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Research context 

• Schemata or mental representations for 

music – listeners / performers (e.g. Palmer & 

Krumhansl, 1990; Lehmann & Ericsson, 1997; 

Ginsborg, 2004; Prior, 2013) 

• Performance cues – landmarks in the 

performer’s mental map of the work to be 

performed (e.g. Chaffin et al., 2002; Ginsborg et 

al., 2006; Ginsborg & Chaffin 2011ab) 
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Results 

• Encounter pieces via listening  

• Engage with score when learning 

• Associations between genre (“classical”, 20th 

century, contemporary) and learning style 

• No association between instrumental group 

(including voice) and learning style 

• Estimates of time spent during first week of “work”  

1. Deliberate practice alone at instrument 

2. Active and passive listening 

3. With and without the score 

 



Questions arising 

• What is the influence of teachers on students’ 

approaches to learning 

• Students’ reports?  

• Teachers’ recommendations? 
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Respondents and analyses 

• 39 instrumental and vocal teachers (17 M, 22 F) 

including respondents from same four 

conservatoires and four university music 

departments as student respondents 

• Analyses  

1. Comparison between teachers and students’ 

responses 

• Responses by teachers’  

2. sex 

3.  experience (number of years’ teaching) 

4.  instrument group / voice 

 

 



Results 

Students and teachers 

• Students more likely than teachers to listen both 

when encountering music for the first time and in 

the first week of learning 

• Teachers more likely than students to engage with 

the score when encountering and learning music 

• Teachers recommend engagement with the score 

when students encounter and learn music 

• Teachers spend more time on deliberate practice 

than students 

 



Results: Teachers (1) 

• Male teachers more likely than female teachers to 

– recommend silent score reading 

– rate passive listening as an important activity 

– rate score-based practice as important  

• Younger (less experienced) teachers were both 

more likely than older teachers to 

– listen themselves and  

– recommend listening to students 

 

 



Results: Teachers (2) 

• First encounters:  

– brass / woodwind players most likely to 

recommend listening 

– keyboard / percussionists least likely 

• Individual practice: 

– string players most likely to see as important 

– singers least likely 

• Rehearsal with other musicians 

– higher ratings for importance given by string 

players and brass / woodwind than keyboard / 

percussionists and singers 



Qualitative research 

• Interactive workshop on strategies for learning and 

teaching music – invited teacher respondents 

• Followed report of students’ and teachers’ surveys 

just described (Ginsborg & Prior, 2012) at 3rd 

Reflective Conservatoire Conference at GSMD  

• 30 participants – teachers from other institutions 

• Discussion chaired by Jane, video-recorded (with 

permission) by Helen, summarised by Helena 

• Verbatim transcript made by Helen 

• Thematic analysis using NVivo by Biranda Ford 



Over-arching themes 

1. Comparison between teachers and students 

2. Emergent theme: partnership 

3. Engaging with the score when encountering and 

learning music  

4. Listening 

 



1. Comparison of teachers and  

students 
• Generational divide  

• Why do students listen to recordings?  

• Learning styles  

– National habits  

2. Emergent theme: partnership 
• Controlling students’ listening  

• Listening together  

• Teacher-student partnership (in teaching)  

 



Generational divide (1) 

• from the comments from the floor […] older teachers 

are very much relying on a score, working on a score 

with listening as supportive, and the younger people 

[…] are much more connected to the um students 

who live by the internet and YouTube, and any 

information they want, the first thing they will do is go 

and Google it, YouTube it, rather than go to a score, 

so the problem is, how do we get the older 

generation of teachers, which I include myself in, to 

connect […] with our students so that we can teach 

them in the ways that are meaningful to them, um, 

rather than our old fashioned ways? (K) 

 



Generational divide (2) 

• I’m going to disagree, because I think that it’s not 

so much a reliance, it’s that we have indeed 

developed the capacity to engage with the score at 

a very different level and to a much more 

productive end than the majority of undergraduate 

students (D) 

• you have older teachers who dissuade their 

students from listening to great recordings, but [in] 

the repertoire class […] the standard text is the 

video recordings of the great twentieth-century 

artists, and where the class will sit down and, and 

watch a recording and discuss it (J) 



Generational divide (3) 

• the relationship between student and teacher 

institutionally is very different now. Students are 

now clients, they feed back, they can change 

teachers if they’re unhappy, it’s a very different 

relationship (D) 

• there’s quite a clear generational shift […] in terms 

of what’s technologically available, what we can 

access, but also, linked to that, in […] how we’re 

perceiving people’s interaction with music, but also 

their purpose in learning music and therefore the 

teacher’s role in facilitating or whatsoever. (H) 

 



Why do students listen to 

recordings? (1) 

