spring of 2011 at Southridge School in
Surrey, British Columbia, a co-educa-
tional independent school for students in
K-12. The students chosen to participate
in this project were 44 Grade 7 students
from two beginning band classes. They
participated in a two-phase project for
10 sessions that took place weekly over
several months.

In phase one, the students formed
friendship groups and worked collabo-
ratively to learn to play a song of their
choice “by ear” without the use of nota-
tion or direct instruction. The objective
was to have the students emulate the
real-life learning practices of many be-
ginning popular musicians. In phase two,
the students wrote about their experi-
ences in learning to play a piece of music
by ear and then took part in an inquiry-
based research project. The objective of
phase two was to allow students to ex-
plore issues such as authenticity, repeti-
tion, dedication, and future musical
opportunities. This project employed
qualitative research, as students were ob-
served and videotaped throughout the
learning process, and their written re-
flections were analyzed using a thematic,
grounded theory approach that exam-
ined themes and the meanings that
emerged through the learners’ accounts
of their experiences.

Phase 1- In at the Deep End
In this initial phase of the project, stu-
dents were “dropped into the deep end”
as they worked collaboratively over five
50-minute sessions to learn to play a
piece of music without the use of nota-
tion or direct instruction. The students
were given the freedom to choose their
working groups of four to five, as well as
a piece that was appealing to their group.
All groups selected popular hits such as
Lady Gaga’s “Born this Way” and Cee Lo
Green’s “Forget You.” The students were
told that their task was to learn to play
their chosen piece as a group without the
use of any sheet music. They were al-
lowed to use any other resources and any
process that they chose; they could also
use any instrumentation, as long as
everyone played at least a part of the
piece on their assigned band instrument.
As part of our research-practice col-
laborative work, both researchers and
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teachers acted as facilitators and re-
sources that the students could tap into
to help them learn their song and arrange
it for their own combination of band in-
struments, and undertake their own re-
search and reflections on the informal
learning process. Student-led research
was also encouraged to help the students
learn more about their song (e.g., dis-
cover different versions and information
about the bands and the genre of the
song) and the techniques that they
needed to learn (e.g., using the internet
for playing tips and fingerings or their
computers to record different parts of the
song). Throughout the process, the stu-
dents were asked to record their ideas
and inspirations and to think critically
about and reflect on the process they
were going through to learn their song.

The students worked in their groups
to deconstruct and ‘reconstruct’ their
chosen pieces, often listening to a record-
ing that they started and stopped as they
worked to pick out the basic melodies. In
a written reflection, one female student
described what she calls the “trial and
error” learning process as she and her
group worked to learn their song: “...we
had no music to look off of, so we had
to try different combinations... If we did-
n’t get something right, you had to keep
trying again until you got it right.” Sev-
eral students used a keyboard to play the
melody and then transferred this to their
band instrument. They often needed to
learn new fingerings as they did this, and
depending on the instruments in their
group, they sometimes also needed to
consider transposition.

Once they had their melodies figured
out, several student groups added har-
monies, creating arrangements that were
both complex and musically mature. It
was inspiring to walk into a practice
room that the “Don’t Stop Believing”
group was using and hear a ‘Glee’-like
arrangement being played on their flutes
and clarinets. Several groups considered
instrumentation and effectively incorpo-
rated guitar, bass, piano, percussion, and
even singing to make their pieces truly
their own. This showed the project’s abil-
ity to promote true musical thinking, in
which the worlds of school music, private
lessons, and creativity were able to meld.

During the sixth session, the groups

played their songs for each other and of-
fered each other supportive and con-
structive feedback on their performances.
One girl described the positive, team-
building nature of this performing expe-
rience: “Our final performance that we
did was spectacular, because after all the
time of trying and failing, we finally got
it and when we performed all of the parts
fit really well together. Throughout the
performance, we worked together really
well, and helped each other our if we did
something wrong or got confused.”

Four groups also volunteered to
play their songs at a year-end band con-
cert for their parents, and the audience
loved their arrangements. One longtime
school parent commented that this was
her favourite Grade 7 band concert be-
cause of the inclusion of these student-
centered performances, and several
parents noted the upbeat feeling that
came from incorporating these collabo-
rations in the program.

