this to all participants. 

3. All participants annotated the scanned scores or wrote a text in a separate document and 

shared their response at a negotiated time and date. 

4. The two students beforehand selected topics to focus on during the workshop. 

5. Both the prepared written response and workshops intended to develop the students’ 

understanding of musical interpretation, knowledge about interpretational paradigms, 

freedom of interpretation, explorative approach (Holmgren, in press), and music-related 

argumentative competence (Rolle, 2013). 

6. After each workshop, the form, content, model, and communicational strategies were 

evaluated to develop the workshops further. 

 

Through such a structure, the definition of musical interpretation as such, how students’ musical 

interpretation could be developed, and the workshops’ dispositions were continuously verbalised 

and negotiated with the students. Thus, striving to achieve a multivoicedness (Dysthe, 1996), 

accepting and valuing a diversity of opinions and experiences, ultimately furthering equal 

participation. 

 

Response thus took place both asynchronously during preparation to the workshops and 

synchronously during them. In preparation, all participants could listen to and study the material 

sent out multiple times, allowing time for contemplation and reflection not seldom lacking in 

traditional forms of instrumental education. Furthermore, through formulating instructions 
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directing the desired response and beforehand selecting topics to focus on during the workshops, 

the students were forced to thoroughly reflect on their current level of performance and which 

aspects they would like to improve. Through such preparation, the synchronous response given 

during the workshops, e.g., in the form of follow-up questions or comments of a musical 

performance, were based on a more informed understanding of the student’s current and desired 

musical interpretation. 

 

Content of the workshops. 

The aims, activities, and materials used in the workshops, as summarised in the table below, 

were roughly conceptualised from the start of the study based on earlier studies and my ongoing 

research. However, due to the study’s developmental nature, the specific contents of the 

workshops were adapted to the students’ expressed wishes and my understanding of their needs. 

 

Table 1. The workshops’ aims, activities, and materials. 

WS Aims, activities, and materials 

1 Establishing a “communicative space” (Kemmis, 2001, p. 100), introducing the 

response model, and practicing giving response; recognising the difference between 

personal interpretation and how a student’s specific musical interpretation could be 

improved, and highlighting the importance of the response relating to the score 

(including the student’s and teacher’s annotations) (see description below) 

2 Practice using the response model and introducing the students to take responsibility for 

the workshop itself 

3 Addressing students’ tendency to focus on details, losing the overview of the global 
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perspective, through adapting and using the text triangle to the realm of musical 

interpretation 

4 Discussing differences between the interpretation of a text and performative musical 

interpretation (Carlsen & Holm, 2017; Levinson, 1993), highlighting the importance of 

both internal (i.e., interpretational vision) and external listening (i.e., hearing both one’s 

own and others’ performances) 

5 Adapting and using the concept of aesthetical argumentation (Rolle, 2013) to develop 

giving, categorising, and evaluating response, and further a shared metalanguage for 

talking about both musical interpretation and response 

 

During the first workshop, the students three times got to listen and give response to an audio-

recorded student performance of Prelude and Fugue in B-flat major, BWV 866 from The Well-

Tempered Clavier, Book I by Johann Sebastian Bach: first, without the score and not knowing 

which piece that would be performed; second, with the score; and third, with the score including 

annotations from both the student and teacher. The piece was selected due to three criteria. First, 

the two movements are relatively short, and part of a, for pianists, central baroque work. Second, 

the score contains no instructions regarding dynamics, articulation, and tempo, thus highlighting 

the need for the performer’s interpretation. Third, I had access to both a score (containing 

annotations from teacher and student) and a recorded performance by a pre-professional student. 

This level was considered suitable for practising giving response.  
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Production and analysis of empirical material 

During autumn 2019, in total, five workshops (2 hours each, two or three weeks apart) were 

conducted. 

 

The produced empirical material consists of: 

● students’ scanned scores, audio recorded performances, and written instructions; 

● participants’ written responses; 

● transcriptions of the verbal dialogue from the video and audio recordings of four 

workshops (excluding the introductory); 

● reflective one-minute papers written by all participants at the end of each workshop 

(Angelo & Cross, 1993, p. 148–153; Wilson, 1986); 

● the researcher’s field notes and reflections. 

 

The preliminary analysis consists of multiple times viewing the recordings and reading the 

transcriptions and written documentation. 

 

Preliminary findings and reflections 
The preliminary findings—primarily based on the researcher’s field notes, written reflections, 

and experiences from the study—are mainly twofold. First, the implementation of response 

models for instrumental teaching deserves to be investigated more thoroughly, as challenging 

and changing established educational traditions are difficult. Second, the students showed a 

limited capacity for both verbalising their thoughts about musical interpretation and selecting 

topics to focus on, and tended to focus on details. 
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Communicative aspects and implementation of the response model. 