• why are [students] listening to, in what way they 
are listening to […] recordings, I mean, are they 
trying to learn the notes? Or are they listening to a 
specific interpretation to […] be inspired? Or are 
they trying to gain sort of stylistic ideas? (Ju) 



Why do students listen to 

recordings? (2) 

• the prevalence of my students going to YouTube 
[…]  to learn something, is relatively new. […] I 
think […] it’s quite a democratic process now that 
they have that opportunity to go and find it 
themselves and the things that they like or dislike 
[…] they are far more engaged than when I 
imposed my set of beliefs about that particular 
piece on them. Now they’ve got an opportunity to, 
to discuss with me […] what it is about that piece 
that makes that performance really special, […] 
what they can bring in truth of their own 
performance, to the songs. (Jes) 



Learning styles… 

• [students’] whole […] way of thinking and approaching 

learning has changed so much that they don’t really 

retain information the way that we have all been 

taught; what they do remember is the website, and 

which paths to that website, and so really […] what we 

should learn is how to connect to them on their level, 

so we should be the ones looking at YouTube and 

finding those best versions […] and then we present 

them with the path, and they will remember the path to 

those particular examples and learn from good [ones]. 

Because that’s the way they’re thinking, and we’re the 

ones who need to change our thinking to connect to 

the student (K) 

 



…as compensatory strategies 

• If you’ve got perhaps a learning difficulty or a visual 

impairment or something like that, you develop 

strategies so you enhance your other strengths. Um, 

if you are not a good reader, you’ve probably got 

highly, highly enhanced aural skills, and you may 

have a very good awareness of harmonic 

progression through a piece of music, you just 

haven’t assigned labels to it […] so if we can 

recognize that in our students, and recognize that 

they have a really intelligent interpretation of that 

piece [we can] say, actually if you learn three labels, 

then you can talk to other people with their language. 

(Jen) 

 



National habits (1) 

• I was just curious if there might be a question of um, 

national habits, I mean, I just put it to everyone and 

ask, but having taught a lot recently in Switzerland 

and Italy, […] a bunch of students have never 

listened to any of the recordings [They] have 

actively said ‘I don’t want to listen to it because um, 

otherwise I will worry that my interpretation will be 

influenced’, and all of these things, and also having 

taught in the UK, where, where in fact it’s much 

more usual.  (Ju) 



National habits (2) 

• I think it’s got to do with […] how much aural and 

theory training they’ve had. Because we have so 

many students who are very competent performers, 

but they see analysis as a dirty word. Sitting down 

without a recording and just looking at the score is 

considered to be analysis, and they, they don’t 

engage in that because it’s, it’s a kind of, a barrier 

for them because they haven’t got on well with it in 

the past. And the way that aural skills and theory is 

taught in [the UK] now, particularly at ‘A’ level, has 

changed how we can engage with that music first 

of all. (V) 



Controlling students’ listening (1) 

• I think the problem in this age is that with YouTube, 

you don’t know what your students are going to, 

and so you have to be really specific about what 

they’re gonna listen to and at what stage.” (S) 

• I [take] it absolutely as a given that all my students 

will be checking out lots of music online, I have 

absolutely no control over that, and what I should 

be trying to do is to, to cultivate um, their own skills 

of analysis and self awareness and self analysis 

and so on.  (C) 

 

 



Controlling students’ listening (2) 

• I think we’re moving away from the master-apprentice 

domination, it’s just one example where they’re 

becoming much more open to a huge number of 

influences.  (L) 

•  it’s interesting how say twelve years ago, it was much 

more likely that the thing you were gonna listen to, that 

your professor definitely did not want you to go and 

listen to, was going to be a commercially-released CD 

by one of the greats. Now, within ten years, we’ve 

gotten to the point where it can be anybody and there’s 

no control and it’s like, you know, the internet, you 

don’t know whether it’s a good source of information or 

a bad source of information. (A) 



Controlling students’ listening (3) 

• …obviously, people need to be, well, perhaps 

taught how to listen to recordings […] Because 

apart from anything else, even a single […] 

recording, one player, they might do it differently on 

another occasion. It’s a fixed event, which was that 

day. And the other thing is that they’ve usually 

been patched as well, so unless it’s a recording of 

a live performance, where you really get the flow 

from beginning to end of the piece, the shape of 

the whole piece, you’ve got a thing that’s patched 

and isn’t really an entirety in a certain sense.  (Ka) 



Listening together 

• …what I’d say as a teacher is that I ask people to 

listen to things, then I realise that I have no control 

over what they’re listening to. But then I think, it’s 

also good that they have that freedom, but we have 

to develop a way of talking about it together, so the 

best way of doing it is actually the teacher and 

student looking at something or listening together, 

and having a common vocabulary, with me saying 

‘What do you think of such and such?’, and them 

saying ‘I hadn’t even considered it; I’m just 

focussing on the notes’ or whatever it might be, so 

you know, there’s more of a discursive kind of 

action going on. (L) 



