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Modeling Professional Practice in
Music Analysis with Computing

David Walker & William Renwick

The Problem

There is often a difficult and confusing gap between graduate school
and beginning professional practice. After spending years in the
culture of schooling, new graduates can find the challenges of the
workplace baffling and stressful. University educators have begun
to address this, forging links between the classroom and the “real”
world. While many of these studies are exploratory in nature, Collins
(1992) has pointed out that by sharing the results of such “design
experiments” can we can begin to found a design science of educa-
tion.

This study attempts to bridge this gap by providing graduate
students with learning tasks that are authentic to their professional
goals. Rather than have them complete yet one more school assign-
ment, we wanted them to complete a publishable piece of work. We
planned to achieve this by modeling the publication process for an
on-line music journal, hoping that this experience would give stu-
dents skill, knowledge and confidence as they move into the pro-
fessional world. The students would act both as contributors and as
the editorial committee, and their final World Wide Web-based jour-
nal would be made available to the world via the Internet. This
would be a chance to write for their peers and interested others,
and would give them opportunities to act in the various roles in-
volved in journal production, such as layout, editing, and peer re-
viewers in a more real environment.

Aware that we were increasing demands on already hectic sched-
ules, we hoped that the use of a computer-mediated communica-
tion system would allow the students to help one another and to
contact the professor between class sessions. This was a particular
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concern since the course was centered on Schenkerian analysis,
which is very difficult to teach adequately in the single semester
that was provided for it (Beach, 1983; Rothstein, 1990b). Finally, while
the students were not theory or analysis majors but music criticism
students, analysis remains an important skill for music critics in
particular as well as for graduate students generally (Gagné, 1994).

Theoretical Framework

The most successful students tend to be self-directed, especially at
the university level (Knowles, 1975; Brookfield, 1988). Elizabeth West
Marvin (1994) reported in this journal on the “scientific verification
for a pedagogical principle that good teachers already know by ex-
perience and intuition: students learn better when motivated by their
own interest in a subject” (p. 47). As Thomas Benjamin suggested in
the same issue, “the bottom line, maybe, is that the less responsibil-
ity we as teachers take for the learning, the more the students will,
if allowed to” (p. 60). This self-directed motivation is the founda-
tion of recent learning theories such as reciprocal teaching (Brown -
& Campione, 1994; Brown & Palincsar, 1989), cooperative knowl-
edge-building (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1999), and legitimate periph-
eral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). These are constructivist
theories (Honebein, Duffy, & Fishman, 1993; Jonassen, 1994). Rooted
in cognitive science (Norman, 1981), constructivism addresses a
learner as the constructor of one’s own knowledge, as opposed to a
passive vessel into which knowledge is “poured”. Within
constructivist circles, most of the attention has been paid to con-
cepts of apprenticeship, or more particularly “cognitive appren-
ticeship” (Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1989). As in traditional trade
apprenticeship, cognitive apprentices learn procedures, strategies,
and techniques from a master, but these are applied to cognitive
goals rather than physical tasks.

Legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991) ex-
tends the idea of cognitive apprenticeship, and incorporates ideas
of situated learning and its social aspects (Brown, Collins, & Duguid,
1989; Brown & Duguid, 2000). Lave and Wenger suggest that learn-
ing is situated in “communities of practice.” More than collections
of individuals learning or working on their own, these communi-

4
httgs://digitaIcoIIections.Iipscom b.edu/jmtp/vol14/iss1/6



Walker and Renwick: Modelling Professidd@PRIINGi R RWEE SSEBMAN I BRAGTI(ng

ties influence what is learned, and how it is learned within the so-
cial context. They posit that learning happens through legitimate
peripheral participation in communities. That is, learners partici-
pate in a legitimate way, one that is meaningful and relevant to the
learner as well as the other members of the community. This par-
ticipation is not necessarily leading edge or central to the field, but
usually more peripheral. Thus learners “get their feet wet”, but in
the real world.

In most cases, graduate students interact with a number of com-
munities, but of greatest importance are their local community and
the community of professional practice. The class in which they find
themselves, with all of the peer interactions and pressures typical
of schooling, is often their local community. There is also a great
influence from the community of professional practice, which would
include publishing academics, other graduate students, and other
members of the professional community. It was our goal to help the
students contact the community of professional practice via their jour-
nal articles, while participating in a supportive local community.

The Research

For this study, David Walker wanted to discover the students’ per-
spective on this course directly from them, rather than mediated by
how their professor thought they felt. As Lincoln (1995) notes, we
have few studies about learning in which the learners are actually
asked about their experience, and this is a particularly important
voice that should not be silenced. We can not judge the efficacy of
teaching by the products that result alone, since outcomes may be
influenced by factors of which we are completely ignorant. We
wanted to know whether the students felt that they learned things
of value, and to compare their perceptions with the final articles as
well as Renwick’s perception.

Primary data was gathered via participant-observation
(Spradley, 1980). In order to have some access to the students’ expe-
rience, Walker observed their classes and on-line discussions, occa-
sionally taking part or answering questions, taking field notes all
the while. After each class session, these notes were typed up and
subjected to a preliminary analysis to determine major and emer-
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gent themes, using the constant comparative method (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967) as adapted by Lincoln and Guba (1985). During analy-
sis, the data was entered into a computer database and coded ac-
cording to themes.

