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Abstract

Music can be understood in many ways. This has important implications for music education.
The research reported here explored how groups of people conceptualise musical understanding
and what they believe supports its acquisition. In this study 465participants completed two
statements: ‘Musical understanding is” and “You learn to understand music through’.
Understanding music was viewed as complex and multidimensionalwith two overarching
themes: personal musical understanding in context and understanding as process, with ten main
sub-themes of understanding: communication, kinaesthetic, emotional, personal, knowledge
about music, critical evaluation,musical elements, analysis and comparison of music, internal
representations, and creating music.Understanding was believed to be acquired through love and
enjoyment of music, physical responses, emotional engagement, analytic processes, active
engagement with music, education or guidance in formal or informal contexts, exposure to
music, and listening. A model is set out illustrating the different ways in which it is possible to

understand music and how these various understandings can be attained and supported.
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Introduction
Research on human understanding has tended to focus either on what it means to understand and
how understanding develops or on the way that knowledge is constructed.In education, the work
of Piaget (1973) and Vygotsky (1978) has been particularly influential in addressing issues
relating to how we learn and understand, both arguing that learning depends on experience,
although Piaget emphasized the individual’s interaction with the environment, while Vygotsky
stressed the importance of social interaction.Their work has been taken forward by many authors
notably Bruner (1966), Rogoff (1990), Wenger (1998) and Wertsch(1985) who have set out
ways in which the work of Piaget and Vygotsky could be applied in education. Related research
has focused on developing taxonomies of learning outcomes concerning levels of understanding
(e.g. Bloom, 1956; Gagne, 1985; Biggs, 1979).
A parallel strand of research has focused on the construction of knowledge. Cognitive
psychologists have proposed schema theory where a schema is a mental structure,whichorganises
andcategorisesinformation and the relationships between different information (Anderson,
1984),while linguists and psycholinguists have focused on conceptual metaphorwhich refers to
the understanding of one idea, or conceptual domain, in terms of another(Lakoff& Johnson,
2003). These approaches both argue that understanding is constructed from life experiences. This
is supported by evidence from neuroscience which has shown how the brain changes in response
to individual experience leading to the brain substrates of processing reflecting the “learning

biography” of each individual (Altenmuller, 2003, p. 349).
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What these various approaches have in common is that they all propose that knowledge is
constructed by individuals on the basis of their experiences. Taking this as its starting point, the
aim of the research reported here was to explore how individuals with different levels of
experience with making musicconceptualise the nature of musical understanding.

Conceptions of Musical Understanding
Developing insights into the ways that people understand music has important implications for
the development of the music curriculum in formal education and the provision of musical
activities in the wider community. The understanding of music can be viewed from a range of
different perspectives: philosophical, sociological, psychological, biological, neurological,
mathematical, musicological, aesthetic, and educational. Over thousands of yearsefforts have
been made to study the significance of musical experience for human perception, its relationship
with the natural world and its political and social impact. Over time our understanding has
increased but there has been a lack of coherence between the different conceptualizations. As
Fiske (2008) puts it:
Giventhe immense research effort, one might expect that we would, by now, know far more
about musical understanding than we do. Indeed we do know a great deal about the acoustics of
music, essential auditory processing protocols, music’s emotional impact, the various ways in
which music can be effectively used in social rituals or entertainment, and the rules of various
musical grammars. But these stories seem incomplete and often disconnected from each other.
Our understanding of one of humanity’s most unique traits remains in many ways as elusive as it

was to scholars thousands of years ago. (p iii)



This lack of a coherent conception of what constitutes musical understanding has led to
considerable controversy and debate. This presents a particular problem for music education,as it
might legitimately be expected that teachers would have a shared conceptualisation of what it
means to ‘understand’ music.This lack of consensus may explain why issues relating to musical
understanding are rarely made explicit in education.

Understanding as Musical Cognition

Early research on musical understanding approached it taking a cognitive perspective. For
instance, Seashore (1919) was concerned with understanding the complex structure of musical
processes and the systematic structures underpinning understanding. He viewed the musical
mind as perceiving and apprehending the attributes of sound (pitch intensity, duration and
extensity) and identified the importance of the representation of music in memory and thought as
fundamental to musical understanding. Mursell (1937) proposed that learners needed to attend to
a broad range of musical elements and the way that these createda musical entity in complex
ways. Mursell identified specific musical elements that he believed became the listeners’
focus,thus determining understanding. The lowest level was a focus on shifting dynamics and
qualities of tone with no awareness of structure or design. At a slightly higher level was the
sequencing of tonal patterns into melodies, followed by rhythm, harmony and finally, ‘the
general architectonicdesign of the music (p. 215).These early conceptions which highlighted the
role of musical perception as the basis for understanding music had limited relevance in terms of
music education as research began to show that the fundamental processes for music perception
were present from birth.Infants are predisposed to attend to melodic contour, rhythmic patterning
and consonant sounds and are similar to adults in their sensitivity to the pitch and rhythmic

grouping of sounds. What they lack is the complex skills required for the perception of music



from any particular culture. It became clear that understanding of tonality was not innate and that
infants needed to learn the particular tonal systems of their culture and that this process took
time. In western cultures by one year old infants respond differently to diatonic and non-diatonic
patterns and by three or four display the ability to respond to the degree of tonality of the stimuli
(Dowling, 1988). Depending on their musical environment, by the age of five children can
generally organise songs around stable tonal keys although they do not have a stable tonal scale
system that can be used to transpose melodies. This develops later (Lamont & Cross, 1994) and
depends on the type and extent of exposure to music of any particular child. Memory for music is
crucial to its reproduction. Implicit knowledge of tonal systems provides a framework which
facilitates this. By 12 months infants have become accustomed to the musical conventions,
patterns and structures of the music that surround them and prefer patterns that conform to that
structure (Trehub, Hill, &Kamenetsky, 1997).Pre-school children can recognise familiar tunes
across many different types of transformations. Overall, the evidence suggested that infants are
sophisticated listeners to music and can remember complex pieces of music in long-term
memory (Trehub et al., 1997).

