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THEORETICAL ACCOUNT KAREN MCAULAY BMUS TRAD MUSIC YEAR 1 

SUMMARY 

I have been asked to provide an hour’s instruction on ‘Historic examples of tradition 

in performance’ to the first year undergraduates reading BMus in Traditional Music,  

at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland, on Friday 11th December between 9-10 in 

room 2.48.  For several years, I have provided a single lecture/seminar on 

‘Transformations’ to second year undergraduates on this course, in its previous 

iteration as BA in Scottish Music.  In its broadest sense, the subject matter is the 

same – historic music collections from the 18th- early 20th centuries, and how the 

compilers’ approach to their publications changed over the years.  However, this is 

the first year of the revised degree course, and this year I have the opportunity to 

lead a single class to the first years and then the second years, on slightly different 

aspects of the same basic topic. 

A further change is that whereas initially I gave a straight ‘lecture’, with student 

involvement only in performing musical examples, this had evolved into a more 

participative seminar by last academic year’s seminar.  Now, having taken the 

Teaching Artist short course last year, and done more reading on pedagogy since 

then, I hope to make the sessions even more interactive, aligned with best current 

pedagogical practice.   

Whilst my seminars are each part of a series (Year I, Concepts in Traditional Music, 

and Year 2, Traditional Music Research Portfolio), they are single seminars from my 

own point of view as an instructor, as I am not involved in the rest of the series.  This 

brings the additional challenges of not knowing the students, not knowing their 

experience and/or expertise in the topic; and not myself having to assess learning 

later in the module.   

Lori has tasked me with providing for Year 1,  

A session exploring historic examples of tradition in performance. (This will be 
complement by a session exploring contemporary examples and the students 
will be asked to choose either a historical or contemporary examples of their 
own to develop for performing and/or recording.) … The concepts being 
explored in this block of the module for both year groups are: identity, 
authenticity and intention, as well as tradition/folk, which is ongoing.   
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Lori added that she has ‘the contemporary side of things covered’, and wishes me to 

‘contribute some historical elements’.   My accompanying lesson-plan will illustrate 

how I have interpreted this in a constructively aligned way. 

There will be a networked PC in the room, which I may make use of for internet 

research, facilitating some hands-on exploration of tools that the students may not 

yet have encountered.   

National Policies and Strategies impacting on Learning and Teaching 

Instructors in the Conservatoire are guided by the legislative framework set forth by 

the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for all Higher Education Institutions, viz the UK 

Quality Code for Higher Education.  This document prescribes levels of attainment 

for undergraduate and postgraduate degrees.  The Music subject benchmarks for 

first degrees are contained in a 2008 document, 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/Subject-benchmark-statement-

Music-.pdf    

Although covering all music degrees, and not specifically degrees in traditional 

music, Section 2.7 is particularly pertinent to the seminars I have to teach:-  

2.7 In the past two decades there has been a growing interest in the social 

significance of music, the role of social factors in affecting our response to 

music, and of cultural context in determining the legitimacy of performance 

styles and aesthetic values. Consequently, historical musicology and musical 

practice have been informed increasingly by the conviction that musical 

activities, values and meanings relate to particular historical, social, cultural 

and political contexts.  

Section 2.8 also reminds me of the context in which our students are learning:-  

Conservatoires have long been closely integrated with the profession for 

which they are preparing their students - not least through the fact that most 

of their practical teachers combine this role with prominent activity in the 

profession. 

Whilst I shall provide historical cultural context, I must remember that these students 

are aiming for a professional performing career, and they will be constructing 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/Subject-benchmark-statement-Music-.pdf
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/Subject-benchmark-statement-Music-.pdf
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meaning in this context.  If I do not help them to understand history’s bearing upon 

changing performance traditions, then it will not interest them as much. 

Teaching and Learning Theories and Intended Learning Outcomes 

I have been particularly impressed by John Biggs’ theories on constructive alignment 

(Biggs, 2003), and am convinced by his and subsequent proponents’ arguments that 

the instructor’s role is to set up lesson plans in such a way that students construct 

their own meaning from the activities they are assigned, and the materials they are 

given to work with.  I noted in my Teaching Artist short course last year that, ‘My 

teaching and learning activities (TLAs) must be designed in such a way that students 

attain the intended learning outcomes (ILOs)’, referencing Biggs’ observation that, 

‘The learner finds it difficult to escape without learning appropriately’ (ibid).  My ILOs 

for this particular seminar are itemised on my accompanying lesson plan, with the 

final aim being that by the end of the session, ‘students should be able to describe 

some of the ways in which tunebook compilers interpreted the idea of ‘tradition’ and 

[be able to] discuss the different resources that we can use to increase our 

understanding of earlier attitudes and preoccupations.’ 

I have followed up my study of Biggs’ theories by reading a more recent book by 

Gagnon and Collay (2006), which breaks down the design of lessons (‘Situations’) 

into a number of precise stages.  Although the book is aimed more at schoolteachers 

than the higher education context, the theory is clear and pertinent:-  

1. The situation (lesson) 
2. Groups ie, practical considerations, eg, the teacher thinks about organising 

students into smaller groups; the room arrangement and materials needed) 
3. Bridge (in other words, helping students to recall prior knowledge before 

introducing new subject-matter) 
4. Tasks 
5. An Exhibit (where students present what they have learned) 
6. Reflections 

The third stage corresponds roughly to the ‘Scaffolding’ concept introduced by 

Mayes in a 2004 JISC e-learning study; I noted last year that, following constructivist 

theory, scaffolding supports learning, by providing context and drawing threads 

together.  (Mayes, 2004)   
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Since my seminar is essentially less than an hour, including time taken up by 

students arriving and settling down, and finishing in time for the next class to arrive, I 

have not planned for the six stages to be clearly distinct, but I do plan to begin by 

asking students to bring me up to speed, briefly, on what previous sessions have 

covered (forming a ‘bridge’/’scaffolding’ to link to prior learning).   

The first of my tasks for the students will be to engage them in writing their own brief 

definition of ‘tradition’, before sharing with them some twentieth century definitions; 

and the next task will be to have them explore early music collections so that they 

can construct their own meaning by guided observation.  The collections are titles 

that I have already identified as illustrating historical concepts of authenticity, identity, 

performance medium etc, and are furthermore chosen so that singers, 

instrumentalists and pipers all have something they can relate to. 

Gagnon and Collay’s ‘Exhibit’ – which might have taken the form of a presentation to 

the peer-group in a longer series of sessions – will take the form of group discussion 

about what they found, and ‘Reflection’ will involve students considering whether 

what they have looked at has influenced their perception of tradition in performance 

in previous centuries.   

I shall also solicit brief feedback about how effective the session was, and what the 

students liked, disliked, or would have liked more of, to inform my future 

development as a teacher. 
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