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Abstract and Keywords

In this chapter, we outline an approach to training in community music that is congruent 
with its pluralistic and diverse character. From the situated perspective of Sage 
Gateshead, a large music organization in the north of the United Kingdom, we reflect on 
some of the ways that musicians have developed the skills, knowledge, and attitudes to 
become effective practitioners of community music. Rooted in a dialogic and democratic 
pedagogy, the training processes described herein recognize the highly individualized 
nature of community music practices, and are underpinned by the explicitly humanistic 
values and attitudes that unite them.
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Section 1: Background
AS humans, we have a biological predisposition to being musical. In evolutionary terms, 
music may have served to ‘increase social bonding once group sizes became too large to 
be adequately bonded using grooming alone’ (Dunbar, 2012, p. 212). A feature of the 
limbic system in our neurological makeup means that humans, like all mammals, ‘sing to 
their children’ (Lewis, Amini, & Lannon, 2001, p. 26). This musicality may have been a 
precursor for the development of language in our distant ancestors (Mithen, 2007) and 
has remained ubiquitous (MacDonald, Kreutz, & Mitchell, 2013) across all known human 
civilizations. As a species, ‘humans are (or have become) biologically primed for music, 
just as we are for language’ (Bowman, 2009, p. 123).
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Although community music continues to resist definition as a practice or set of practices 
(Brown, Higham, & Rimmer, 2014; Camlin, 2015a; Higgins, 2012, p. 3), it’s clear to its 
practitioners that community music is a movement, however nebulous, whose over-
arching purpose is to reunite people with their biological predisposition to active 
musicking. One consequence of the flourishing of aesthetic forms of musicking over the 
last 250 years, has been an ‘emphasis on separating music from life’ (Elliott & Silverman, 
2013), weakening our relationship to music as ‘something that people do’ (Elliott, 1995). 
Being musical is an essential part of being human (Blacking, 1974), and practitioners of 
community music are therefore agents of a much bigger purpose: that of reconnecting 
individuals and communities to their human birthright to be musical, and indeed their 
‘ontological and historical vocation to be more fully human’ (Freire, 1970, p. 37).

Much of the community arts movement has been about re-establishing that active 
relationship between people and art:

In such a context an artist will become facilitator and fixer, celebrant and stage 
manager, a visionary linking the past and the future, and a shamanic poet, the 
revelator of layers of perception and the holder of what used to be called spiritual 
energy. Equally of course this kind of artist would also acknowledge the artist in 
us all and offer testament to the innate creativity recurring in every generation 
and every community where the intuitive is given freedom. Where regeneration is 
of the soul and not of economics. Where a holistic way of being is given credence 
and where making art is a daily experience. (Fox, 2009)

Structuring teaching-learning situations so that individuals can occupy the position of 
agency implied by Freire and Fox is no simple task. It requires more than just teaching 
skills; it is a holistic endeavour involving learners’ self-actualization as people.

Early practice

Despite the historical ubiquity of music-making within communities, the documentation of 
community music as a discreet practice is a relatively new field (Veblen, 2008), and the 
explicit training of its practitioners similarly recent. In the United Kingdom, John 
Paynter’s contribution to music education (Paynter & Aston, 1970) triggered a shift in 
approach to music education practices, and the community arts movement of the 1970s 
and 1980s (Coult & Kershaw, 1983; Fox, 2009, 2002, 2012; Stevens, 2007) gave it a 
radical political edge (Kelly, 1983). In the United Kingdom, it is arguably only with the 
shift in government policy in the late 1990s (Deane & Mullen, 2013) and the view that, 
‘participation in arts activities brings social benefits’, which ‘are integral to the act of 
participation’ (Matarasso, 1997, p. 10) that an expansion of the practices necessitated a 
significant growth in the community music workforce.

As Kari Veblen (2008) noted in the first issue of community music’s academic journal, 
community music has many ways. Community music, taken as a whole, represents music-

(p. 712) 
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making across a wide variety of musical teaching-learning situations, all of which are 
different, by the very nature of their constituent members:

Communities are fluid, porous, negotiated affairs: dynamic patterns of human 
interaction. To understand communities we need to understand the practices that 
stitch and weave them together. To ask ‘What community?’ is also to ask ‘What 
kind of practice?’, ‘What kind of people are deemed capable of engaging in it?’, 
‘What kinds of attitudes, beliefs, and actions does it exist to sustain?’, and ‘What 
kinds of attitudes, beliefs, and actions are necessary to sustain and nourish 
it?’ (Bowman. 2009, p. 109)

Therefore, rather than conceiving of community music as a specific practice, we need to 
understand it in terms of how individually situated approaches to musicking (Small, 1998)
arise within pluralistic and diverse communities (Camlin, 2015a). Therefore, our 

contention is that there is not—and cannot be—a universal description of how individuals 
become community music practitioners, or a course of training that might be universally 
applied; all situations of community music are different, and therefore require specifically 
situated forms of training.

Section 2: Skills and attributes of a community 
musician
Does this mean then that there is no commonality of practice amongst community music 
practitioners and that it is therefore impossible to identify any unifying characteristics of 
practice, rendering a study of such practices obsolete and irrelevant? Fortunately not. 
Despite the situatedly diverse nature of community music practice, we believe that there 
is sufficient alignment of practice amongst community music’s many ways to be able to 
infer a number of generalizable characteristics of community music practitioners. These 
can then form the basis for the development of curricula to support and facilitate the 
emergence of future generations of such practitioners.