Given these sophisticated systems for processing sound,musical understanding began to be
conceptualized in different ways. Gordon (1993),whose main focus was assessing musical
potential,proposed that to understand music,learners should be able to audiate, i.e. hear and
comprehend music for which sound is no longer or may never have been physically present
(1993, p. 13). This approach has proved to be highly controversialand criticized,in part because it
has been seen as too atomistic,but also because audiationhas been argued as not being necessary

for understanding (e.g. Colwell & Abrahams, 1991; Woodford, 1996).



Serafine (1988) defined musical understanding as thinking in or with sound, whichoccurred
when individuals could distinguish global features such as dynamics, mood, rhythm, pulse,
timbre, and musical structure. While she recognised that these terms were necessary to
communicate about music she argued that their use did not constitute musical understanding. She
emphasized that music’s organization in an ongoing temporal context distinguished it from other
artistic domains and mere sound. For her, musical understanding was constructed. Dowling
(1999) explored how understanding developed over time,arguing that musical understanding
required sub-conscious analysis relating it to the processing of language, whileLipscomb (1996)
proposed the term ‘apperception’ to describe the acquisition, storage, retrieval and use of
knowledge obtained through the senses and perceptual systems. He argued that for musical
understanding to be achieved, music must be stored in memory in a different form from its
acoustical properties. As music is listened to,attention is given to different elements. This process
is guided by pre-existing knowledge of structure and schemata developed through past
experience. As these processes occur as the result of natural exposure to music, a key question
emerges in relation to what understandings should be addressed in the context of music
education.

Aesthetic Understanding

Aesthetic understanding extends the notion of musical perception as understanding to include the
taste and judgment of each listener. It goes beyond mere perception and requires involvement,
perception of interacting events within the music, cognition of the interplay among the events
within the music and an emotional reaction of some kind (Knieter, 1971; Reimer, 1970).
Aesthetic experience is distinguished from affective experience in that it goes beyond emotional

responses requiring active reflection. There is considerable debate as to what makes some



interactions aesthetic and others not. Some have argued that the term aesthetic experience can be
applied to reaction to any work of art including the response of a young person to the latest pop
release (Hargreaves, 1986).

Physiological and Emotional Responses to Music

Music can produce a wide range of physiological responses (Bartlett, 1996). Although there are
no clear patterns between particular types of music and specific physiological measures, broadly,
exciting music leads to increased arousal, calming music the reverse. However, individual
cognitive responses to music may mediate physiological responses explaining some of the
variability in findings (Ogata, 1995; Vanderark& Ely, 1993). Individual responses may also
depend on how often individuals listen to music, whether they are musically trained, whether
they like the kind of music played, how they interpret the music, their personality and their
typical level of physiological arousal(LeBlanc, 1982). Physiological responses can lead to
behavioural changes. For instance, when lively music is playing,young children become more
active(Ferguson et al., 1994). There is also evidence that muscular tension can be reduced by
listening to quiet, sedative music (Bartlett, 1996).

As music has become more easily accessible it has become evident that individuals have
considerable understanding of the impact of music on their moods and emotions and not only use
music to manipulate their own moods but to create environments that will influence the moods of
others (e.g. DeNora, 2000; Sloboda, O’Neill, &Ivaldi, 2001; Sloboda&O’Neill, 2002). Young
people also perceive music as a means for mood regulation, especially for controlling their
feelings and making them feel good (North et al., 2000; Saarikallio&Erkkila, 2007). Music can
evoke very strong emotional experiences (see Gabrielsson, 2001 for a review) and can be used to

overcome powerful emotions. This may explain why adolescents who report a high frequency of



personal problems listen to music more frequently than their peers (Behne, 1997). Knowledge
about how music affects moods and emotions seems to develop naturally in the same way as
musical perception.

Physical and emotional responses to musiccan be explained in several ways. There may be ‘pre-
wired’ connections between musical stimuli and emotional responses, particularly in relation to
the "primitive" components of music, e.g. loudness, timbre, pitch and tempo (Gabrielsson, 1993).
Cognition may also play a mediating role; for instance, a particular piece of music might be
connected with an emotional event. Alternatively, emotion may be aroused when musical
expectations are disconfirmed or delayed (Meyer, 1956). It is likely that all three explanations
are relevant on different occasionsor working in combination.

The role of emotion has been acknowledged by some authors theorizing musical understanding.
Seashore (1919) observed that thought was inseparable from feeling and action, while Mursell
(1937) argued that music carries emotion without representation or symbolism. For him,
listening was the primary musical activity but what was perceived was ‘constructed’ by
individuals,as everyone brings their previous experiences to the listening process. Elliott (1995)
in his ‘praxial’ philosophy of music suggested that musical understanding is based on a
cognitive-affective constructive process. He suggested that music is expressive of specific
emotions which ‘provide the artistic means to extend the range of our expressive powers beyond
those we find naturally and ordinarily’ (Elliott, 2005, 97). Bartel (2002) also supported the view
that emotion is an important part of musical understanding and argued that ‘the biggest lack in
theories of musical understanding is the absence of a thorough integration of emotional tone into

every construct’ (p 65).



