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ABSTRACT

In music education research theoretical perspectives and methods 
are “borrowed” from other disciplines. Especially in studies 
on intra-musical learning processes (learning while making 
music) the complex character of music itself in combination 
with individual experience requires special theoretical and 
methodological considerations. In this paper an attempt is made 
to map out characteristics of learning while making music in 
order to adapt and develop theory and method for this area.

In intra-musical learning aurally based instrumental crafts-
manship is combined with understanding of written docu-
ments, from which music has to be individually recreated. On 
an individual level visual (viewing and reading), kinaesthetic 
(playing), aural (listening), intellectual (understanding) and 
emotional (image of the music) aspects are represented. Notation 
requires an immediate coordination of all aspects in order to 
achieve musical expression. On a socio-cultural level musical 
practice and conventions of expression, as well as traditions of 
instrumental training are combined. 

This means that an historical, socio-cultural perspective of 
collective and individual aspects of practice in music and 
music education are important, as are individual prerequi-
sites. Most important of all, though, is the emotional aspect of 
music that unfortunately is so difficult to conceptualise. These 
aspects concern not only the music and the partici-pants in a 
study but also the researchers, who need to identify their own 
pre-understanding. The emotional aspect requires thorough 
ethical considerations concerning the data collec-tion as well. 
Observations and interviews need to be comple-mented with 
performed music, and gestures used in order to explain emotional 
aspects that cannot be described in words.

1. BACKGROUND

This paper concerns theory and method development in research 
on processes of learning while making music. The reflections are 
restricted to contexts in which notation is used, especially from 
the perspective of interpretation-finding. This is identified as a 
process of learning. The concept “musician” represents intra-
musical learners on all levels, from pupils to professionals. 

Intra-musical learning processes (learning while making music) 
constitute a central area for research in music education. These 
processes may be connected to formal or informal tuition but they 
may as well take place in various other contexts of making music. 
In all of these, musical meaning is a common denominator. In 
an overview of music psychology research Gabrielsson (2002) 
points out the lack of relevant contexts in many studies on 
interpretation. He also maintains the need for exploring processes 

of interpretation-finding as a whole, in natural contexts, and 
emphasises that this requires a cross-scientific approach. 

Hitherto different aspects, important in interpretation have been 
explored. In studies of social aspects of playing in ensemble 
Davidson (1996) identified complex strategies of social 
communication. The character of these differed in string and wind 
ensembles. In studies on practising mainly instrumental aspects 
have been explored (Hallam, 1997; Nielsen, 1998; McPherson & 
Gabrielson, 2002). In an inter-view study Hallam (1997) found 
that ‘most [professional] musicians tend to acquire an overview 
of the music they are to learn in the early stages of practice’ (p. 
213).  How they do so while playing was not explored, though. 
In case studies on self regulated learning strategies of organ 
students on a high level Nielsen (1998) was surprised to find that 
the students concentrated mainly on solving technical problems. 
According to Saar (1999) students of different genres tend to 
differ between learning and making music. According to Nerland 
(2002) the teacher’s professional identity determines the frames 
set for students’ development. Her findings are consistent with 
results from several other studies. Similar to these Lehmann 
(1997) found that the teacher’s own mental representation of the 
music is often addressed in music instruction while the students’ 
mental representations and strategies of learning are often not 
accounted for. Separate studies with different foci make evident 
that instrumental teachers’ attitudes may either support or restrict 
students’ musical development (Hultberg, 2000; Rostvall & West, 
2001). Jørgensen (1997) emphasises the strong influence of the 
institutional learning context on students’ strategies.

2. AIMS

In the studies referred to above theoretical perspectives and 
methods from different disciplines are used. Aspects of these 
might need to be combined and adapted in order to be relevant 
for exploring intra-musical learning processes. Here I will try to 
identify representative characteristics in this area. Based on these, 
I will discuss implications for theoretical and methodological 
considerations. My reflections are based on results referred to 
above, as well as my own research. 

3. MAIN CONTRIBUTION

One important goal of intra-musical learning is the creation 
of aesthetic products. According to Drotner (1992), these are 
characterised by being communicable, and presenting indivi-dual 
expression. This means that musicians need to be familiar with 
conventions of expression in the cultural trad-ition in question, 
and that they are expected to cope inde-pendently with these 
in order to create individual inter-pretations, improvisations or 
compositions. Personal musi-cal growth is another, sometimes 
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implicit goal of intra-musical learning. This is included in the 
creation of an aesthetic product as described above. Creating a 
communi-cable interpretation to which they contribute individual 
expression, musicians position themselves in the music tradition. 
Hence, a central research question in the area of intra-musical 
learning concerns how these goals are reached. 