Contextual/situated

Perhaps the most obvious unifying characteristic of community music practice is that, 
because of the diversity and plurality of such practice, we can consider it to be situated—
in other words, a product of the particular situations where it occurs (Camlin, 2015a, p. 
3; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Developing a critical understanding of any given instance of 
musicking means understanding its context. As John Chernoff (1981) said, ‘since an 
African musical performance is so much a part of its social setting, we can recognize 
African critical standards by what happens in the situation itself’(p. 153)

(p. 713) 
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Each different situation of community music practice is uniquely situated; and 
understanding the process by which particular practices arise in particular situations 
provides a solid basis for understanding the diversity of community music practices. The 
classic model of situated learning outlined by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991) gives 
us a number of key ideas that relate well to community music practice. Firstly, we get the 
idea of communities of practice as ‘a set of relations and persons, activity, and world, over 
time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice’ (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991, p. 98).

Pertinently, the situated learning model also gives us a way of understanding how ‘new-
comers to a community of practice’ acquire the skills to become practitioners in their own 
right, by learning alongside more experienced practitioners (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 48):

The individual learner is not gaining a discrete body of abstract knowledge which 
(s)he will then transport and reapply in later contexts. Instead, (s)he acquires the 
skill to perform by actually engaging in the process, under the attenuated 
conditions of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 
14)

What this means is that learners in any given situation will learn the practices of that 
situation, which is why we can see the evolution of practice as converging around 
particular practitioners, organizations, or cultures, rather than in more abstract forms. In 
many instances, these practices are not necessarily documented or critically examined, 
and this makes them less ‘open to conscious reflection’ (Hallam & Gaunt, 2012, p. 25). 
Where these practices are articulated, it may be in subtly different ways, as evidenced in 
the very wide diversity of perspectives within this volume. For example, within the 
Barbican-Guildhall school of practice (Gregory & Renshaw, 2013; Renshaw, 2006, 2010, 
2011; Van der Linden & Renshaw, 2010), the notion of creative learning has come to be 
prominent, characterized by creative, collaborative artistic practice that

• seeks to engage with specific cultures and communities in a creative and 
improvisational manner;

• is concerned with non-hierarchical and participatory processes;

• engenders a critical and self-reflexive relationship to its practices;

• aims to enable risk-taking, discovery, and invention; recognizing, creating, or 
exploring new knowledge to generate new ideas or concepts. (Gregory & Renshaw, 
2013, p. 3)

At Sage Gateshead, the situated learning model first gave rise to a community music 
traineeship from 2002 to 2012, which supported over 100 musicians to learn about the 
organization’s practices, where the emphasis was on taking pre-existing musical skills 
and developing agency around their deployment in teaching–learning situations. 
Community music trainees spent nine months working alongside more experienced 
practitioners, initially more peripherally as observers and supporters of learning, before 
taking on increasing responsibility within those communities of practice. In the 

(p. 714) 
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subsequent Advanced Traineeship that lasted a further nine months, they developed their 
own project ideas, and many of the graduates of this scheme became Sage Gateshead’s 
current core workforce of teaching musicians. In turn, the curriculum of the Traineeship 
and Advanced Traineeship became the basis for the United Kingdom’s first BA (Hons) 
Community Music (Camlin, 2012b), which was established by Sage Gateshead and 
University of Sunderland in 2010. While the BA (Hons) Community Music curriculum may 
be more formally organized than its Traineeship predecessor—in terms of modules, 
learning outcomes, assessment, external quality validation, and so on—the same 
principles of situated learning have remained a defining characteristic of the 
organization’s approach to developing a curriculum for community music practitioners.

Musical

At the heart of this approach is an individual’s ongoing development as a musician as well 
as a teacher/facilitator. A musical practice is a crucial part of what qualifies a 

community music practitioner to practice community music, as it denotes his or her 
membership in an authentic musical community of practice outside of the teaching-
learning situation (Elliott, 1995, p. 252). It means that the learning they facilitate is 
informed by the actual practices that participants aspire to be part of themselves. 
Without a level of musical ability, practitioners of community music risk having little to 
teach (Swanwick, 1999, p. x)—they must be a practitioner of something musical to be 
authentic as musicians. Moreover, they need to be sensitive musicians, able to listen 
closely to music as it develops, and influence or shape it in such a way that capitalizes on 
the strengths and capabilities of everyone involved, including themselves. They need to 
be able to operate comfortably across a range of musical situations, and know how to 
introduce new musical ideas and points of inspiration, as well as knowing when to gently 
let go of unpromising ones.

Pedagogical

Similarly, a core competence of community music practitioners is the ability to structure 
learning for participants so that they are able to participate in those same authentic 
practices, or to provide appropriate scaffolding (Chaiklin, 2003; Price, 2013, p. 32; 
Vygotsky, 1978) to enable an emergent participation in them. As we shall see, this is often 
done in a way that transcends—or rather blends and integrates—the traditional 
dichotomies of learning surrounding facts, skills, technique, personal expression, social 
identity, and ethical approaches. It is both about teaching skills and teaching people 
(Camlin, 2015b). Practitioners need to have a good tacit knowledge of participants’ 
responses to the inevitable arousal situations that surround participatory music-making 
and performance (Buswell, 2006; Gallwey & Green, 2003; Kageyama, n.d.; Osborne, 
Greene, & Immel; 2014) and how to structure learning in manageable chunks (Hallam & 

(p. 715) 
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Gaunt, 2012; Levitin, 2008, p. 217; Miller, 1955) to make it easier for participants to learn 
and automate, without it becoming overwhelming or uncomfortable.