The Complexity of Musical Understanding

Several authors have proposed that musical understanding can operate at different levels and can
be partial and a matter of degree (e.g. Budd, 1985; Tanner, 1985; Davies, 1994). Elliott (1995)
spoke of musical knowing rather than understanding and suggested that this could be formal,
informal, impressionistic, supervisory and procedural, while Zenker (2002) proposedthat there is
no single ‘music-understanding-know-how’ and that musical understanding depends on
engagement in a wide variety of musical activities.

Some have focused on understanding as application. For instance, Gardner (1999) suggestedthat
an ‘individual understands a concept, skill, theory, or domain of knowledge to the extent that he
or she can apply it appropriately in a new situation’ (p. 119). Swanwick and Tillman (1986)
demonstrated how understanding developed practically through studying the process of children
and young people’s composing. On the basis of their findings theydevised a descriptive spiral
building on the ideas of mastery, imitation, imaginative play and metacognitionwith
understanding moving through sensory, manipulative, personal expressiveness, vernacular,
speculative, idiomatic, symbolic, and systematic phases. The importance of musical engagement
is reinforced with Swanwick and Franca (1999) arguing that musical understanding is ‘an
underlying conceptual dimension that is manifested through the various channels — composing,
performing and audience-listening’ (p 12). Overall, there is recognition that musical
understanding differs at the individual level (e.g. Glover 1990; Haack, 1990) and is shaped by
the extent of engagement with music (e.g. Burnard, 2000; Campbell, 1998; Davidson et al.,
1988), the context of that engagement (e.g. Dibben, 2001) and the culture within which is

embedded (e.g. Campbell, 2005; Dibben, 2001).



Aims of the Current Research

Music education over the years has variously focused on the perceptual aspects of music (being
able to recognize different instruments, rhythms, melodic and harmonic structures and forms);
knowledge about music and its context; aesthetic appreciation; and the application of skills
through re-creating or creating music. Overall, there has been less attention to understanding
music through its affective impact despite the increasing evidence that this may be how it is most
frequently appreciated in everyday life. This begs the question as to how music is understood by
those who are not music educators; for instance, do adults and children have different
conceptions of what it means to understand music, or are there differences between people with
different levels of musical expertise?This paper addresses these questions,reporting the findings
of a research project exploring how different groups of people conceptualise musical
understanding and what they believe enables individuals to acquire it. The research questions
were:

— in what ways do people conceptualise musical understanding?

— are there differences in conceptualization between adults and children with different

levels of musical expertise?
— how do people believe that musical understanding is acquired?
— are there differences in beliefs about how musical understanding is acquired between
adults and children with different levels of musical expertise?
Methodology

In order to address these questions, 465 individuals comprising 113 adult professional musicians,
60adult amateur musicians, 94 adult non-musicians, 92school students actively engaged in

extra-curricular musical activities and 104 students only engaged in music making as part of the
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school curriculumwere asked to complete two statements ‘Musical understanding is’ and “You
learn to understand music through’. Open ended statements were used to make it possible to
access people’s deeply held views rather than using statements with which they could agree or
disagree, which may have inclined them to respond in particular ways.
The sample was derived from children in two secondary schools;those participating in extra
curricula musical activities in Local Authority Music Schools; adults participating in amateur
choirs, bands and orchestras; professional musicians who engaged in freelance performing
activities and taught instruments and class music lessons; and other members of the public
accessed through a snowballing technique who had no active engagement with making music,
although they may have listened to it on a regular basis. The research followed the ethical
guidelines of the British Educational Research Association. Participants provided no personal
information in responding to the questions beyond their membership of one of the above
groups;anonymity was therefore assured. All participation was voluntary.
The qualitative data were analysed through an iterative process outlined by Cooper and Mcintyre
(1993). The responses were coded into themes using an iterative process described by Tesch
(1990) as empirical phenomenology since it treats the participants’ accounts and thoughts about
their own experience as data. The process involved:

1. Reading a random sample of responses;

2. ldentifying points of similarity and difference among these responses in relation to the

research questions;
3. Generating theories against a new set of responses;
4. Testing theories against a new set of responses;

5. Testing new theories against responses that had already been dealt with;
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6. Carrying all existing theories forward to new responses;
7. Repeating the above process until all data had been examined and all theories tested
against all data (Cooper &Mclntyre, 1993).
NVivo was utilized to facilitate the process. A range of themes emerged which are described
below.
Findings
Conceptions of Musical Understanding
A number of respondents made statements which merely stated that understanding music was
understanding music, for instance:
‘Knowing how to play and understand the true meaning of music.’
‘Someone who has musical understanding is a person who understands music.
A number indicated that it was very difficult to define or that they would not use the term
‘understanding’ to describe meaning in music:
‘That is a big question.’
‘I've never been sure what the phrase musical understanding means’
‘Maybe musical understanding is undefinable in words.’
Many of the respondents indicated that understanding music was complex and multidimensional
and that music could be understood in many different ways:
‘A peculiar but highly satisfying conjunction of intellectual appreciation (of form) and of
emotional response (to sound).’
‘A whole network of different cognitive, psychological, sociological, musicological as well as

neuropsychological processes.’
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In addition to this acknowledgement of complexity two overarching themes emerged from the
data, personal understanding in context and understanding as part of the process of engagement
with music. In relation to understanding as the process of active engagement with music five key
sub-themes emerged: creating music; analysis/comparison; kinaesthetic understanding; critical
evaluation; and internal representations of music. Personal understanding in context included
understanding music as a form of communication, emotional understanding, personal
understandings, knowledge about music, and understanding musical elements. Some of these
sub-themes also had itemised sub-categories. These are set out in Tables 1 and 2 with examples
of quotations from each theme and sub-theme.

Table 1: Themes emerging in relation to personal musical understanding in context

Personal understanding in context

Understanding music as a form of communication

Music as a language

‘To know the language of any type of music and be able to interpret it.’