Teacher-student partnership (1) 

• …we just had a discussion in a staff meeting last 

week where we said we can see ourselves 

becoming the musical equivalent to a personal 

trainer […] because there’s this plethora of 

information available, and time-poor students don’t 

spend the time to go to the library, they just go to 

YouTube and find what they can find […] because 

there’s so much to do, we end up guiding them, 

and so you become a one-on-one teacher, but 

you’re, you’re also coaching them in so many other 

ways to develop them. (Ch) 



Teacher-student partnership (2) 

• …we have the opportunity as teachers, to be much 

more guides, facilitators, to be working with, rather 

than as it were, ‘to’ our students. And that’s got to 

be a good thing? [...]I think one of the most 

interesting things that’s come out this afternoon is 

to do with […] the teacher and the student walking 

together on a journey. (J) 



3. Engaging with the score 

• Score vs. listening 

• Using the score 

• Listening as a way into the score 

• Listening to lots of versions 

 



Score vs. listening 

• People prepare for auditions, and people have to 

play those […] orchestral excerpts, but there’s 

always the same comments from the orchestral 

musicians: why do the young students [not] know 

the score [and] what the colleague will play two 

bars later? So um, although now, you would 

assume uh, they only listen and always listen, um, 

in this case for the instrumental, you know, hot 

shots who want to be [in] the best orchestras, they 

still don’t, seem not to use YouTube or whatever, 

[…] they are busy […] not with the listening but with 

the score. (Mag) 



Using the score (1) 

• … a lot of the singers that come in [to the conservatoire] 

are not necessarily particularly musically literate, um, and, 

we embrace that, um and, and they can be fantastic, but 

one of the things I struggle with is on the one hand I’d 

really support and [encourage] them to listen to 

recordings, [but] the ones that aren’t particularly musically 

literate are often quite insecure about that, so on the 

other hand I do want them to become comfortable with 

working with the score, so that they, a) they can sight-

read, and b) […] actually interpret from a score, and they 

feel different to their instrumental colleagues if they can’t 

do that. So I think there’s a kind of counterbalance in the 

argument for that. (K) 



Using the score (2) 

• I don’t see it so much as a reliance on the score as 
being able to do an awful lot more with a score. (D)  

• …we are talking about scores, like they are always 
the same kind of one piece of music, and that’s not 
the case: we have critical editions and we have Bach 
Busoni editions and whatever, so in a way, the score 
is also a critical question when you are approaching 
the music […] When I’m listening to music with my 
students […] I’m also listening to the performances 
[…] and also [considering historical aspects]. So […] 
to […] read together and to analyse the performance 
practices somebody’s performing, that’s another 
option than learning the music aurally. (E) 

 



Listening as a way into the  

score (1) 

• I think students listen because they don’t necessarily 

have a way into the score. (S) 

• I make them do active listening, so they’re listening to 

the piece with the score, so that they get that um, you 

know, embodied learning and the visual cue as well. 

(Jes) 

 



Listening as a way into the 

score (2) 

• …one of the joys for me in working with […] under-

graduate students is [encouraging] them to engage with 

notes that aren’t on the page. We, we learn so much, 

especially when we have exam-based systems, before 

we go to tertiary training, and unfortunately quite a lot all 

the way through it as well, that […] the only thing we 

play is the dot on the page, and it has to be just so. And 

I think one of the absolute joys is encouraging students 

to engage with, with works where in fact there’s a lot 

more to it. And that’s why listening to the music is 

absolutely paramount. (D) 

 



Listening to lots of versions (1) 

• I make a point, when I’m introducing a new piece to 

my students, of saying, of going to YouTube and 

looking at those pieces together with the student 

and playing them three versions. And I will spend a 

portion of that first lesson that they’re learning that 

new piece, maybe 10 minutes discussing the 

different versions, with the student. (Jes) 

 

 



Listening to lots of versions (2) 

• … we’ll learn a classical piece, you know whether 

it’s [a] Glazunov concerto or whatever, we’ll learn it 

by ear, without the score, from different recordings 

and so on, and I’m just wondering to what extent 

other people have similar sorts of experiences and, 

and what sort of effect people have found that 

that’s had on the aural training skills of their 

students. (C) 

 



4. Listening 

• Learning by ear 

• Music is about hearing 

• Learning to listen and learning aural skills  

• Learn interpretation aurally by listening 

• They’ve got to develop their own instincts first 

• Listening and emotional engagement 

• “You can only play what you can imagine internally” 

 