More formally, the participants answered bi-weekly question-
naires which asked such open-ended questions as “What was best
about the class this week?” “What was worst about the class this
week?” “What most helped your learning this week?” “What most
hindered your learning this week?” These answers were then coded
and entered into the database. As the semester progressed, and new
issues emerged; these turned up in the questionnaires. Finally, at
the end of the semester each student took part in a private inter-
view with Walker, who asked questions about computer use, col-
laboration, and the journal experience, as well as issues that they
had raised over the term. At the start of each interview, Walker pre-
sented each student with a summary of his findings regarding their
experience, and asked for their confirmation or correction. The in-
terview questions were based on their particular experience, and
were open-ended to allow the participants to share their most im-
portant feelings and issues. This approach allowed for consider-
able triangulation between data sources as well as providing mem-
ber checks with each participant (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Our Roles

Professor Renwick taught this course, and was responsible for the
course content and course design. Walker was a researcher study-
ing this class. He assisted Renwick with the course design and pro-
vided technical support.

The Class

Analysis is one of five required courses in the Masters in Music
Criticism program. As the program has evolved over the years, it
has seemed increasingly important to equip students with tangible
analytical skills. At the same time, it is increasingly important that
students develop credible skills at communicating their ideas. Thus,
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we wanted to develop students’ abilities to express their ideas
through electronic means, where so much current academic activ-
ity is being channeled. We wanted to give the students a “real” ex-
perience in working with these technologies, something that they
could take with them into whatever field of endeavor they might
advance.

In reformulating the course, Renwick chose to narrow its scope
to analytical techniques for tonal music of the period Bach through
Brahms (with one exception, a piece by Palestrina that was intended
as a foil to the others). Central to current discourse on this music is
the body of music theory and analysis created by the Austrian theo-
rist Heinrich Schenker in the period 1910-1935. Briefly, Schenker
posits that the integrity of tonal music resides in its organization
around levels of structure, such that certain musical events become
primary points of stability or resolution and other events have elabo-
rative functions. At the same time Renwick decided to focus on cer-
tain issues within this area, specifically ternary or three-part form.

Our goal was to see if we could help students in this program to
form a supportive local community, and to make meaningful con-
tact with the community of practice. The class consisted of eight
students. While teaching Schenkerian analysis in a single semester
is challenging enough (Beach, 1983; Rothstein, 1990), these students
displayed a typically broad spectrum of exposure to analysis, with only
two having any experience of Schenkerian analysis before this class.

Computer Conferencing

We planned to use a computer conferencing system to help build a
community outside of class time, as well as to host their reviews of
each other’s the journal articles. This was to be used in support of
their regular seminar classes. We hoped that the students would
present and discuss their ideas for the next class, so that they would
be familiar with each other’s ideas before the class began. Only one
of the students had formal computing training, and none had used
computer-based conferencing for a class before. In fact, none of them
had even created web pages. These were serious concerns given
that the professor for the course wanted the students to prepare, as
a final assignment, publication-quality essays on music analysis.
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The Journal

In order to give them a more authentic experience of the commu-
nity of professional practice, the students were to write a journal
article, which would be published at the end of the semester in an
on-line journal created by the students. Thus they would not just be
writing an article, but learning the process of peer-review and cre-
ating a web-based journal. The review process was modeled in the
private computer conference, where drafts could be presented and
critiqued, with the final articles published in the public web journal.

In order to simulate a “real” experience in academic publishing,
we encouraged the students to work out the publishing issues
amongst themselves. This began by establishing a list of publica-
tion tasks, such as editing and supplying constructive criticism,
proofreading, establishing a style-sheet for format and layout, and
creating a feasible publication schedule. Two students acted as edi-
tors, all students acted as the publication committee—as readers,
critics, and proofreaders, and several students took on specialized
tasks such as design issues and trouble-shooting. Peer-review en-
couraged dialogue amongst the students, and was one of the best
features of the program. The tight publication schedule was cer-
tainly a challenge—just as it often is in the “real” world—as stu-
dents were expected to have their work completed, written up and
on-line by the first week of December, only 12 weeks after the be-
ginning of the course. In the end, the fact that the students took
ownership of the time-line was one of the best aspects of the course.
The journal was completed on time, and they all succeeded in meet-
ing the expectations.

Benefits

The participants successfully created a supportive local community.
Most of the community discussion was carried on on-line in their
computer conference, as they were rarely on campus together. All
but one of the students felt that they had gained a great deal from
this community, and they identified a number of benefits from their
interactions. Foremost was the new perspectives that every one felt
that they gained from seeing another’s thought processes during
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analysis. Students reported that they found their ideas challenged,
or reinforced, and that these new ways of considering analysis were
exciting to encounter.

Several students mentioned the use of models. Seeing their class-
mates’ postings in the conference gave some students a starting
point, with clear parameters for participation. Others found mod-
els for improving their own writing style, and as challenges to their
thinking.