“The ability to comprehend music as an expressive language by means of awareness and knowledge
obtained through listening.’

Understanding the composers intentions

‘Understanding what the composer wants to express through the song or the classical piece they have
composed.’

‘Understand the message or feeling that the composer artist is trying to convey’

‘Understand the words’

‘It means when you understand the music — what it’s trying to tell you about.’

Understanding sound

‘How sound is recorded, transmitted, and received by the listener. Acoustics, distortion, echo and other
effects’

Emotional understanding

‘Experiencing feelings in response to the music.’

‘Being able to understand the emotions that are being conveyed and to derive joy and understanding.’
‘Hearing music and being moved emotionally or subconsciously by it for no academic or definable
reason.’

‘Musical understanding occurs when the music communicates its intention to the listener and the listener
experiences an emotional or even spiritual experience.’

‘Bypassing language and cultural norms to make contact with emotions directly.’

Personal meanings

Personal/subjective understanding

‘Being able to produce yourself what you believe the music to mean. It’s a personal relationship with the
page/aural stimulus.’

‘Musical understanding is highly subjective. I would argue that there is no absolute musical
understanding but that each individual makes their own understanding of a particular piece of music.’
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Links with other elements of life

‘The subtleties of music escape me. Nevertheless some performances of some pieces of music do affect
my feelings. Some move me considerably, usually, | suspect by associations with the first time | heard
them or some other emotional event in my life.’

‘Listening to the lyrics and try to link it to everyday life’

Subjective appreciative evaluation

‘A simple understanding of what you like.’

‘Having an opinion/musical taste.’

Knowledge about music

Knowledge of factual or historical aspects of music

‘Knowledge of music, composers, history, background.’

‘Knowledge of the era in which the music was written and why that kind of music was popular.

Being able to place it in a particular historical and cultural context.’

Knowledge of genre

‘Having a thorough knowledge of various musical genres.’

‘There is also the notion of having a wide knowledge of different genres of music, of different musicians
within a genre. Someone might have a wide knowledge of jazz which enables them to identify different
styles within jazz.’

Knowledge of cultural context

‘Understanding cultural attitudes in society.’

‘Initially understanding is a form of tacit knowledge of musical practices as heard/experienced within the
historically specific, socio-cultural milieu of a person’s childhood.’

The role and function of music in culture

“The place in human society, its uses in society, its impact on society economically, politically,
scientifically, religiously as a force and agent for change.’

‘Understanding how music has been constructed in the past and for what purpose.’

Understanding musical elements

‘Being able to listen to music with perception of melody, harmony, rhythm and timbre.’

‘An awareness and appreciation of how music communicates through rhythm, pitch, speed, volume, and
instrumental and vocal tone, and colour.’

Musical structure

‘Understanding the structure of music, the way in which tones and rhythms are constructed and
manipulated to produce certain effects.’

‘A sense of the structure of a piece, its harmony, melodic structure and form.’

Identifying instrumentation

‘The knowledgeable listener knows which instruments are playing.’

‘Distinguish the instruments which are used in music.’
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Table 2: Themes emerging in relation to musical understanding in terms of process

Understanding as process

Understanding is creating music

Creativity

‘To write music in an original style.’

‘Being able to put together and experiment with elements of music — constructive/creative.’
Interpretation

‘Phrasing, making decisions about the style of playing.’

‘Partly projecting one’s own experiences onto the music and making it one’s own.’

Being able to make music

‘Knowing enough to successfully create, perform and understand why it works or why it doesn’t.’
‘Understanding how to make music through improvisation and composition.’

Making music with others

‘Participating with other people.’

‘Play in an ensemble. Then when you listen to other people playing you have more appreciation and
understanding of what’s going on.’

Reading notation of some kind

‘Being able to turn notation (graphic, staff, tab, etc) into sound.’

‘Be able to read notes.’

Aural skills related to making music

‘Having an aural understanding of a piece in terms of an appreciation of what the piece is aiming to
convey.’

‘Listening to the beat, the rhythm so see or know if it is movement such as dance, drill or marching.’
Explain or demonstrate

‘Being able to explain or practically demonstrate to others.’

Analysis /comparison
‘Being able to make comparisons across different styles of music.’
‘Being able to understand what is happening in an analytic way.’

Internal representations of music

‘To be able to recognize it, know what is coming next and be able to hear it internally without it being
played.’

‘The ability to guess where the music is going and to recognize the logic behind where it has gone.’

Critical evaluation

‘Being able to listen to music critically.’

‘Being able to distinguish errors in performance.’

‘Being able to listen to music and appreciate with discernment.’

Kinaesthetic understanding

‘For musicians and singers there is also a physical understanding. The physical sensations of touch, blow,
finger pressure, engagement of the whole body all combine with hearing and feeling the note to constitute
appreciation of the musical phenomenon and therefore understanding.
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While the research was essentially qualitativein nature it was felt that it was important to provide
an indication of the extent to which each theme was raised by each group in order to explore
whether some themes emerged more strongly in particular groups. This was not intended to
provide a statistical analysis of the data, but merely to give an indication of the ways in which
different groups might perceive musical understanding. Table 3 sets out the number and
percentage of participants responding in relation to each sub-theme. The most common
responses overall were emotional understanding; understanding musical elements; being able to
make music; and subjective appreciative evaluation of music. The responses least often
generated included: critical evaluation; analysis/comparison; making music with others;
kinaesthetic understanding; aural skills related to making music; internal representations of

music and being able to explain or demonstrate.
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Table 3: Frequency of responses for each sub-theme across the whole sample

