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Signature pedagogies for musical 
practice: A case study of  
creativity development in an 
orchestral composers’ workshop

Karlin G Love and Margaret S Barrett

Abstract
The training of aspiring professional composers is a largely under-investigated area. Learning 
pathways into the profession tend to involve a university composition degree and participation in 
workshops with professional ensembles. These workshops constitute a form of industry experience 
undertaken in the transition from university to professional practice. Lee Shulman proposed the 
concept of signature pedagogies using a framework of cognitive, practical and moral apprenticeships 
to demonstrate distinctive qualities of professional preparation in the fields of medicine, law and the 
clergy. In order to understand what might be characteristic features of a signature pedagogy in the 
preparation of professional composers, this case study examines teaching and learning practices and 
structures evidenced through a one-week composers’ workshop hosted by a professional symphony 
orchestra and led by eminent composer-teachers. Observation of rehearsals, masterclasses and in-
depth interviews with student-composers, composer-teachers and conductor generated data that 
were analysed initially to identify emergent themes and subsequently through lenses of creativity 
development and signature pedagogies. Findings demonstrate that this workshop provides risk-
laden, authentic experience, and guided apprenticeships in cognitive, practical and moral aspects 
of professional practice. It provides a space in which composers, typically freelancers, acquire 
understandings of orchestral culture and practical skills.
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This article reports findings from an investigation of  a five-day composers’ workshop for aspir-
ing, emerging composers offered by an Australian professional symphony orchestra, led by a 
team of  four eminent composers including a professional conductor. The research sought to 
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identify teaching and learning strategies employed and the environmental facilitators and con-
straints that underpinned the workshop. Given the focus on a professional learning setting in 
post-formal education, we have drawn on the theoretical framework of  signature pedagogies 
(Shulman, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c) as a means to interrogate the data. Specifically, using 
Shulman’s model, his consideration of  the role of  risk in learning (2005a, 2005b), and his 
notions of  three apprenticeships: cognitive, practical and moral (2005c), we examine aspects 
of  teaching and learning evident in the structures and processes implemented by eminent com-
posers. Through this we seek to identify what might comprise a signature pedagogy in the domain 
of  music composition.

The notion of  signature pedagogy in creative practice, as discussed by many writers, is 
understood narrowly as “critique”: a structured learning experience in which a student’s work 
is presented to a group of  experts and peers and public feedback is given (Hastings, 2016; 
Heinert, 2016; Kearns, 2016; Kornetsky, 2016; Motley, 2016). The critique is viewed as a 
prime setting for developing “habits of  mind” (Shulman, 2005b, p. 59)—an aspect of  the cog-
nitive apprenticeship (Shulman, 2005c). In this paper we aim to expand signature pedagogies 
in creative practices beyond the notion of  critique to also embrace the enabling strategies and 
the environmental facilitators and constraints in this post-tertiary education situation: the 
composer in the professional symphony orchestra.

Theoretical framework

Definitions and descriptions of  creativity over the last several decades tend to converge on two 
key features of  creative products or practices: their “novelty” (or innovation) and “appropriate-
ness” (or “usefulness”) (Amabile, 1996; Runco & Jaeger, 2012; Sawyer, 2006). To make work 
that is innovative and appropriate, one must engage in both risk-taking and strategic conform-
ity. For composers of  acoustic concert music, an ever-present challenge is discerning how much 
novelty can be realised by performers within the available preparation time. This varies accord-
ing to performers’ backgrounds and the nature of  the ensemble; for example, the demands of  
implementing a small innovation are multiplied and magnified within a large, traditional 
ensemble such as the orchestra (Boulez in Ford, 1993).

Lee Shulman’s (2005a, 2005b, 2005c) signature pedagogy model, describing processes of  
managing the neophyte’s transition to professional practice in the traditional professions of  law, 
medicine and the clergy, offers a framework for thinking about creative practitioner development 
including: learning how to be in a practice (its technical, aesthetic and ethical standards); navi-
gating, managing and exploiting tensions inherent in the innovation/appropriateness duality; 
handling the uncertainty inherent in any new idea or product; and finding a place within prac-
ticing communities. While such apprenticeships have been identified and discussed in many tra-
ditional professions, they have not yet been well-explored in creative practice professions.