Challenging and changing established educational traditions is central for action research 

(Reason, 2006). As the organisation of teaching and learning include aspects of power and 

responsibility (Ferm Thorgersen & Wennergren, 2010), changes might at first create confusion, 

uncertainty, and make the situation more uncomfortable, when students’ and teacher’s roles have 

to change (Gaunt, 2009; Hanken, 2016). These new roles could also expose (new) areas in need 

of development. In this study, the main issues related to establishing a functioning 

communication and the implementation of the response model itself. Workshops based on 

prepared response entail that multiple deadlines are met, both for sending out material and for 

giving response. Such communication—first, using e-mail and later the university’s learning 

management system—might have significantly differed from the ones the students’ were used to 

in their instrumental tuition. The students’ sometimes lacking communication and failure of 

meeting deadlines could have been interpreted as indicating a less engaged and more sceptical 

stance towards the study than in the end seemed to be the case. 

 

Lastly, every implementation of a model will be different due to the group’s composition and 

context. Thus, the complex skills that workshop leaders need in handling such settings should not 

be underestimated. The students expressed that my openness, non-judgmental attitude, and 

prestigelessness were crucial in establishing a fertile learning environment. For me, it was 

revealing to consciously alter between the roles of researcher, workshop leader, musician, and 

teacher, as their interests and rationales differ. Although I strived to have a reflective awareness 

and carefully monitor my practice, and articulate my choices to the participating students during 

the study (Kristiansen & Bloch-Poulsen, 2004; Reason, 2006), this could be elaborated in the 

final report. 
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Students’ capacity for verbalisation and selection of topics. 

That the students showed a limited capacity for verbalising their thoughts about musical 

interpretation is in line with previous research that also has indicated that teachers question how 

often they explicitly talk about such matters (Holmgren, 2018, in press). Although needing more 

time for implementation, adapting and using the seven-stage competency model (favouritism, 

authority, taste relativism, subjectivism, conventionality, aesthetic judgment, and aesthetic 

discourse) proposed by Rolle (2013 & 2014; Rolle, Knörzer, & Stark, 2015) seemed valuable for 

strengthening students’ music-related argumentative competence. Used as a pedagogical tool, it 

could potentially help students’ develop their giving, categorising, and evaluation of response, 

and further a shared metalanguage for talking about such aspects. 

 

The students reported that they found it easier to give response than selecting topics to focus on. 

This could indicate a limited self-awareness, capacity for listening to themselves, and training to 

autonomously judge response, potentially due to them mainly being used to teachers leading 

lessons, regardless of format. 

 

That the students tended to focus on details, losing overview of the global perspective (see Hoel, 

2000/2001, pp. 29–30), and viewed interpretation as a collection of beautiful passages in contrast 

to striving for a conception where the parts and the whole interact (Carlsen & Holm, 2017, p. 49) 

could indicate a cognitive overload (Sweller, 1988). If students lack knowledge of general 

principles for how interpretations could be formed within a particular interpretative paradigm, 

the task of viewing the larger picture might be very difficult. After having used an adaptation of 

the text triangle (Bereiter, 1980; Dysthe, Hertzberg, & Hoel, 2000/2011; Hillocks, 1987), we 

decided that students’ instructions henceforth should include a written description of their 
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overarching interpretation of the particular piece. Furthermore, the model opened for discussions 

of interpretational paradigms, freedom of interpretation, and what musical interpretation is or 

could be (Holmgren, in press), which seemed to be a promising way of addressing a detail-

focused approach. 

 

Lastly, during the workshops, the students tended to start from the beginning of their pieces and 

continue phrase by phrase. This tendency might be understood as analogous to the writing 

practice of “what happens next” (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1986), i.e., a dialogue where one 

person’s line determines the other’s answer. Such processes are additive, associative, and unable 

to handle overarching plans and large-scale rhetorical awareness. Although the resulting 

constructions have local coherence, they lack global and thematic dittoes (Evensen, 1990; Hoel, 

2000/2001). The students may also be influenced by their (earlier) teachers’ practice of (mainly) 

commenting on details, potentially as a response to direct, specific questions. Teachers’ tendency 

to focus on details, and not explicitly make students aware of the relationship of the details and 

the whole, has been stated as problematic (Chronister, 2005, pp. 10–18 & 21–22). 

 

Implications 

Although the preliminary findings and reflections articulated above do not draw from the whole 

empirical material, they should nonetheless both be valuable in the development of further 

research and the organisation of instrumental teaching in higher music education. During the 

study, the students’ understanding of musical interpretation and the function of response seemed 

to increase, and they stated that such workshops should be included in the curriculum. 

Consequently, further developing such workshops may contribute to increasing student 
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autonomy and responsibility, equal participation, and multivoicedness, i.e., opening for a 

diversity of opinions and experiences within instrumental teaching in higher music education. 
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