PRACTICE

A Research-Infused Undergraduate Music Curriculum

Abstract

As music programs at colleges and universities join the
undergraduate research movement, many faculty and
administrators may be unsure of terminology, educa-
tional practices, or ways to combine some of the creative
aspects of music degree requirements into compeiling
undergraduate research projects. One of the biggust
challenges is embedding undergraduate research waud
creative activity (URSCA) into the curriculum so {ha:
more students experience it without placing additiona!
burdens on faculty. This article offers examples within
the music degree and general education requirements at
two universities that might serve as models. They range
from freshman year to senior capstone projects, offering
students inspiring and active learning experiences that
will enhance their engagement with the subject matter
and link their learning with the discovery of knowledge
and art.
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Music has been one of the last disciplines to embrace
undergraduate research (UR), as many instructors across
the country either do not know about the growing under-
graduate research activity nationally or are reluctant to
join in. Many others are mentoring undergraduate research
but simply not labeling it as such. Still others have
not combined the various elements of student creativity
into projects that could be recognized as research. This
article describes several efforts at Montana State Univer-
sity (MSU) and the University of Wisconsin—Eau Claire
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(UWEQ), offering suggestions that could be applied at
other institutions. URSCA is a requirement in general
education at the former and a path to general education at
the latter institution.

Terminology

The Council on Undergraduate Research (CUR 2017)
defines undergraduate research as follows: “An inquiry
or investigation conducted by an undergraduate student
it:at makes an original intellectual or creative contribution
to the discipline.” Reactions to this definition by faculty
members in music have included the following:

1. “My students are not prepared to make an original intel-
lectual or creative contribution to the discipline”;

2. “I am too busy teaching the basics to mentor students in
this way”; and

3. “Undergraduate research is something that works better
in the sciences” or, conversely, “Everything we do in
music is a creative activity.”

One way to think about the definition of UR for music
is what a music department might recommend if asked
for student submissions in a campus-wide undergraduate
research/creativity symposium. They would likely rec-
ommend the best original student projects from courses
or independent studies that bring recognition to the
music department. It could be an original composition,
an exemplary final paper for a music history seminar, a
survey of community music participation, or examples
that will be discussed later in this article. Celebrations
of student work are almost ubiquitous now at colleges
and universities across the United States, and it is in the

best interest of every music unit to participate as fully
as possible.



Ultimately the research and creative process is the inquisi-
tive and disciplined pursuit of answers to a particular
question. Too frequently research is viewed as the acquisi-
tion of knowledge rather than as a process through which
assumptions and possibilities are questioned and explored
SO as to reveal, reaffirm, or call into question what one
thinks is already known. When a relevant question guides
inquiry, scientists and artists are empowered to make
meaningful connections that are more easily integrated
into the greater scheme of knowledge and understanding.
Artistically, these questions regularly explore the realities
and possibilities of human experience. What does it mean
to experience loss? How does one express the realities of
Joy to others? What impact does cultural context have on
the manner of expression of its constituents?

A prerequisite for adopting UR fully into the curriculum is
to ensure that all, or most, faculty members in the depart-
ment or school are on board. This could be introduced as
part of strategic planning; be incorporated into the vision
and mission statements; be the goal of the curriculum
committee, or all of the above. Scaffolding UR so that
students are exposed to the concepts in freshman seininar,
experience it in some way in most music courses and in
the general education component, and finish with a senior
project focused on UR would constitute a research-infused
curriculum.