Number of Percentage
individuals
responding in

each theme
Emotional understanding 131 28%
Understanding musical elements 113 24%
Creating music: Being able to make music 109 23%
Personal: Subjective appreciative evaluation 102 22%
Understanding musical elements: Musical structure 93 20%
Knowledge: Knowledge of genre 92 20%
Communication: Understanding the composers intentions 75 16%
Understanding musical elements: Identifying instrumentation 71 15%
Understanding as complex and multidimensional 71 15%
Creating music: Reading notation of some kind 65 14%
Knowledge: Knowledge of cultural context 51 11%
Personal: Personal/subjective understanding 48 10%
Communication: Understanding sound 37 8%
Knowledge: Knowledge of factual or historical aspects of music 35 8%
Communication: Music as a language 33 7%
Personal: Links with other elements of life 31 7%
Knowledge: The role and function of music in culture 27 6%
Creating music: Creativity 26 6%
Critical evaluation 25 5%
Analysis /comparison 25 5%
Creating music: Interpretation 21 4%
Creating music: Making music with others 20 4%
Creating music: Aural skills related to making music 15 3%
Kinaesthetic understanding 13 3%
Internal representations of music 4 1%
Creating music: Explain or demonstrate 3 .6%

*Percentages do not sum to 100 as participants made more than one response

Further description was provided through adding the responses in each major sub-theme
subsuming those from their sub-themes. Overall, participants made 1336 responses. Percentages
were calculated based on the number of responses rather than the number of individuals
responding in each theme. The greatest percentage of responses related to understanding musical
elements (277 responses, 21%) followed by creating music (259 responses, 19%), knowledge
about music (205 responses, 15%), personal understandings (181 responses,14%),

communication (145 responses, 11%), emotional understanding (131 responses, 10%),
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understanding as complex and multi-dimensional (71 responses, 5%); and other understandings
(67 responses, 5%).

Group differences.
Unsurprisingly, the professional musicians made more reference to musical understanding being
complex and multidimensional, with 33% of musicians making a response in relation to this
theme. They also referred to more sub-themes than the other respondents with a mean number of
responses of 4.16. They were also the group most likely to indicate that understanding related to
understanding the composer’s intentions (25%). They, alongside the adults who were not
actively engaged in music, gave the highest percentage of responses that understanding was
emotional (43%) and related to subjective appreciative evaluation (35%) and personal subjective
understanding (22%). They also made many responses in relation to understanding musical
elements (27%), musical structure (30%) and identifying instrumentation (27%). They also
generated numerous responses relating to knowledge of both genre (23%) and knowledge of
cultural context (23%). Being able to create music through making it was also seen as important
(17%) as was analysis and comparison (11%) (see Table 4). The adult amateur musicians made
on average 3.00 responses. The focus of their responses was understanding musical elements and
musical form along the emotional aspects of musical understanding and subjective appreciative
evaluation. Surprisingly, the adult non-musicians made on average more responses than the
adults involved in amateur music making (3.52). For them emotional understanding (43%) was
the focus followed by knowledge of genre (32%) and subjective appreciative evaluation (31%).
They also acknowledged that understanding musical elements (28%) and structure (20%) were
important (see Table 4). The young musicians on average made 2.27 responses. Their strongest

responses were in relation to being able to make music (37%), followed by understanding of
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musical elements (21%), emotional understanding (20%) and musical structure (19%). Not
surprisingly, the young people not actively engaged in music made the least number of responses
(1.25). Their strongest responses related to being able to make music (28%), reading notation of
some kind (24%) and understanding musical elements (20%). In some sub-themes they made no

response at all.
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Table 4: Generation of themes by number of participants

Sub themes where applicable Professional | Adult Adult Young Young
musicians amateur non- musicians | non-
musicians | musicians musicians
(N =113) (N =60) (N=94) (N=92) (N =104)
Musical understanding as complex and multidimensional
[33% (37) [ 20% (12) [17% (16) | 7% (6) |
Personal musical understanding in context
Communication
Music as a language 12% (14) 7% (4) 10% (9) 7% (6)
Understanding the composer’s intentions 25% (28) 2% (1) 14% (13) 15% (14) 18% (19)
Understanding sound 12% (13) 8% (5) 4% (4) 15% (14) 1% (1)
Emotional understanding
| 43% (49) | 28% (17) [ 43% (40) | 20% (18) | 5% (5)
Personal understandings
Subjective understanding 22% (25) 18% (11) 7% (7) 3% (3) 2% (2)
Links with other elements of life 10% (11) 7% (4) 14% (13) 3% (3)
Subjective appreciative evaluation 35% (40) 27% (16) 31% (29) 15% (14) 1% (1)
Knowledge
Knowledge of facts about or history of music 13% (15) 3% (2) 12% (11) 2% (2) 5% (5)
Knowledge of genre 23% (26) 13% (8) 32% (30) 17% (16) 12% (12)
Knowledge of cultural context 23% (26) 7% (4) 21% (20) 1% (1)
The role and function of music in culture 9% (10) 5% (3) 12% (11) 3% (3)
Understanding musical elements
Undifferentiated 27% (30) 27% (16) 28% (26) 21% (19) 20% (21)
Musical structure 30% (34) 33% (20) 20% (19) 19% (17) 2% (2)
Identifying instrumentation 27% (30) 23% (14) 17% (16) 10% (9) 2% (2)
Musical understanding as process
Creating music
Creativity 9% (10) 5% (3) 7% (7) 3% (3) 2% (2)
Interpretation 4% (4) 8% (5) 4% (4) 8% (7)
Being able to make music 17% (19) 20% (12) 7% (7) 37% (34) 28% (29)
Making music with others 6% (7) 8% (5) 4% (4) 4% (4)
Reading notation of some kind 4% (4) 15% (9) 14% (13) 15% (14) 24% (25)
Aural skills related to making music 9% (10) 3% (2) 2% (2) 1% (1)
Explain or demonstrate 3% (3)
Other