Professional creative practice requires considerable domain knowledge and skill (Amabile, 
1996; Kaufman & Beghetto, 2009). While much can be nurtured within formal education set-
tings, there are aspects better learned—perhaps only learned—in authentic professional set-
tings. Through real practice in these settings, formal knowledge is transformed into skill, or 
“knowledge-in-use” (Shulman, 2005a, p. 20). Intuitive (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993) and 
self-regulatory (Zimmerman, 2006) knowledge are deepened through situated practice and 
mentors’ tips and models. Applying learning gained in formal education (such as university) to 
professional contexts, it is argued, is “best promoted by engaging in social relationships with 
more knowledgeable peers who can answer questions and provide informal social support” 
(Smith & Reio, 2006, p. 130).
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Composing for the professional orchestra is in many ways an extreme example of  context-
constrained creative practice. Convergent thinking is necessary to innovate within strong con-
straints (Cropley, 2006). Unlike the work of  a painter or singer-songwriter, and more similar to 
that of  an architect or designer, the orchestral composer’s product is created indirectly (Love & 
Barrett, 2014). One person draws up the plan—the score—to be performed by 40–100 other 
people. With an orchestra, these others are musicians who are expert at and invested in per-
forming older, established repertoire, not necessarily new music. Additionally, the structure 
and rhythm of  professional orchestral work has evolved to facilitate frequent performances of  
established masterworks in short rehearsal periods, managed with strict hierarchies and con-
ventions (Gould, 2011; Love & Barrett, 2014). Thus, composers, who are not regular inhabit-
ants of  the orchestral environment, must create their works to be realised within a system not 
designed for the purpose of  extending repertoire and practice.

Signature pedagogies

Shulman introduces the term signature pedagogy to describe “the particular forms of  teaching 
that characterize each profession” (2005b, p. 52), a concept distilled from his observations of  
teaching and formation processes in the professions of  medicine, law and the clergy. The pur-
pose of  these pedagogies is education toward thinking, acting, and acting ethically within the 
profession (2005c, p. 3). They are constructed and delivered by experienced members of  the 
professional community.

Shulman and others in The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of  Teaching describe 
signature pedagogies as syntheses of  three high-level apprenticeships (Benner & Sutphen, 
2007): cognitive apprenticeships in which one learns to think like a professional, practical 
apprenticeships in which one learns to perform like a professional, and moral apprenticeships1 
in which one learns to think and act in a responsible and ethical manner (Shulman, 2005c,  
p. 3). These three apprenticeships induct newcomers into essential practices and values, and into 
assuming responsibility for one’s actions. Learners are vulnerable: “I would say that without a 
certain amount of  anxiety and risk, there’s a limit to how much learning occurs. One must have 
something at stake. No emotional investment, no intellectual or formational yield.” (Shulman, 
2005a, p. 22). In learning communities that employ signature pedagogies, while some may be 
leaders (professors, head residents), all participants are learners, deeply engaged and likely to be 
asked to report, explain or critique their understanding and judgements at any time. Shulman 
focused on post-formal education, adamant that signature pedagogies transform formal discipli-
nary content knowledge into “knowledge-in-use” and “create the basis for new kinds of  under-
standing that can only be realised experientially and reflectively” (2005a, p. 20).

Signature pedagogies in university arts education

Shulman’s implicit challenge to re-evaluate formal teaching practices has been taken up by 
tertiary educators in many disciplines, including within the arts practices of  music, drama, and 
creative writing (Gurung, Chick, & Haynie, 2009). Researchers have identified the group cri-
tique in design (Schrand & Eliason, 2011), drama performance and visual art (Klebesadel & 
Kornetsky, 2009); similarly, the writers’ workshop (Heinert, 2016; Meacham, 2009) and music 
masterclass (Hastings, 2016) are signature pedagogies in that they develop characteristic hab-
its of  mind. These group sessions in which students present work and receive immediate feed-
back from teachers and peers may provide a means to induct students into the values of  the 
artform and enable students to perceive greater complexity as their course progresses (Hastings, 
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2016; Klebesadel & Kornetsky, 2009). In Meacham’s (2009) description of  writers’ workshops 
as a signature pedagogy, she notes how she encourages students to talk, think and read like 
writers, looking beyond what a work says to noticing how it is made. Like dialogic case law 
classes observed by Shulman (2005c), critiques provide practice analysing and articulating as 
professionals and practice receiving critical, reactive feedback.