Socially/ethically focused

Indeed, the ethical dimension of learning is strongly emphasized within community music 
practice. The principles of socially engaged Art (SEA) (Helguera, 2011) and more 
participatory pedagogies (Price, 2013; Wegerif, 2012) are prevalent, where participant 
voice and involvement is key: ‘opening a discursive space gives others the opportunity to 
insert their contents into the structure we have built. As this structure becomes more 
open, more freedom is given to the group to shape the exchange’ (Helguera, 2011, p. 48). 
So too are the principles of social pedagogy (Hatton, 2013; Youth Music Network, n.d.). 
Some students are drawn towards the therapeutic benefits of music, and aspire towards 
careers in music therapy (Trondalen & Ole Bonde, 2013) and the emergent field of 
community music therapy (Ansdell & De Nora, 2013; Pavlicevic & Ansdell, 2004; Tsiris, 
2014). Some may perceive an inherent tension between these more democratic 

approaches to music education pedagogy (Price, n.d.; Schmidt, 2005) and the 
development of technical musical skills. However, the reality is that both ethical and 
technical considerations are manifest in all instances of music education, and 
practitioners and students of community music need to appreciate the subtle implications 
of this creative tension (Camlin, 2015b; Wegerif, 2012).

Praxial

Another key element of community music practice is therefore the practitioner’s 
involvement in critical reflection and dialogue. Reflective practice (Bolton, 2010; Schön, 
1984, 1990; Schön & Argyris, 1992) provides practitioners with the capacity to convert 
tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge (Leonard & Sensiper, 1998; Nelson, 2013, p. 38), 
which in turn reveals new perspectives on practice. At Sage Gateshead, structured 
mentoring opportunities formed a key component of the Community Music Traineeship. 
Conceived as valuable opportunities for the trainees to develop insights into their 
experiences, one of the other—perhaps less explicitly intended—outcomes of this 
approach was the increase in critical reflection of the more experienced practitioners. 
This mutual raising of capacity for critical reflection has become an important cultural 
feature of the organization’s practices, and subsequently formed the basis for other 
initiatives, including the Reflect and Reflect Lab projects from 2005 to 2011 (Camlin, 
2014; Renshaw, 2008; Renshaw & Smith, 2008, 2010), as well as contributing to the 
development of the Paul Hamlyn Foundation ArtWorks initiative (Artworks, n.d.; Burns, 
2014) through projects like the Peer Artist Learning Project (Camlin, 2012a) and cultural 
exchanges with colleagues across the world.

(p. 716) 
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Section 3: Constructing learning to facilitate 
the development of those skills and attributes
Given that the skills and attributes of community musicians are situated (Lave & Wenger, 
1991), highly individualized, responsive, and dialogic (Bakhtin, 1981; Camlin, 2015a; 
Wegerif, 2012), and that they arise within communities of practice that are themselves 
‘fluid, porous, negotiated affairs’ (Bowman, 2009, p. 109), how such skills and attributes 
might be fostered or developed presents an unusual challenge. It’s easy to see why many 
active and successful practitioners will reveal that any training in what they do has often 
largely come about in the practice of it, rather than in formal instruction; their skills have 
developed as part of the natural evolution of their practice.

Attempting to teach something that has traditionally been learned by doing (Boud, Cohen, 
& Walker, 1993; Kolb, 1983) introduces a number of risks. There is a risk that students 
learn only the teachers’ practice, which may correspond more or less closely with the 
students’ own skills and interests, and that of the people they will subsequently 

work with. There is also a more serious risk that if a pedagogical response to students’ 
learning-needs is to create formalized and prescriptive programmes of study, then what is 
learned may be of only limited practical use, as it is learned in abstraction from actual, 
authentic practice.

To be an effective community musician requires much more than being able to deliver a 
set of predetermined activities. Groups of participants and their needs, interests, 
capabilities, and aspirations—musical, personal, and social—change in relation to any 
musical activity, as the participants develop in confidence and skill. The skill of 
facilitating learning in such settings is perhaps more than that required in delivering a 
predetermined curriculum towards a standardized set of desired outcomes, and it is as 
much about balancing those expectations with ‘reading’ levels of competence, confidence, 
willingness, and agency, and matching them with appropriate opportunities for learning 
and development. This means being able to respond in the moment, change plans when 
you see who is in the room and how they are responding, be open to new ideas, let go of 
leadership, or take up the reins once more as the group’s focus wanes. In other words, it 
is a situational practice (Hersey, 1997; Mather & Camlin, 2016) that requires high levels 
of reflexivity (Karlsen et al., 2013; Moser & McKay, 2005; Nelson, 2013; Schön and 
Argyris, 1992).

Therefore, as well as the essential musicianship skills and knowledge useful in pedagogic 
instruction, or for developing musical technique and shaping musical expression, 
community musicians need to have a range of teaching and learning strategies at their 
disposal, that are broadly learner-centred (i.e., focused on the learners themselves as 
human individuals as much as they are on the skills being learned), and the use of 

(p. 717) 
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dialogue, discourse, and interaction as a pedagogical tool for such learning (Alexander, 
2008; Finney, 2013; Price, 2013, p. 212; Wegerif, 2012; Zeserson, 2014, p. 32).

Values and attitudes

At the heart of the skills set of a community musician is a set of values and attitudes, not 
just towards musical learning but also towards human development, as captured in the 
idea of ‘artistic citizenship’ (Elliott, Silverman, & Bowman, 2016). If we accept the 
aphorism that values and attitudes are ‘caught not taught’, then a central concern of 
constructing learning to facilitate the development of community music practitioners has 
to centre around how to create the learning conditions for such values and attitudes to be 
instilled, validated, or reinforced. Learning situations for those wishing to develop their 
practice as community musicians need to resemble the learning situations they will 
subsequently be expected to facilitate themselves with participants, if such learning is to 
be congruent with those situations, or provide any kind of personal frame of reference for 
understanding what might constitute quality in such circumstances. ‘Just as you cannot 
teach swimming without diving into the water, you cannot teach dialogue without 
engaging in dialogue’ (Wegerif, 2012, p. 164).