Analysis /comparison 11% (12) 5% (3) 9% (8) 1% (1) 1% (1)
Internal representations of music 1% (1) 2% (1) 1% (1) 1% (1)
Critical evaluation 6% (7) 3% (2) 15% (14) 2% (2)
Kinaesthetic understanding 4% (5) 2% (1) 7% (7)

When the analysis was undertaken in relation to the number of responses in each major sub-

theme there were differences in the responses for each group. The professional and amateur adult

musicians each indicated that understanding musical elements was the most important, the
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amateurs more than the professionals. For the adult non-musicians knowledge about music was

central, while for both groups of young people it was creating music (non-musicians 43%,

musicians 30%). Overall, personal understandings resonated more with the adults. Surprisingly

the young musicians rated communication more highly than the professional musicians (see

Table 5).

Table 5: Percentages of number of responses by group in each theme

Percentage of responses in relation to each main | Professional | Adult Adult Young Young
theme musicians amateur non- musicians | non-
musicians | musicians musicians

Responses = | Responses | Responses | Responses | Responses
Understanding as: 470 = 180 =331 =209 =130
Complex 8% (37) 7% (12) 5% (16) 3% (6)

Personal musical understanding in context
Communication 12% (55) 6% (10) 8% (26) 16% (34) 15% (20)
Emotional 10% (49) 9% (17) 12% (40) 9% (18) 4% (5)
Personal 16% (76) 17% (31) 15% (49) 8% (17) 5% (6)
Knowledge about music 16% (77) 9% (17) 22% (72) 11% (22) 13% (17)
Musical elements 20% (94) 28% (50) 18% (61) 21% (45) 19% (25)
Musical understanding as process
Creating music 12% (57) 20% (36) 11% (37) 30% (63) 43% (56)
Other 5% (25) 4% (7) 9% (30) 2% (4) 1% (1)
Number of responses

Number of responses 470 180 331 209 130
Mean 4.16 3 3.52 2.27 1.25

*Percentages have been rounded to the nearest whole number so may not sum to 100
*Numbers in brackets refer to number of responses

How is Musical Understanding Developed?

In the same way that people recognized the complexity of musical understanding, they

recognized that developing musical understanding could be undertaken through multiple

activities:

‘Listening, performing, discussing, composing.’

‘Any musical activities help you to understand music, even if you don’t formally study it.’
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‘Listening to various genres and styles, attending concerts, reading articles, books, watching

musical activities, practising an instrument, having lessons.’

The same two overarching themes emerged as in relation to the nature of understanding: personal
understanding in context and understanding as process. For personal understanding in context
three sub-themes emerged: understanding through love and enjoyment of music; through
physical responses to music;and through emotional engagement. For understanding through
process five sub-themes emerged: understanding through analytic processes; through active
engagement with music; through education or guidance in formal or informal contexts (including
feedback); through exposure to music (including through family and friends); and through

listening. Example quotations and the sub-themes for each theme are set out in Table 6.
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Table 6: Themes relating to the development of understanding

Personal musical understanding in context

Understanding through love and enjoyment of music

‘Loving music and actively engaging in musical activities.’

‘Everything that when you hear it you enjoy it and it moves you positively.’
‘Enjoying music, the international language.’

Understanding through physical responses to music
‘Physical responses like dance.’
‘Listening to it, feeling the vibrations and the rhythms.’

Understanding through emotional engagement
‘Wanting to get in touch with your emotions. Connecting with other people’s emotions.’
‘We understand music through feeling, instinctively, and by relating it to our past musical experiences.’

Musical understanding as process

Understanding through analytic processes

‘Examining individual elements/genres and why and how they work.’
‘Dissecting and analyzing how a piece of music was put together.’
Understanding through engagement in discussions

‘Talking to other musicians and discussing.’

‘Discussion with peer groups and family.’

Understanding through active engagement with making music

‘Being able to take part in musical activities.’

‘Engagement in listening, composing, performing, improvising, appreciation of music.’
‘Practise it over and over again.’

Musical expression and communication

‘Playing or singing with sensitive musical expression and communication.’
‘Being able to perform music musically.’

Understanding through experimentation

‘Experimenting and trying to be creative and original.’

Understanding through reflection

‘Reflection (watching musicians).’

‘Reflecting on your own efforts at performance.’

‘Researching and thinking.’

Understanding through education or guidance in formal or informal contexts (including feedback)
‘Learning from others especially rehearsal/performance with professional /talented musicians.’

‘High level formal instruction undoubtedly plays a part in fostering a truly deep and rich musical
understanding at a sophisticated level. Even a basic musical literacy (in Western culture anyway) requires
some degree of systematic instruction/ learning.’

‘A fuller understanding of any kind of music or musical tradition requires a degree of guidance or
initiation. In other words we have to be taught to understand and appreciate music even if we teach
ourselves by reading books or CD inserts or follow a teach yourself course. Like language music is
something we have to learn to appreciate and enjoy.’

‘Learn through receiving feedback.’

‘Music lessons.’

Understanding through teaching

‘Teaching the requirements of the National Curriculum has forced me to widen my knowledge about
world music.’

Understanding through exposure to music (including through family and friends)
‘Enculteration - growing up in a rich musical environment.’
‘A vast array of stimuli, individual, group music making, media, friends.’

23




Early years

‘As with all languages I believe this is best learnt when very young and this is most successful in actively
musical households where the family influence is strong.’

‘Being exposed to it from an early age.’

Understanding through listening

‘Listening to a wide range of music recorded and live.’

‘Listening — there is no substitute.’

‘Being able to focus one’s attention on sound.’