Phase 2 - Youth-led Participatory Action
Research

Phase 2 of this project involved four fur-
ther 50-minute sessions in which the stu-
dents were involved in two inquiry
projects designed to deepen their aware-
ness and understanding of informal
music learning. Each student wrote an
account of “What I did to learn to play a
song by ear” followed by a collaborative
project that engaged them in thinking
about how this learning compares with
other ways they learn music and their ex-
periences of working together as a band.
Students researched their chosen songs
and the original artists, watched
YouTube clips of other performances of
their chosen songs, and compared their
arrangements with the original version of
their chosen songs. These inquiry proj-
ects were based on the principles of
youth-led participatory action research
(YPAR), which is a student-centered ap-
proach that encourages youth and adults
to work together in partnership on issues
of importance to youth and their com-
munity (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). A
key focus of YPAR in our study empha-
sized the active role of learners who had
“ownership” in the pursuit of transfor-
mative educational goals. We used YPAR
to encourage the students to be active
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problem-solvers, agents of change, criti-
cal consumers of research, and genera-
tors of their own knowledge.

The main themes to emerge from
their inquiry projects were then used to
produce a visual representation (word
cloud) of their experiences, which they
shared with the other groups. Each group
was also involved in a “press conference”
activity where the friendship-group bands
came to face their classmates’ questions
about their informal learning experiences
using a real-life press conference format.
This event was used to help the students
make further connections with the expe-
riences of popular musicians so that they
might see parallels with their own expe-
riences in phase 1 of this project.

This added layer to the Musical Fu-
tures project enabled students, teachers
and researchers to work together on an
inquiry-based project into student en-
gagement in informal music learning.
The students reflected on the process of
informal learning and the specific chal-
lenges and enablements that they en-
countered in a way that brought them
into sharper focus. The findings indicate
that when students reflect on and analyze
multiple pathways to music learning they
begin to imagine possibilities and con-
nections to a wider range of learning op-
portunities that will help them reach
beyond where they currently are.

The Value of Musical Futures

Participating in the Musical Futures proj-
ect challenged students to think of the
different ways that one can learn music.
Many students who had never played
music without reading it experienced
success playing by ear, often to their own
surprise. Several came to understand that
playing by ear is a different skill than
reading music off the page, but no less
valuable as a musician. One male scudent
explained this, noting the musical free-
dom he found in this process: “Learning
music by ear is different than reading it
off a page. For some people it could be
more difficult but for some people it is
easier than reading it off a page. For me
it is easier and more fun because you can
bend the rules a bit in the sense that not
every note has to [be] exactly right...”
The opportunity to play by ear was free-
ing for some and scary for others, but in

either case, it challenged the students to
see music in a new light. In fact, several
students expressed a recognition that
they could now figure out other melodies
by listening and working with others,

For many Grade 7 students, pur-
poseful listening to music was also a new
experience. One boy insightfully ex-
plained that through this project he had
seen the value of careful listening: “What
helped me learn the most was listening to
[the song]. When you listen to a song, you
get a ‘feel’ for the music.” Both phases of
this project required the students to listen
carefully as they considered melody, har-
mony, and instrumentation both in their
own arrangements and ‘cover’ versions of
their chosen songs. It is very likely that
many will hear music, including their
favourite pop pieces, with a new, en-
hanced ‘awareness’ as a result of this
project. They are now listening - and
thinking — like musicians.

Perhaps the greatest benefit of this
project is the fact that almost all partici-
pants enjoyed participating in it, and sev-
eral were inspired by it. Enthusiastic
comments such as “I am looking forward
to doing projects like this in band next
year!” were not unique to this female au-
thor. Many students came to the music
room to work on their projects on their
own time, using lunch hours to practice,
particularly in the days leading up to the
phase one performances. Several loved
the opportunity to arrange and perform,
such as the two boys who weren’t even
in a group together, but stayed behind at
the end of one performance class to jam.’
This awakening in some students, as they
came to identify themselves as musicians,
was exciting. Indeed, it is what we all
strive for as music educators. This was
the first year for Musical Futures at
Southridge School, but it will not be the
last. In fact, a similar project is now an
annual part of the school’s Grade 7
music program and it has also been
adapted for use in the senior grades. If
you are interested in learning more about
Musical Futures, or would like to down-
load the free Teacher Resource pack, go
to: http://www.musicalfutures,org.uk/
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