The reason that this is a challenge is because these values and attitudes towards learning 
are still more prevalent in community music practice than in mainstream music 
education (Zeserson, 2014, p. 32), and therefore represent an unfamiliar learning 
paradigm for many music students. In the United Kingdom at least, we are currently in a 
period of transition between more dichotomized perspectives of music education (Elliott 
& Silverman, 2013; Zeserson, 2014)—albeit arguably hastened by initiatives like the 
Music Manifesto (Department for Education, 2004) and Musical Futures (Hallam, Creech, 
& McQueen, 2011)—but it is a slow transition. As one of us has recently observed:

There is a widely shared concern that music pedagogy in schools is narrowing—
that teachers teach the way they were taught or are unduly formed by the way the 
department they enter is structured, and that the lack of consistent engagement 
in professional networks and CPD means that teachers are less inclined to 
challenge and innovate in their practice if that isn’t valued in the culture of their 
school or department. (Zeserson, 2014, p. 23)

The next generation of community music practitioners will therefore continue to be 
products of this period of transition, with some students emerging from more traditional, 
formal, aesthetic (Elliott, 1995; Elliott & Silverman, 2013) models of musicking (Small, 
1998), while others will be products of these more informal, praxial (Elliott, 1995; Elliott 
& Silverman, 2013) and dialogic approaches. Others will already see no distinction 
between them, recognizing instead the value of an approach to musicking that integrates 
the aesthetic, paraxial, and social (Camlin, 2015b).

(p. 718) 
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Because of the diverse nature of these positions, many students may already think of 
themselves as musical frauds when they come into contact with musicians from other 
backgrounds, but for broadly opposite reasons. Because ‘musicians acquire high levels of 
automatization of reading or aural skills early in their careers’, and ‘may come to rely on 
either of these to the exclusion of the other’ (Hallam & Gaunt, 2012, p. 140), they may be 
able to sight-read comfortably but become anxious when called upon to improvise, or, 
conversely, they may be comfortable jamming informally but become anxious when 
required to follow a musical score. Musicians who have developed more exclusively in 
one particular musical context almost inevitably experience a drop in confidence and 
competence when expected to participate in unfamiliar musical situations. Experiencing 
first-hand the high skill-levels of peers from different musical backgrounds can ultimately 
lead to students defining themselves quite negatively by the skills and attributes they do 
not yet possess rather than ones they already do. Ironically, the value of existing skills can 
feel less than those not yet acquired, simply by the fact of their prior acquisition (Price, 
2013, p. 96). Before students have learned to recognize that the uncomfortable feelings 
associated with a lack of competence are a good barometer of learning outside of one’s 
comfort zone—and therefore to be welcomed—the consequent dip in confidence may be 
sufficient to shake their core belief in themselves as competent musicians.

We propose that it is at least partly in the experience of such situations that musicians 
develop not just the skills and knowledge, but, crucially, the resilience to be able to 

operate across such boundaries in the way that Higgins refers to when he 
describes community musicians as ‘boundary walkers’ (Higgins, 2012, p. 6). Often, 
community music practice involves facilitating effective musical learning situations for 
mixed groups of participants with different levels of formal and informal experience and 
expertise in music-making, by integrating their collective knowledge and skill into a 
group musical purpose and identity. In order to accomplish this effectively, one needs first 
to understand how one’s own musical practices, background, and bias might influence 
the process of music-making, what kind of challenges might be encountered as a result, 
and how such challenges might be overcome. If it is a journey we wish to accompany—or 
lead—others on, we have to be willing to make it ourselves.

Integration of these skills needs to be experienced at a group and individual level. Having 
personal experience of a group musical process where not everyone is in agreement 
about how best to proceed, and how leadership and direction is subsequently negotiated, 
provides invaluable practical insight into group processes that no textbook could ever 
substitute. And what psychological currents emerge when you are the only one able to 
perform a given musical task? Or the only one who cannot?

This, then, is the basis for the approach to undergraduate study in community music 
emerging from within Sage Gateshead. Before we elaborate, we emphasize that, as with 
all community music practice, it is an approach that has arisen in this particular situation, 
within the organization of Sage Gateshead, with these people, at this time, in this part of 

(p. 719) 



Becoming a Community Musician: A Situated Approach to Curriculum, 
Content, and Assessment

Page 10 of 27

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). (c) Oxford University Press, 2015. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 07 February 2018

the world. We do not offer it as any kind of definitive prototype for similar programmes of 
study, but rather as an example of how such programmes might emerge and evolve.

Curriculum and pedagogy

In the United Kingdom, the Quality Assurance Association (QAA) sets out a number of 
subject-specific benchmarks that must be met before any programme can be validated, 
and that ensure a consistency of learning across the sector in key areas. As well as the 
‘generic skills’ associated with undergraduate study and the development of ‘practical 
skills and musicianship’, students must also demonstrate academic ‘knowledge and 
understanding (intellectual skills)’ of musical practices (QAA, 2008, pp. 25–27). Section 
3.20 of the QAA benchmark statements sets out the learning required to demonstrate 
subject knowledge of music in the community:

The study of music in the community is concerned with the transforming role 
music may play in a variety of community settings, and with skills and insights 
relating to the use of music in rehabilitative, recuperative or similar contexts. The 
learning experience generally includes supervised work (for example on 
placement) in institutions such as prisons, hospitals and community centers, 
together with relevant academic support, and the interface with professions such 
as music education and music therapy may be important in some contexts. (QAA, 
2008, p. 13)