The concept of tradition implies that information and habits are 
passed on through oral examples without written instruc-tions, 
and that a collection of conventions constitutes agreed collective 
knowledge (Rolf, 1991). Similar to this, Polanyi (1967) maintains, 
that traditional knowledge includes partly immaterial aspects and 
a holistic approach. Traditional mediation of knowledge without 
formal teaching is represented in historical apprentice education 
(Nielsen & Kvale, 2000). Master and apprentice share a holistic 
practice fellowship that forms the basis of the education. 
Apprentices acquire a professional identity that is evaluated 
in practice. Similar conditions may be found in instrumental 
teaching and learning, as well as in formal and informal learning 
in ensembles.

3.1. Combination of Two General Learning 
Strategies

In some traditions of apprentice education written documents 
are used, such as drawings of objects, or written instructions 
of how to carry out certain actions.  Most musicians have to 
cope with written documents as well. Contrarily to most other 
traditions, though, written documents of music do not function as 
precise instructions. Instead, music notation requires musicians’ 
individual creative contributions. This is obvious, for instance, 
in Western culture in which printed scores are central. Through 
these, information is visually transmitted, often without any 
connection to a traditional context. In order to transform the 
written information into meaningful messages the readers need 
to put it into a relevant context. Only then the score can mediate 
musical meaning. Musicians decide which meaning might be 
mediated. Based on their individual musical understanding they 
recreate the sounding music in different ways. In the process 
of developing an interpretation they act co-creatively with the 
composer (or the piece of music itself) as a representative of a 
tradition, being responsible for their individual performances of 
the music. 

Thus, two strategies of education are combined. Conventions of 
expression represent traditional knowledge mediating musical 
meaning to musicians who are familiar with the genre in question. 
In notation, the conventions constitute the context that settles 
the frame of relevant interpretation. Consequently, complex 
combinations of attention and ac-tion are required, coordinating 
craftsmanship and understan-ding of written documents. While 
they are reading (visual orientation) the printed score musicians 
perform the music (kinaesthetic orientation), listen to it (aural), 
and develop their individual understanding (intellectual) and 
image (emotional) of it. In order to achieve an intended musical 
expression they need to coordinate all aspects immediately. 

Musicians combine these aspects in individually different ways, 
depending on their familiarity with conventions of expression. 
To varying extents (earlier) teachers’ ways of coping with music 

notation influence them. So do attitudes taken up by teachers 
towards them as students. This concerns students as well as 
professional musicians (Hultberg, 2000, 2002) and emphasises 
a long-term perspective of the influence of music education 
indicated by the studies referred to in section Background. 

3.2. Intrinsic Meaning 

In intra-musical learning the communication of intrinsic musical 
meaning is central: between the printed music representing a 
tradition, and individual musicians, as well as between them 
and listeners. This emphasises the combination of traditional and 
individual aspects in the creation of interpretations. Musicians 
need to identify bearers of intrinsic meaning, to decide how to 
follow conventions of expression or how to break them in ways 
that make the music meaningful to (real or imagined) listeners 
(Hultberg, 2000). According to Koopman (1997) intrinsic musical 
meaning is form-bound and determined by the way the musical 
form in all its aspects can be experienced, including all structural 
and sensuous properties. More than two centuries earlier 
Rousseau (1984) emphasises two important aspects of intrinsic 
musical meaning. He maintains that music is an art within the 
area of time that may call up emotions more than other arts may 
do, because it does not directly reproduce anything. Time makes 
each performance a unique re-creation of a piece of music, the 
qualities of which depend not only on who is interpreting, but 
also on the interpreters’ decisions at each occasion. This concerns 
performances during the process of developing an interpretation 
as well as performances on stage. Moreover, in each performance 
timing is a tool for contributing individual expression, and, in 
Rousseau’s wordings, calling up listeners’ emotions. It requires 
a combination of orientation in attention and action as described 
above. 