Learning by ear (1) 

• …depending on the level of the student, so they 

might just be learning by ear (Ju) 

• I’m an administrator […] not an instrumental 

teacher, but my experience is that people always 

tend to, in everyday life, seek the easiest way to, to 

find a solution. Today I think the easiest way to find 

some kind of connection to a piece is to go with 

your book and go on the internet, and not go to the 

library […] so it is um, it’s a solution that’s 

considered that the first encounter to a piece might 

be auditory and not the score. (Mar) 



Learning by ear (2) 

• …in order to learn a substantial piece, just purely 

aurally, well, you can’t learn it purely aurally I don’t 

think, you have to have all those other mental 

schema, so it inevitably involves their 

understanding of the different harmonic 

implications of the passages their listening to, and 

so on. (C) 

• …there are two at least, in [this] room, who can […] 

learn a piece completely aurally, […] from the 

fingerings to the interpretation, the lot. Everything. 

So I just think that’s something to take into 

account. (D) 



Music is about hearing 

• …music is about hearing. It is the aural experience. 

And it’s not really going to help my music theatre 

students to learn something in a way that actually 

is stylistically inappropriate. Um, even though it 

might be, you know, very personal to them. We 

work within a stylistic boundary and they need to 

know what that boundary is, even though there 

might be half a dozen versions. (Jes) 



Learning to listen and learning 

aural skills 

• There are so many ways in which you could teach [aural 

skills] really well, and connected with interpretation, but 

it’s not usually taught like that. […] one thing is can you 

hear the pitches and sing the right notes and all that 

type of thing, but that’s only a small thing. What about 

harmonic motion? […] That’s the tragedy to me, you 

know, it’s like, are you okay with your aural tests, okay, 

you can dispense with the general musicianship then, 

and just go on to the real business of notes to fingers. 

But unless your ear, and your musical imagination and 

all that feeling, intelligence, informs your fingers, what 

are you doing? (Ka) 



Learn interpretation aurally by 

listening (1) 

• [… we’ll learn a classical piece, you know whether it’s 

[a] Glazunov concerto or whatever, we’ll learn it by 

ear] …when I engage with that sort of aural work, in 

terms of learning new pieces, you know, within the 

classical genre, I find that it, it really enhances their 

interpretative abilities as well. (C) 



Learn interpretation aurally by 

listening (2) 

• … CPE Bach says to listen as much as you can to the 

versions of, um, other versions of the piece that you’re 

learning, which at the time must have been much 

harder [laughs]... I assume he means to learn 

interpretation (Ju) 



They’ve got to develop their 

own instincts first (1) 

• the older generation of professor [didn’t want] you to 

listen to a recording […] even when it was most likely 

to be one of the greats, […] it was still frowned upon. 

So it’s, it’s got more to do with what it means to base 

your performance on somebody else’s performance, I 

think, than it has to do about quality control […] I will 

say to […] one of my students, what are you doing 

there, that’s not you, that’s something else – where 

did you get that from? It might be a recording, it might 

be influences from other people they play with at 

school, […] (A) 



They’ve got to develop their 

own instincts first (2) 

• …if the consensus is that we don’t want students to 

listen because we’re worried they’ll be influenced, I 

wonder whether in fact that is a concern we need to 

re-think (D) 

• …influence is not a bad thing […] young students 

[need] to be exposed to a whole gamut of, of 

interesting performances, because […] otherwise 

they’re just gonna be playing in current, acceptable 

taste, and that is, you know, just as problematic as 

anything else.  (A) 



Listening and emotional 

engagement 

• …as teachers, we should be really pleased, 

actually, if our students are engaging through 

listening, because um, the vibes I get are, is 

through listening, where they get an emotional 

connection to this music, which is a fantastically 

powerful motivator for them working on it. That 

seems, in many cases, to be much more powerful 

for them than staring at a piece of paper and 

finding often that the notation is forbidding that they 

don’t know where to go with it. (L) 



“You can only play what you 

can imagine internally” 

(Peter Gane) 

• How do we build an internal, aural imagination, what 

goes into that? [What] about the place of silence in 

all of this to be able to assimilate or to be able to 

imagine aurally, your own performance? (H) 



Summary and conclusions 

• Generational divide: survey vs qualitative data 

• Reasons for listening: genre, learning preferences, 

nature of musical training 

• Partnership: from “controlling” listening to listening 

together 

• Engaging with, and going beyond the score  

• Listening: learning to listen, learning by ear, 

developing interpretations, making an emotional 

connection 

• Schemata and performance cues 



Thank you for your attention 

• Any questions? 

• jane.ginsborg@rncm.ac.uk; helena.gaunt@gsmd.ac.uk 

• h.prior@gmail.com 
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