The use of asynchronous conferencing allowed students to work
at their own pace, and on their own schedules. It also enabled the
shy students to have more input into discussions. Whereas one or
two students dominated most of the class discussion throughout
the semester, the other six students were much more dominant on-
line, and some of the most influential students contributed mostly
on-line.

Perhaps most important for teaching, seven of the eight students
felt that the discussions on-line prepared them better for class. These
discussions, which the students felt would not have happened with-
out the use of such a conferencing system, allowed the students to
present their ideas and have preliminary discussions before class.
During the classroom hours, the students found that they had more
in-depth discussions because they were already familiar with each
other’s stances, and had a chance to evaluate their own in the light
of the others’. Renwick indicated that he was very pleased with the
deeper level of discourse that these students achieved.

A few students felt that they had good quality information
shared, but it was somewhat surprising that they felt that this infor-
mation was mostly about writing style and computer use. There
were a few notes about analysis in general, and very few about
Schenkerian analysis.

By far the most important experience of the class was the jour-
nal. Most students found that it focussed their learning over the
entire semester, and gave them a concrete goal towards which to
strive. They felt that they had to do their best work because they
were presenting themselves to the professional community, and the
professor was pleasantly surprised that the majority of the students
wrote articles far beyond what he would have judged them capable
at the start of the term.
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Outcomes

The local community provided support for the students and helped
their learning, but it went beyond these and had a profound effect
on the actual course content. Conference discussions and presenta-
tions contained syntheses of the students’ pedagogical and research
interests with Schenkerian analysis, and these syntheses formed the
basis of the final articles. To accommodate the emerging syntheses,
Renwick had to abandon some of his planned material and re-ar-
range class content “on the fly.” Fortunately, he was flexible enough
to do this. Also, he valued the combination of Schenkerian ap-
proaches with other methods, and encouraged the synthesis of dif-
ferent approaches. For the journal, he stressed analytic integrity and
clear communication above all.

The experience of the course affected the participants’ plans for
their own future teaching. Most plan to use computer conferencing
in their classes if at all possible. All plan to use some version of a
student journal. This is remarkable because none of them was a
proponent of computer conferencing at the start of the semester,
and there was a good deal of skepticism about the journal from all
of them at first.

In considering what the students took from the course, it is in-
teresting to note what they felt would be valuable for their careers.
All of them felt that the computing skills that they learned would
be valuable in the future. By contrast, only three felt that Schenkerian
analysis might be important to their future work, and none planned
to work as analysts.

Reception of the Journal

When the journal was ready, we posted it live and announced it to
the Society for Music Theory’s email discussion list. Since that time
a number of people have looked at the work and we have received
some very interesting responses. One, from a Professor in
Binghamton, an expert Schenkerian analyst concerned Renwick’s
interpretation of Schenker’s view on musical form. We received
permission to post that response as a postscript to the appendix.
Another, from Professor Boris Plotnikov in Krasnoyarsk, Russia, sent
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to the Society for Music Theory list, vividly demonstrates the po-
tential for this type of work to reach literally around the globe, and
specifically from one student body to another:

Though, in principle, well aware that analyzing methods (and
teaching analysis) prevailing in my country differ from those common
in the USA and Canada, one could not clearly identify the points of
difference. Studying the works on the Web page is very useful for
expanding one’s teaching eyesight.

This sort of [analytic] information is of great use in a narrowly
practical sense too. E.g. yesterday, T handed the two texts on Chopin to
my undergraduate student (alas, the only one that fluently reads
English), without any introductory comment, and [asked] her to read
the texts, make her own analyses, define the difference in approach
and express her personal opinion on the matter.

Let the good example be followed by others.

Conclusions

The students did form a local community, which all but one felt
was a very valuable source of ideas and support. This community
was enabled by the computer conferencing system. All of the stu-
dents were able to make contact with the professional community
via the journal, and very favorable feedback has been received from
professionals in other countries. The quality of the articles was a
pleasant surprise to the professor, the researcher, and the students
themselves. This suggests that the journal experiment may have
helped the students exceed their teacher’s expectations, and at least
did not impede them from doing so.

From the vantage point of the instructor, the approach taken
here has encouraged a cooperative learning environment for the
students. Dialogue has taken place frequently throughout the term,
and students have worked on projects together. They have worked
together on technical problems and helped each other to formulate
their articles. All this has taken place to a much great extent than in
my past experience. To Marvin's (1994) excellent advice that we
would do well to “make connections to the daily lives of our stu-
dents” (p. 57), we would only add “no matter what their involve-
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ment in music might be.” For this course we attempted to connect
the students’ studies in criticism with the practical aspects of writ-
ing journal articles, and to relate analysis as a useful tool for the
writing critic.

As a design experiment (Collins, 1992; Brown, 1992) this study
gave us much to think about for the future. We did not solve the
problem of teaching Schenkerian analysis in a single semester, but
we did see the students use of Schenker’s techniques arise from
engagement with the music itself (cf. Rothstein, 1990a) and inte-
grated with their own interests within critical musicology. We hope
that interested colleagues will extend our work and perhaps forge
links between their classes to form a larger community of practice.
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