3.3 Rationality in Learning

Especially the strategy of connecting intellectual and emotional 
orientation corresponds to ideas maintained in different historical 
eras. The early philosophers of the Age of Enlightenment, Locke, 
Hume and Montesquieu, maintain a holistic understanding 
of reason and emotion. They regard intellect as a tool that is 
subordinated to emotions, rather than superior to these  (Höög, 
2000). Especially Hume (1978/1739) states that reason and 
emotion are two aspects that need to be combined in order to 
acquire rationality. Hume’s ideas are consistent with Aristotle’s 
concept of rationality, in the way this has been interpreted 
by Nussbaum (1990). She concludes that emotional and 
intellectual thinking are combined in this concept, in which 
Aristotle maintains that emotions provide information supporting 
perception. The need for connecting intellect and emotion in 
processes of cultural socialisation is emphasised by Vygotsky 
(1934/1981). According to Smith (1993) intellect and emotion 
are connected in creativity. Corresponding to Vygotsky, Smith 
maintains that creativity is important in everyday life. Further, 
he states, creativity is a way of living, including the readiness for 
taking risks in unforeseen situations. Transferred to intra-musical 
learning this corresponds to demands upon musicians to master 
unforeseen problems while performing. Wind players who have 
caught a cold might for instance have to take risks in finding new 
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solutions for communicating an intended expression. In chamber 
music new individual ideas require creative readiness by all other 
ensemble members.  

4. IMPLICATIONS

The great influence of traditions described above makes 
evident that musical knowledge to a large extent is socially and 
culturally constructed. Social aspects on an individual level may 
be important, as well as social, cultural and historical aspects 
from a wider perspective. This includes different traditions in 
music education, and ways of comprehending music in these, 
as well as traditions in musical and instrumental practice. The 
results referred to in section Background indicate that social 
relations and interactions in ongoing contexts influence the ways 
in which musicians use the different aspects of attention and 
action described above. However, individual prerequisites for 
comprehending music are important as well. 

This indicates the relevance of an historically anchored, 
socio-cultural theoretical perspective, presuming that indivi-
dual prerequisites are especially accounted for. Further, the 
socio-cultural perspective needs to be adapted to the complex 
conditions of intra-musical learning. One way of doing this is to 
combine this perspective with a phenomenographic approach, in 
which individual variety in experiencing phe-nomena of an area is 
explored. The object studied in this approach is the appresentation 
of phenomena (here: notation), which includes individuals’ 
entire experience and expectation of them (Kroksmark, 1995). 
Individual ways of coping with the phenomena are mapped out, 
that is, actions, not persons, are explored. This is consistent with 
Säljö’s (2000) idea that a socio-cultural perspective ‘concerns 
how people acquire and are influenced by participation in 
cultural activities, and how they use tools which are provided 
by the culture’ (p. 18). Cultural tools are central in Vygotsky’s 
(1971) theory of cultural history, which is closely connected to 
a socio-cultural perspective. Vygotsky maintains that individuals 
are culturally socialised by means of learning how to use cultural 
tools. These may be material, as for instance instruments, 
intellectual, as music notation, or immaterial, as musical practice 
or bodily gestures. 

In phenomenographic studies data are generally collected 
in explorative interviews formed according to the research 
question, with the intention to understand how people experience 
phenomena around them. In these, the researcher maintains focus 
on the participants’ understanding of implicit meaning (Marton 
& Booth, 2000). In studies of intra-musical learning, though, 
all important cultural tools need to be accounted for, as well as 
all aspects of orientation while playing from notation (visual, 
kinaesthetic, aural, intellectual and emotional). This means that 
observations of performances are central data. These need to 
be complemented, not only by explorative phenomenographic 
interviews, but also by observations of gestures used in order 
to explain emotional aspects that cannot be described in words. 
Consequently, the data need to be videotaped. In order to 
achieve reliable data naturalistic contexts and continuity are 
required. These aspects are also important for achieving good 
ethic conditions. By means of showing the participants the 
consideration described above researchers may establish a basis 
of mutual respect. The video camera may certainly disturb the 

naturalistic context at first, but the continuity in data collection 
will reduce this. According to my experience, participants do not 
to pay attention to the camera in the second session. 

The researchers’ thorough understanding of the research area is 
important as well. This is a prerequisite for noticing significant 
incidents, and for following up performances, gestures and 
unclear comments with relevant questions. Researchers’ entire 
pre-understanding is an implicit theoretical ground influencing 
their decisions on explicit theoretic perspective and method. 
Thus, they need to map this thoroughly out in advance, especially 
the tacit dimension of it, including their basis of valuation. 

The complexity of intra-musical learning processes may cause 
problems to researchers. However, this quality also gives 
rise to future prospects. It is for instance worth noticing that 
contemporary neurological research has confirmed the importance 
of combining emotion, intuition and intellect in human processes 
of learning (Damasio, 1994, Fagius, 2001). On the one hand, in 
the future it may be possible to develop more interdisciplinary 
research projects, which contribute a better understanding of 
intra-musical learning processes. On the other hand, research 
on these may contribute a better understanding of other complex 
learning processes in general.
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