Embedding Undergraduate Research in the
Music Curriculum

The music major seminar at the MSU School of Music is a
weekly zero-credit offering that complements the standard
concert attendance requirement. In this seminar, faculty
and others present their research in an interactive way, with
plenty of time for questions and answers. Students would
learn, from the beginning of their degree programs, that
professors do more than just teach and that universities are
often the leading generator of new knowledge, including
music composition. An example played out in this music
major seminar in January 2016. The clarinet professor
(Young) was planning the fall recital “The Clarinet in Rare
Contexts” and led a collaborative composition session
with a didgeridoo player (from the science faculty), and an
undergraduate percussionist. After demonstrating the tradi-
tional possibilities on each instrument, the players. asked the
music majors in the audience for ideas for inanatlve sound-
making, themes and structures for a composition, ways to
start the piece, and so forth. The result was a f'our-frlovement
sketch with the following spontaneous working titles:

I. Sunrise Sounds,
I1. The Wild Jungle,
I11. Conflict, and
IV. Sunset Serenity.
inging i he clarinet while playing,
tudents suggested singing into t '
fnlllitting primitive screams into the bottom of the djembe,
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and rubbing the didgeridoo ribs with a stick, as well as
offered other wild ideas that have yet to be refined. The
session provided a fun way to spend an hour with the
music majors, insight into uninhibited creativity, and some
great compositional ideas.

In most courses, music professors could spend part of their
instructional time or provide an assignment that involves
passing on new research relevant to the course material.
At first glance, this activity may seem unrealistic, but
with a little creativity, it can be done. For example, in
woodwind methods classes, the professor could introduce
new research about reeds and even have students collect
empirical data on the sounds of different reeds. Applied

music instructors could have students bring in discussion

topics from the latest instrument-based publications or

web resources. Millennial students especially appreciate

knowing that they are up-to-date with the latest knowledge

in their studies.

Undergraduate Research in General Education

A robust general education program should have inquiry,
undergraduate research, and the discovery of knowledge
as major foci. The “Core 2.0” general education program
at MSU requires its 14,000 undergraduate students to
cheose and complete four inquiry courses and a research/
creative experience course. At UWEC, an integrative
learning (IL) component recently was implemented as
part of the university’s liberal education requirement that

is replacing its general education requirement. Integrative

learning offers opportunities for scaffolding undergraduate

research as part of regular coursework. The IL rubric has

three benchmarks:

1. [Each] student demonstrates a developing sense of self
as a learner by connecting academic knowledge to [his/
her] own experiences;

2. [Each] student makes connections across disciplines;
and

3. [Each] student applies skills, knowledge, or methodolo-
gies gained in one academic or experiential context to a
different academic or experiential context.

The UWEC Department of Music and Theatre Arts
proposes that students can meet the three IL rubric require-
ments by developing research questions that they pursue
over the course of three or more separate classes. The con-
nections among the students’ experiences in these different
contexts combine to satisfy the three rubric requirements.
For example, a student may ask how Mozart developed
real characters in his operas. This student, who may be
performing a role in a Mozart opera, can analyze the
melodic, harmonic, and formal aspects of the arias that he
or she is performing in a music theory class. The broader
context of gender roles, operatic conventions, and the
social context for the opera can be examined in a music
history course. The student can then use this knowledge
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to shape his or her performance of the role in the opera,
thus “connecting academic knowledge to [his or her] own
experiences” and demonstrating the connection of these
areas in the development of the character in performance.
The student’s research thus fits into existing courses and

the workload of the faculty member, without additional
demands on faculty time.

Interdisciplinarity

Electives that offer interdisciplinary perspectives on
research at MSU have included seminars on music and
architecture, music and economics, and music and the brain.
Although these are more difficult to fit into existing faculty
workloads, they can help propel faculty research due to the
likelihood of resulting publications and might be eligible for
funding from an honors program or other strategic initiative
from the institution. These interdisciplinary student-faculty
research projects can address faculty concerns about the
difficulty inherent in identifying projects that are appropri-
ate for undergraduate students, because they do not require
disciplinary knowledge and skills at the doctoral level. The
students can contribute knowledge from different disci-
plines to the project that might not be known by the facuity
member. In this way, the students are genuine collaboraioss.
One example from UWEC is a music-mathematics piojest
examining sound synthesis of fractal shapes. The facuity
member (Don) contributed knowledge of sound synthesis
tools such as C Sound, and the student contributed knowi-
edge of affine transformations and mathematics tools such
as Matlab. By combining and connecting their knowledge
and skills acquired from different disciplines, the research-
ers were able to explore the analogies between visual and
sonic shapes in new ways. The initial results of the research
were presented at the National Conference of Undergradu-
ate Research (NCUR), but the value of the research extend-
ed far beyond that venue. It led to collaborations between
faculty and students in music and mathematics, resulting
in a book and numerous student-faculty summer research
projects based on other connections between music and
mathematics (Walker and Don 2013).