Listening to a wide range of music/ being open eared

‘Listening and appreciating different musics.’

‘By exposing yourself to as broad a pallet of music as possible.’

‘Listening to different types of music, allowing yourself to be exposed to new types, being open minded
about music.’

Music learning through other media

‘Internet.’

‘Linking with other media or events (Shakespeare and music of late Renaissance/early Baroque).
‘Reading about it.’

Table 7 provides information about the percentage of individuals responding in each sub-
theme,revealing that overall the highest percentage of individuals responding was in relation to
understanding through listening (63%); followed by active engagement with music (58%);
education or guidance in formal or informal contexts (including feedback) (30%); love and
enjoyment of music (17%); listening to a wide range of music (being open eared) (13%); and
through exposure to music (including through family and friends) (10%) (see Table 7). As some

individuals made more than one response the percentages do not total to 100%.
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Table 7: Generation of themes

Understanding through: Number of | Percentage
individuals
responding
in each
theme

Listening 295 63%

Active engagement with making music 269 58%

Education or guidance in formal or informal contexts (including feedback) | 138 30%

Love and enjoyment of music 77 17%

Listening - Listening to a wide range of music/ being open eared 61 13%

Listening - exposure to music (including through family and friends) 46 10%

Listening - Music learning through other media 40 9%

Analytic processes - Understanding through engagement in discussions 36 8%

Active engagement with making music - Understanding through 36 8%

experimentation

Analytic processes 34 7%

Emotional engagement 23 5%

Active engagement with making music - Understanding through reflection 19 4%

Listening - Early years 17 4%

Understanding through physical responses to music 12 3%

Musical expression and communication 10 2%

Understanding through teaching others 6 1%

*Percentages do not sum to 100 as respondents made responses in more than one theme

A further analysis was undertaken which added the responses in each major theme, subsuming
those from the sub-themes. Overall, participants made 1119 responses. The percentages for this
analysis were calculated based on the number of responses rather than the number of individuals
in the sample. The greatest percentage of responses related to listening (396 responses, 35%) and
active engagement with music (334 responses, 30%) followed by education or guidance in
formal or informal settings (144 responses, 13%), love and enjoyment (77 responses, 7%),
analytic processes (70 responses, 6%), exposure to music (63 responses, 6%), emotional
engagement (23 responses, 2%) and physical responses (12 responses, 1%).

Group differences.
The professional musicians on average made the most responses (3.28). For them understanding

was achieved mainly through listening (75%) and active engagement with making music (74%).
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Education or guidance received support from 27%; followed by experimentation (21%); and love
and enjoyment (20%).The adult amateur musicians on average made 2.15 responses. The highest
percentage of them responded in relation to active engagement with music (58%); listening
(38%); education (30%); love and enjoyment (18%); and exposure (17%).Adults not actively
engaged in music made on average 2.5 responses and indicated that understanding was mainly
acquired through listening (67%);active engagement with music (42%); listening to a wide range
of music - being open eared (28%); education (25%); through other media (19%); and through
love and enjoyment (18%).The young musicians made on average 2.42 responses and indicated
that active engagement was the key to understanding (79%) followed by listening (66%);
education (36%); love and enjoyment (15%); and listening to a wide range of music - being open
eared (10%). The young people not actively engaged with music made on average 1.46 responses
and reported that understanding was acquired through listening (61%); active engagement with

music making (37%); education (29%); and love and enjoyment of music (10%)(see Table 8).

26



Table 8: Generation of themes by groups

Professional | Adult Adult non- | Young Young

musicians amateur musicians | musicians | non-
musicians musicians

N-113 N =60 N=94 N =92 N =104

Personal musical understanding in context

Understanding through love and enjoyment of music

|20% (23) | 18% (11) |18% (17) | 15% (14) | 10% (10)

Understanding through physical responses to music

| 4% (5) | [5%(6) [1%(@Q1) |
Understanding through emotional engagement
[7% @) | [12% (1D [3% (@) |

Musical understanding through process

Understanding through analytic processes

Undifferentiated 13% (15) 10% (6) 7% (7) 7% (6)

Understanding through 16% (18) 10% (6) 4% (4) 8% (7) 1% (1)
engagement in discussions

Understanding through active engagement with making music

Undifferentiated 74% (83) 58% (35) 42% (39) 79% (73) | 37% (38)
Musical expression and 5% (6) 2% (1) 1% (1) 2% (2)
communication
Understanding through 21% (24) 2% (1) 4% (4) 5% (5) 2% (2)
experimentation
Understanding through 10% (11) 3% (2) 1% (1) 5% (5)
reflection

Understanding through education or guidance in formal or informal contexts (including

feedback)

Undifferentiated 27% (30) 35% (21) 25% (23) 36% (33) | 29% (30)
Understanding through 4% (5) 2% (1)

teaching others

Understanding through exposure to music (including through family and friends)

Undifferentiated 16% (18) 17% (10) 13% (12) 4% (4)
Early years 8 4 4
7% 7% 4%
Understanding through listening
Undifferentiated 75% (85) 38% (23) 67% (63) 66% (61) | 61% (63)

Listening to a wide range 14% (16) 10% (6) 28% (26) 10% (9) 4% (4)
of music/ being open eared

Music learning through 14% (16) 3% (2) 19% (18) 4% (4)
other media

Total responses 371 129 235 223 152
Mean number of 3.28 2.15 25 2.42 1.46
responses

When the analysis was undertaken in relation to the number of responses in each major sub-

theme rather than the number of individuals responding in that theme there were differences in
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the responses for each group. The most striking differences were between the musicians who

gave stronger responses in relation to understanding through active music making and the non-

musicians who gave stronger responses in relation to listening (see Table 9).