BA (Hons) Community Music
Beyond these broad requirements, institutions have relative freedom to develop 
programmes of study that correspond to their own situation. For Sage Gateshead, this 
means situating students’ learning inside the practices of a large music organization that 
produces over 400 performances a year in-house, and maintains a workforce of over 100 
musicians delivering thousands of learning and participation opportunities to around 
20,000 individual participants each year, from pregnant mothers to care home residents, 
and all kinds of participatory situations in between. It is the various communities of 
practice that develop around this workforce of performers, community musicians, and 
music educators that forms the basis of our undergraduates’ learning, and this is 
probably a key feature of similar programmes across the world. Because, ‘learners 
inevitably participate in communities of practitioners and the mastery of knowledge and 
skill requires newcomers to move towards full participation in the sociocultural practices 
of a community’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29), the importance of access to these 
communities of practice cannot be overstated. Without them, the students have nothing 
to participate in other than more abstract ideas about practice, or individual lecturers’ 
and tutors’ practices, which by definition are themselves ‘situated and localized’ (Camlin, 
2015a, p. 3). Indeed as Lave and Wenger (1991) elaborated, ‘to be able to participate in a 

(p. 720) 
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legitimately peripheral way entails that newcomers have broad access to arenas of 
mature practice’ (p. 110).

At least partly because Sage Gateshead’s artistic programme encompasses both 
performance and participation in equal measure—and of equal financial standing in the 
organization—there is a very natural blurring of distinction between performing and 
teaching musicians. Most of the musicians employed as performers—including the 
resident orchestra, Royal Northern Sinfonia—also teach, and most of the musicians 
employed in a teaching capacity are also performers. Swanwick’s (1999) non-loaded 
definition of ‘musicians who think of themselves also as teachers’ (p. i) perhaps helps to 
describe this musical workforce with some accuracy, and it is therefore no surprise that 
this musical identity is emphasized within the community music course. Students do not 
necessarily think of themselves as music teachers per se, but as portfolio musicians 
looking to develop a broad base of skills on which to establish a professional career. Many 
of the staff not employed as musicians also happen to be musicians outside of their work 
for the organization, so the various ‘arenas of mature practice’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 
110) that students access within the organization reach beyond the formal programmes 
through extended local and regional networks.

In terms of the curriculum structure, there is equal weighting between modules in 
musicianship and in broad music education practices including community music, in 
accordance with the similar weighting in the organization’s artistic programme. These sit 
alongside modules in creative practice, where students develop their artistic ideas, and 
critical studies modules where they explore and analyse musical texts and their meaning, 
developing musicological skills of critical appreciation.

Students develop practical skills in these fields through active participation in authentic 
musical and music educational situations, working up musical material for 

performance as part of the organization’s broader programme of performances, and 
taking increasing responsibility in music teaching-learning situations over their three 
years of study. In their final year, this culminates in two significant projects: (1) a public 
performance event showcasing themselves as musicians, often in community contexts 
involving participants or learners; and (2) a ten-week learning/participation project where 
they plan, deliver, and evaluate a musical learning process for a defined group of 
learners/participants. In both cases, the expectation is that these final year projects will 
be indistinguishable from other activities in the organization’s programme, marking the 
students’ transition from newcomers to adept practitioners. In situated learning terms, 
they have been ‘transformed into a practitioner, a newcomer becoming an old-timer, 
whose changing knowledge, skill, and discourse are part of a developing identity—in 
short, a member of a community of practice’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 122; Wenger, 
1999).

Becoming a practitioner means developing specialist knowledge and skills in their chosen 
field, whilst at the same time acquiring a broad knowledge of other specialist fields, 
especially those of their peers from different musical backgrounds, or practitioners whose 
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practice they become involved with. For example, the classically trained musician learns 
about how popular musicians learn (Green, 2002), and vice versa, while everyone learns 
the musical lexicons, approaches, and techniques of many different genres. Essentially, all 
students are engaged in the process of becoming musically multilingual—learning the 
multiple musical languages and ‘accents’ (Swanwick, 1999, p. 23) of the wide range of 
musical ‘worlds’ (Becker, 2008; Finnegan, 1989, p. 31) or communities of practice they 
increasingly find themselves a part of. Music may be a common language, but it is spoken 
very differently in different situations, and becoming a practitioner of community music 
means being able to be fluent enough in as many of these as possible in order to 
translate, where necessary, and establish common musical ground.

Professional studies
Alongside the development of musical, educational, academic, analytic, and artistic skills 
and knowledge, students also need to prepare for professional employment post-
graduation. The twenty-first-century musician needs to know how to build and develop 
social networks (face-to-face and online); research and understand how portfolio careers 
work in practice in a radically different music industry; develop business plans and 
funding applications; and understand the various markets and fields they will engage 
with and where they fit within them. All of these practical industry skills and insights are 
acquired most strongly when they are learned in the situated context of authentic 
communities of practice rather than in abstraction. For a good proportion of students, the 
informal networks containing more experienced practitioners that they become part of 
during the course of their study become the actual networks that sustain them post-
graduation. Making themselves a valuable asset within an existing project, or seeing 
unexploited opportunities for project development centred around their specialist skills, 
become key ways of building a portfolio and a positive reputation in the months post-
graduation.

Reintegration of aesthetic, praxial, and social dimensions of music
Developing community music practitioners is therefore about providing them with 
opportunities to develop holistically as musicians, educators, and agents for social 
change/impact. Broadly speaking, the opportunities for such development will be more 
relevant when the situations of those opportunities emphasize similar themes. If there is 
an underpinning philosophy behind Sage Gateshead’s practices, it is perhaps captured in 
its simple mission statement of ‘enriching lives through music’ (Sage Gateshead, n.d.) 
This describes the interrelationship between its twin artistic programmes of Performance
and Learning & Participation, and a third dimension: their social impact. Learning inside 
an organizational ethos that emphasizes the importance of these three dimensions of 
music—the aesthetic, the praxial (participatory), and the social—means developing a 
holistic understanding of the interrelationship between them (Camlin, 2015b).