Community-based research projects, whether as paid
internships or credit-bearing independent studies, fit natu-
rally within a research-infused music program. Examples
include a business major working on marketing research
for the local symphony; innovative event planning for a
community arts organization; surveying the participants
in community music lesson programs; Or researching the
relationships between music and memory at an elder care
facility. Even study abroad can afford students the oppor-
tunity to conduct research, and funding from a central
university research office for the project could help offset
travel costs for students. Very often, music students are
the least likely to apply for central funding available to
students for research, but most central 0ff:iC€? QR personnel
strive to have a wide representation of disciplines.
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One faculty member (Young) gave an assignment to
students in a leadership seminar that involved reading a
publication by an MSU professor on any subject of interest,
calling the professor, and requesting a 15-minute interview.
Students then wrote a short paper encompassing the inter-
view and the professor’s research and created a five-minute
presentation on it for class. Professors were delighted that
these students were reading their publications and happy
to discuss their research with them. The learning outcomes
associated with this small project involved performing a
literature search, technical reading, gaining the confidence
to call a professor and interview him or her, writing about
the experience, and presenting to peers. One observation

was that students had little prior knowledge of the roles of
professors outside of teaching. Such an activity can assist

in creating an educated citizenry who not only vote but also

become future leaders in the community and beyond.

Senior Capstone

The required senior capstone project at MSU is taught by
Young and is structured as a collection of undergraduate
research projects mentored by the instructor with or with-
out additional mentoring by professors interested in the
particular topics. These can be independent projects or
small parts of a professor’s research in which the student
acts as a research assistant. Examples of independent
projects include the following:

1. Nicole Jerominski Krause built a small marimba using
only leftover materials from a building construction site,
documented this project on video, and presented her
findings—and the marimba—at NCUR; and

2. Anthony Gaglia spent time in Haiti, decided to research
Haitian musical genres, and composed an original piece
for five guitars.

Examples of work involving a professor’s research include
the following:

1. Samantha Tschida worked on a research project with
Young surveying students and faculty about the benefits
of learning to perform from memory. The resulting
article was published in a national journal (Young 2003)
and reprinted in two German journals (Young 2004,
2006); and

2. Madison Gabig interviewed faculty members from
music and other disciplines about teaching creativity.
Her work is part of a book chapter currently in press
(Young, forthcoming).

Even though faculty workload issues are perhaps the
toughest to work out in the transition to a research-infused
music curriculum, a little creativity paired with the knowl-
edge that students will benefit can reap great rewards
Students will realize that they can pursue a modern degree:
centered on their interests and linked to the creation of

knowledge and art, and will be better prepared to adapt ¢
real-life situations after graduation. e
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Clarinet Tips
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Make sure your daily practice includes the following:
v' Tone exercises, pp - ff - pp
v finger yoga*
v scales, played mindfully
v tonguing, with as little mouth movement as possible
Fingers should all be slightly curvesd, #iik ns locked knuckles. They don’t
need to move very far. Most cizrir=i s7udznis use too much finger motion.

The tongue should also move only 2 iiny dizinnce. Whether playing loud or soft
tongued passages, the tongue need enly mve an eighth of an inch and touch the
reed very lightly.

Practice slurring softly into the high register so you get used to voicing the notes

properly. Voicing is the positioning of the tongue and oral cavity to most
efficiently produce the correct pitch.

A quick way to form the perfect embouchure is to pretend you are drinking a cold,
thick milkshake and your thumb is the straw. Look in the mirror to see that your

chin muscles are pointed down. When playing clarinet, use more top lip pressure
and have the top teeth rest gently on the top of the mouthpiece.

* Finger Yoga
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