Table 9: Percentages of number of responses to main themes by group

Professional | Adult Adultnon- | Young Young non-
musicians amateur musicians musicians | musicians
musicians
Number of Number Number of | Number Number of
responses = | of responses = | of responses =
371 responses | 107 responses | 152
=129 =223
Musical understanding in context
Understanding through love and 6% (23) 9% (11) 7% (17) 6% (14) 7% (10)
enjoyment of music
Understanding through physical 1% (5) 2% (5) 0.4% (1)
responses to music
Understanding through emotional 2% (8]) 5% (11) 1% (3)
engagement
Musical understanding as process
Understanding through analytic 9% (33) 9% (12) | 5% (13) 6% (13) 0.6% (1)
processes
Understanding through active 33% (124) 30% (39) | 19% (45) 38% (85) | 26% (40)
engagement with making music
Understanding through education or | 9% (35) 17% (22) | 10% (23) 15% (33) | 20% (30)
guidance in formal or informal
contexts (including feedback)
Understanding through exposure to 7% (26) 11% (14) | 7% (16) 1% (4)
music (including through family and
friends)
Understanding through listening 32% (117) 24% (31) | 45% (107) 31% (70) | 47% (71)
Total responses 371 129 235 223 152
Mean number of responses 3.28 2.15 2.5 2.42 1.46

*Percentages may not add to 100 as they have been rounded to the nearest whole number

Discussion

There are limitations to this research. As with all qualitative research there are issues relating to

the extent to which the findings can be generalised. The large sample, made possible by the

specific methodology adopted, does provide some basis for generalising the findings to other
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populations.However, the findings reflect the nature of the research method adopted, particularly
as the numeric data included is at a descriptive and therefore indicative level. The methodology,
while enabling access to strongly held and personal perceptions, relied on the generation of those
ideas with no prompts. Individuals may have had other conceptions which they could not bring
to mind at that point in time. A further study using rating scales to which respondents indicate
their level of agreement to statements is indicated. This would also enable complex statistical
analysis.

Across the whole sample musical understanding was mainly viewed as relating to musical
elements and being able to create or recreate music, although there was also a substantial number
of respondents who indicated that understanding related to knowledge about music, personal
understandings, communication and emotional understanding. Examination of the differences
between groups, although no statistical analysis was undertaken,suggested that the professional
musicians held the most complex and detailed conceptions and that the young people not actively
engaged in music beyond the school curriculum the least. The professionals, more than the other
groups, emphasised understanding the composers’ intentions, presumably because this is a focus
of their daily work and is also a product of their training. The adults who were not actively
engaged in making music emphasised the importance of knowledge about music, while all of the
adults gave more responses in relation to personal understandings. In contrast, the young people,
whether actively engaged in making music or not, emphasised the importance of communication
and creating and re-creating music. The adult amateur musicians emphasised understanding in
terms of musical elements. These differences suggest that conceptions of understanding are

based on individuals’ differing experiences with music and music education.
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There was greater agreement on how musical understanding is achieved. Overwhelmingly it was
seen to develop through active engagement in making music or listening to music. The emphasis
given to each of these varied with those who were actively engaged in making music giving
greater emphasis to that, while those who were not gave greater emphasis to listening.

Overall, the research showed that music can be and is understood in a variety of ways. There is
overlap between the types of engagement which may lead to understanding as there is between
the different kinds of understanding. Engagement with music in any form is likely to increase
understanding in some way. The key issue that needs to be considered by music educators is the
kind of understandingsthat music education should be developing. It is arguable that all of them
are relevant and important. What has tended to be neglected in music education is recognition
and understanding of the emotional impact of music, the extent to which it can change moods
and engender emotional responses and the way that personal understandings develop. As music
has increasingly become accessible to everyone at any time and there is compelling evidence to
suggest that individuals use their personal understandings to manipulate moods and emotions
these elements should perhaps be considered as part of music education.

In the teaching of music whether in classrooms or instrumental tuition the focus is mainly on
acquiring skills which facilitate participation in music or developing an intellectual
understanding of it. There is little emphasis on music as communication and acknowledgement
of the wider benefits it can have throughout life in relation to general well-being (see Clift et al.,
2010; Hallam et al., 2014). The evidence of the beneficial effects of music in the long term make
a strong case for one element of music education being on engendering motivation to continue

active engagement with music throughout the lifespan.
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Figure 1 provides a representation of the findings synthesising the ways in which musical
understanding is perceived to be acquired alongside the different types of understanding
identified. Many of the elements of the model are similar to those proposed by Wiggins (2015)
who sets out dimensions and metadimensions of musical experience.The models differ in that the
centre of her model includes musical elements with the metadimensions, for instance, affective
qualities, genre, historical context, encircling these. The model proposed here places love and
enjoyment at the centre. Of course this is controversial, but education provides a foundation for
learning throughout life. If a love of music is not engendered prior to an individual’s transition to
adulthood it is unlikely that any further engagement with music will follow. Promoting love and
enjoyment of music should perhaps therefore take its place alongside other educational aims.
This does not preclude the pursuit of high levels of attainment and deep understanding of music
in all its forms. Indeed, where the quality of learning and its outcomes are high in any activity,
participants derive greater enjoyment, providing that the learning environment is supportive and
positively framed. Positive emotional experiences in music lessons will lead to greater
enthusiasm and motivation which in turn heighten levels of engagement, enhance knowledge and
skills, and promote the attainment of higher levels of expertise. Being able to engage with more
complex music and having greater composition skills increases the level of challenge and
pleasure when goals are attained. An emphasis on self expression and the emotional elements of
music may also facilitate the development of a musical identity. There are also benefits to the

teacher in that well motivated students are easier and more rewarding to teach.
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Figure 1. Promoting Musical Understanding
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