Praxis

(p. 722) 
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At the heart of undergraduate study in community music at Sage Gateshead is therefore 
the notion of praxis; as this is a concept open to much interpretation, it is worth outlining 
what we mean by it. In relation to music education, the notion of praxis has become 
closely associated with the work of David Elliott (Elliott, 1995, 2009; Elliott & Silverman, 
2013) and the idea of ‘mindful doing’ (Bowman, 2005, p. 53), where ‘to possess teaching 
expertise is to possess a working understanding of teaching-learning situations. The word 
working emphasizes the practical, situated,, and improvisatory nature of 
teaching’ (Elliott, 1995, p. 251).

Praxis in this sense is neither abstract theory, nor merely productive skill, but rather, as 
Robin Nelson terms it, an imbrication where theory and practice are inseparable: ‘Theory 
is not prior to practice, functioning to inform it, but theory and practice are rather 
“imbricated within each other’ in praxis” ’ (Nelson, 2013, p. 62). Or, as Bowman 
elaborates:

The classical Greek account of knowledge assumed a tripartite constellation: the 
theoretical, the practical, and the productive. Theoretical knowledge (theoria) was 
contemplative knowledge of things unchanging and eternal, knowledge for its own 
sake. Productive knowledge (techne, or poiesis), on the other hand, was theory 
free: a knowledge manifest in workmanlike [sic] skill at making useful or beautiful 
things, and in an ability to see concrete tasks through to successful completion. 
Practical knowledge (praxis) was concerned with prudent understanding of 
variable situations and was situated in the sphere of human action. (Bowman, 
2005, p. 52)

Praxis implies a more informed and deliberative doing than techne, and a more 
useful or practical kind of knowing than theoria. Practical knowledge is mindful 
doing, action guided by attention to variable procedures, traditions, and 
standards. To say something is practical is to say it is somehow implicated in a 
consciously chosen course of action rather than being predominantly speculative 
or reflective; that it is concerned at once with ends and means (with ‘right 
action’), not with activity or technical execution in themselves. (Bowman, 2005, p. 
53)

A critical element in developing praxis is through the capacity for reflection, both 
as reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action or reflexivity (Brockbank & McGill, 2003; 
Karlsen et al., 2013; Nelson, 2013; Schön, 1984, 1990; Schön & Argyris, 1992). In 
essence, this is the capacity for learning from experience, both after the event, and also 
during it, adapting activities in the moment to suit the changing need of the group. Paulo 
Freire emphasizes the centrality of reflection within his concept of praxis as, ‘reflection 
and action upon the world in order to transform it’ (Freire, 1970, p. 30) and goes so far as 
to say that, ‘within the word [praxis] we find two dimensions, reflection and action, in 
such radical interaction that if one is sacrificed—even in part—the other immediately 
suffers’ (Friere, 1970, p. 68).

(p. 723) 
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The irony, of course, is that in developing praxis, or imbricating theory within practice, 
activities can become less open to reflection by the very nature of their automatization, a 
theme that Hallam and Gaunt touch on in relationship to musicianship:

One feature of the operation of high levels of automaticity is that while the 
individual is able to reflect on the quality of the overall performance, he or she 
may find it very difficult to describe precisely how it was achieved. It is in the 
nature of skill development that, as performance becomes more and more skilful, 
the way it was produced becomes less and less open to conscious reflection. 
(Hallam & Gaunt, 2012, p. 25)

Or—as Donald Schön simply put it, ‘competent practitioners usually know more than they 
can say’ (Schön, 1984, p. 25), which is itself one of the bases for the development of 
reflexivity in the first place.

There are important ramifications of this. Learning alongside more experienced 
practitioners in the situated way we describe does not presume that those more 
experienced practitioners have a de facto critical perspective on their practice. Indeed, as 
we know, many practitioners of community music are resistant to such conceptualization 
of practice, preferring instead to maintain a ‘fluid, labile identity’, and ‘retain an 
understanding of community music as a “chameleonic practice”, capable of responding to 
shifting policy and funding agendas’ (Brown et al., 2014, p. 2). Also, because students 
learn the rudiments of their musicianship in diverse communities of practice—be they 
formal, informal or somewhere in between—it is easy for them to assume that however 
they themselves have learned to be musical is the way that everyone has.

Unpacking such assumptions in order to support students to develop a critical 
understanding of them, and ultimately to develop praxial knowledge of them, takes time 
and energy. Such praxial development can be further obscured when the mindful 
elements of practice are less prevalent within the communities of practice they encounter 
than the doing of them. Consequently, it requires considerable effort on the student’s 
part, as well as support from tutors, to begin to recognize that his or her own perspective 
is just that—a subjective perspective on how to acquire musical skills formed in a 
particular situation—not better or worse than anyone else’s, rather than the definitive 
model of how everyone develops musically. The obvious example is the difference 
between the student who has learned exclusively inside a system where score notation 
may have been emphasized over improvisation, and those where the opposite 
may be closer to the student’s experience—for example, where informal music-making 
may have been emphasized over score notation.

Many students no longer learn in such highly polarized circumstances, and are already 
comfortable operating in both situations, and many points in between. However, the 
respective practices of formal and informal music-making have to be understood by 
students, not only to participate in them, but ultimately to enable them to lead or 
facilitate mixed groups of learners with diverse—and sometimes contradictory—
expectations of musical teaching-learning situations. Being able to write lead sheets for 
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the guitarists, as well as audiate, improvise, and perhaps notate vocal arrangements for 
the singers become complementary skills. In consequence, developing an objective 
perspective on one’s musical culture, bias, accent (Swanwick, 1999, p. 23), or world 
(Finnegan, 1989), helps students to develop a more objective understanding of those 
musical worlds and cultures outside of their direct previous experience. Ultimately, the 
intention is not to reach a common consensus of a singular approach to music-making, 
but rather to recognize and become musically conversant in a diverse plurality of musical 
possibilities. Furthermore, as future leaders of such pluralistic musical practices, it is also 
to learn how to facilitate the kind of dialogic space (Bakhtin, 1981; Wegerif, 2012) in 
between that diversity of difference where innovation, dialogue, and creativity can 
flourish, both musically and personally.

At Sage Gateshead, the means by which we hope to bring about this integration of 
diverse musical practices is through opportunities such as vertically mixed ensembles. 
For example, in the second year of the course, each student leads a musical ensemble of 
peers, drawn from both first- and second-year students. The resulting ensembles vary 
widely, from pit orchestras to metal bands, a cappella groups to synth pop outfits. Each 
student in year one and two usually participates in three to four such ensembles, with at 
least one ensemble in the student’s musical comfort zone, and at least one very much 
outside of it. The resulting learning is very rich, and is captured in reflective journals, 
academic critiques of leadership and group processes, portfolios of resources, and more 
philosophical discourse on the value of performance within communities.

One criticism of this approach to musical learning might be that it is too generalist; 
rather than developing specialist skills, students risk becoming a ‘jack-of-all-trades, 
master of none’. For example, if no-one in the ensemble knows how to correct musical 
inconsistencies, develop technique, and expressive qualities—or worse, actually hear
what might need to be corrected in the music—then the students’ musical development is 
slower, and their potential hampered.

However, we do not find this to be the case. Supporting these ensembles with expert 
tuition in the form of Sage Gateshead musician tutors versed in the professional musical 
practices of the ensembles themselves provides an authentic means of support, and 
reinforces the importance of situated pedagogies that respond to the needs of the 
situation. The behaviour of lecturers and tutors, responding to the perceived needs of the 
group with varying degrees of direction, coaching, or delegation as appropriate, 
reinforces the value of situational pedagogies (Hersey, 1997; Mather & Camlin, 
2016), and becomes an effective role model for students, not just in terms of the 
leadership of their own second-year ensembles, but also in terms of their work with 
participants.

Experiencing heutagogy and dialogic pedagogy
Keith Swanwick (1999) made the valuable point that, ‘we can neither teach nor think 
insightfully about teaching what we do not ourselves understand’ (p. x). Having learning 
facilitated in this way brings the experience of learner-directed learning (Price, 2013) 
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more consciously into students’ awareness; they are able to reflect on their tutor’s 
interventions with stronger critical insight and apply this awareness to their own 
teaching-learning situations.

By experiencing their tutors’ approaches to facilitating their learning as being situation-
dependent and dialogic, it enables students to appreciate, in more general terms, how 
control of the teaching-learning situation might be opened up to, and shared with, 
learners more effectively—a critical approach in developing an authentic practice as a 
‘boundary walking’ (Higgins, 2012) community music practitioner. It resonates strongly 
with Freire’s call to resolve ‘the teacher-student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of 
the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and students’ (Freire, 1970, p. 
53)

In dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and students-of-the-teacher cease to exist 
and a new term emerges: teacher-student with students-teachers. The teacher is 
no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue 
with the students, who in turn while being taught also teach. They are jointly 
responsible for a process in which all grow. (Freire, 1970, p. 61)

If students have felt the benefit to their own learning from these open and dialogic 
educational transactions, we hope that they are more likely to appreciate their 
pedagogical value and consequently incorporate them into their own practice as teachers 
or facilitators. It prepares them effectively not only for community music teaching-
learning situations, but more generally for mainstream music education, where these 
same principles are becoming more prevalent:

The hierarchy between teacher and students is being transformed through open 
learning—from vertically downward (expert to novice) to horizontally networked 
(participant as expert and learner). Arising out of a number of behavior shifts: the 
desire for informality; the uncovering of layperson expertise; and a loss of 
deference for experts, we are finally witnessing the transformation of learning. 
(Price, 2013, p. 35)

If we expect community musicians to be able to approach teaching-learning situations 
from this open pedagogical perspective, it therefore becomes imperative that students of 
community music have direct access to, and experience of, these pedagogical principles 
as learners.

In this way, it also helps them to understand important pedagogical shifts, not 
just in music education, but in education more generally. Pluralistic practices quite 
naturally lead to dialogic conceptions of them (Camlin, 2015a; Wegerif, 2012) where 
‘creative tension over a gap of difference’ (Wegerif, 2012) becomes more important to 
grasp than any single monology or practice. These pedagogical principles underpin some 
of the most current developments in music education like Musical Futures (Hallam et al., 
2011; Zeserson, 2014), where the importance of student voice in curriculum design has 
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moved away from traditional pedagogy to more radical conceptions of learning where 
‘pedagogy is no longer enough’ and instead we have andragogy and heutagogy (Price, 
n.d.):

In pedagogy, the learner is led to a conclusion determined by the teacher, 
informed by the teacher’s knowledge and beliefs—it could be termed ‘instructional 
learning’. In andragogy, though the destination may be decided by the tutor, the 
route involves greater learner involvement, acknowledging the importance of 
relevance, motivation, and problem-solving. Although andragogy is a term open to 
many interpretations, let’s use it here to denote ‘self-directed learning’. In 
heutagogy, there is not necessarily a defined destination, nor a prescribed route—
it is ‘self-determined learning’. (Price, 2013, p. 193)

T-shaped musicians
The other benefit of this way of working is in the development of students as neither 
generalists nor rigidly specialist, but rather as versatile musicians with a breadth of 
expertise across genres, as well as a depth of expertise in their specialist area, rather like 
the ‘T-shaped people’ that Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO, described:

T-shaped people have two kinds of characteristics, hence the use of the letter ‘T’ 
to describe them. The vertical stroke of the ‘T’ is a depth of skill that allows them 
to contribute to the creative process. That can be from any number of different 
fields. The horizontal stroke of the ‘T’ is the disposition for collaboration across 
disciplines. It is composed of two things. First, empathy. It’s important because it 
allows people to imagine the problem from another perspective—to stand in 
somebody else’s shoes. Second, they tend to get very enthusiastic about other 
people’s disciplines, to the point that they may actually start to practice them. T-
shaped people have both depth and breadth in their skills. (Brown, n.d.)

The characteristics of the T-Shaped musician are invaluable entrepreneurial attributes for 
anyone entering a music profession that has been changed irrevocably by the recent huge 
shifts in the industry (Anderson, 2009), and may account in part for the recent rise in 
community music programmes within higher education. To be able to develop and 
manage an effective portfolio career requires ‘the sophisticated application of a wide 
range of musical and generic/transferable skills, and more entrepreneurial attitudes 
towards work’ (Hallam & Gaunt, 2012, p. 14). Encouraging versatility by immersing 
students in the kinds of situations we describe helps them to think differently about 

how they plan a future career, with community music a key element within such a 
portfolio.

Assessment

(p. 727) 
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Assessing how far students have developed the necessary skills, knowledge, values, and 
attributes to qualify as a community music practitioner is problematic. Some of that 
qualification can be measured through assessments of their critical understanding of 
their practice in the form of essays and other academic undertaking, which can be 
assessed against standardized criteria for such knowledge at the level appropriate to 
their study. However, this kind of theoretical understanding of practice is only ever—at 
best—a partial grasp of practice. What really qualifies any practitioner is their capacity to
practice, and to be an active member of a community of practice, however small. 
Therefore, the real qualification of practice is either the extent to which a practitioner 
has become integrated into an established community of practice, or the extent to which 
they have established themselves at the centre of their own community of practice—or in 
many cases, both.

Possessing only the theoretical knowledge of practice on the one hand—or the practical 
skills on the other—does not connote praxis. According to Freire, theory without practice 
is an ‘armchair revolution’, while practice without theory is ‘pure activism’ (Freire, 1970, 
p. 48). To qualify as a practitioner of community music in its fullest sense means 
developing the true praxis of mindful doing (Bowman, 2005)—having the skills to practice 
coupled with the knowledge gained from reflection on that practice. As that praxial 
knowledge is highly personalized and situated, it isn’t always easy to assess. 
Furthermore, as practice becomes more automated, it becomes ‘less open to conscious 
reflection’ (Hallam & Gaunt, 2012, p. 25) and ‘through non-reflective iteration, it might 
become habitual’ (Nelson, 2013, p. 46), so continually maintaining praxis—or assessing 
its strength—can prove elusive. The process of qualification of practice is an ongoing 

journey for practitioners of community music, rather than a destination to be achieved on 
completion of a course of study. The pursuit of praxis is therefore an ongoing 
characteristic of community music practitioners who are fully engaged in the 
development of their practice, and one which in turn informs it.

Section 4: Wider implications
There are a number of wider implications of this kind of approach to developing 
community music practice, and the resulting workforce with these skills and attributes. 
Perhaps the most significant of these is the revelation of an integrated approach to 
musicking where the dichotomies that have traditionally divided music education might 
be resolved (Camlin, 2015a). From a dialogical perspective, a ‘gap of difference’ 
(Wegerif, 2012, p. 158) is something to be valued as it helps to create the ‘dialogic 
space’ (Bakhtin, 1981; Finney, 2013; Wegerif, 2012) within which learning can occur. We 
are forced to consider our practice not from an ‘either/or’ perspective, but rather from 
one of ‘yes, and …’
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In other words, learners’ technical development as musicians is important; so is their 
personal development as human beings. Access to music-making is important; so too is 
the quality of music created, as are its social benefits (Camlin, 2015b). The qualities of 
presentational music and participatory music (Turino, 2008) may be different, but both 
have value in different contexts and situations of musicking, and to different degrees, 
especially when considered as complementary forces held in creative tension.

Community music’s contribution to broader educational discourse

Beyond purely musical concerns, this approach to learning can also make a valuable 
contribution to current educational discourse. While educational policy in the United 
Kingdom has been buffeted by the political interests of subsequent administrations 
emphasizing turns towards either Constructivist (Price, 2013; Robinson, 1982, 2011; 
Robinson & Aronica, 2010) or Positivist (Christodoulou, 2014) learning, the dialogic 
approaches to learning implicit within community music practice can offer a way of 
resolving such dichotomies. Facts and skills; theory and practice—or ‘theory imbricated 
within practice’ (Nelson, 2013, p. 5). Pedagogy, andragogy, and heutagogy—all are 
important and have a role to play in teaching-learning situations. Indeed, this emphasis in 
knowing which approaches are good for what teaching-learning situations further 
emphasizes the importance of epistemological flexibility for learners in the Internet age, 
as an important part of a broader liberation of learning and education (Kuhn, n.d.).

Now, perhaps more than ever in its history, community music practices stand poised to 
influence the development of more inclusive approaches to music education (Zeserson, 
2014, p. 32), and education in general. The ongoing development of a workforce with an 
integrated, praxial approach to such an endeavour is a vital part of community music’s 
ongoing purpose, making the ultimate goal of a species more connected to its musical 
birthright all the more achievable.

Reflective Questions
1. What kind of situation has influenced your own development?
2. What would [the-people-you-work-with] say are the values that underpin your 
work/practice?

3. Which voices or perspectives are most/least influential in your work/
practice, and how might a rebalancing of these voices/perspectives produce different 
results?
4. Which of the three dimensions (aesthetic, praxial, social) of music matter most to 
you, and why?
5. Which aspects of your practice would you most like to develop?
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6. What would be the best thing for you to study, to strengthen your critical 
understanding?
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