Music in university settings

Music researchers have identified the masterclass (a critique format) (Hastings, 2016), one-on-
one lessons and theory classes (Don, Garvey, & Sadeghpour, 2009) as signature pedagogies. All 
are contained within the university environment and are distanced from the public profes-
sional domain. Having described individual lessons as providing professional practice and study 
routines, Don, Garvey, and Sadeghpour (2009) express concern that unless deep integrated 
theoretical understandings develop, preparation will be incomplete. Contrasting professionals’ 
integrated understandings with the apparently compartmentalised understandings of  their 
students, they call for more permeable theory and performance curricula. While one might 
extrapolate possible examples of  practical or cognitive apprenticeships, these are not discussed 
as such. “Signature” appears to refer to “typical” pedagogy. Consequently, Don and colleagues’ 
descriptions exemplify discrepancies between formal university music education and signature 
pedagogy models.

Hastings’ (2016) interrogation of  the masterclass as signature pedagogy (critique focus) is 
more directly reflective of  Shulman’s thinking as he observes how students’ ability to reflect and 
self-critique improves over the course of  an undergraduate degree, developing more professional 
habits of  mind in relation to instrumental performance skill. Extending the notion of  pedagogy 
into the professional environment (beyond academia) is noticeably absent in these discussions. 
Most of  the professional pedagogies Shulman describes involve practice within the professional 
environment, unlike these individual music lessons, masterclasses or theory classes.

Studies of  design studios by Crowther (2013), Schrand and Eliason (2011), and Shreeve, 
Sims, and Trowler (2010) (including visual art) engage with a broader range of  aspects of  
Shulman’s model, noting different levels of  structure (Crowther, 2013), tutors as co-learners 
(Shreeve et al., 2010), and uncertainty and risk for both students and practitioner-tutors as 
their work with real materials is exposed for public critique (Crowther, 2013; Shreeve et  al, 
2010). Schrand and Eliason observe that the critique serves a gatekeeping function in which 
instructors model the way members of  the “field” act. Students who engage successfully are 
granted entry to the collegial community (2011, p. 56). Shreeve and colleagues contend that 
the nature of  the activities and physical studio space is very important. “Spaces that model or 
are found in the world of  work beyond the university are valued and enable appropriate prac-
tice-based activities to flourish” (2010, p. 136). These studies demonstrate the potential of  
Shulman’s model in understanding pedagogies of  professional transition in a wide range of  
disciplines, including music composition.

In contrast with the structured professions Shulman studied, professional practice in music 
performance, drama, visual art and writing is often characterised by self-directed and freelance 
work. While universities may try to replicate features of  these less-structured pathways, they 
are not necessarily authentic professional environments.2 Accordingly we have drawn on 
Schulman’s theory of  signature pedagogies to offer an understanding of  an advanced, transi-
tional training program for aspiring professional composers undertaken in a professional set-
ting. To do so, we need to consider what constitutes a profession and how the destination— 
professional practice—is served by its preparatory pedagogies.



Love and Barrett 555

Professions and artistic creative practice

Gardner and Shulman (2005), drawing on The Good Work Project and the Carnegie 
Foundation’s Preparation for the Professions Project, describe professions as having distinctive 
and deep bodies of  knowledge and tradition, requiring mastery of  particular skills and practices 
as well as the ability to make judgments in situations of  uncertainty. Professions are oriented 
toward service, not only of  clients, but of  the broader society. Professional communities develop 
for the purposes of  ensuring quality of  practice through licensure or exclusion, through facili-
tating training and through evaluating new ideas and disseminating worthy ones.

Law, medicine, education and the clergy are among the more commonly recognised profes-
sions. Architecture, engineering, social work and other client-serving vocations are also often 
regarded as professions. While not specifically mentioning composers, Gardner and Shulman 
write, “We would not consider artists, entertainers, athletes, or businesspersons to be profes-
sionals in the usual sense; but it is worth noting that any individual or group may choose to 
behave as a professional.” (2005, p. 16).

Gardner and Shulman’s (2005) description of  professions offers much to understanding 
both the appropriateness and innovation aspects of  creative practice. Respecting, honouring 
and building upon what has been done before (appropriateness) is often in tension with push-
ing boundaries, challenging traditions and forging into new territory inherent in creative 
practice (innovation). The professional community provides the “field” (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1996) that determines which work or practice is “creative” and will be permitted to impact 
society (appropriateness and innovation). As Gardner and Shulman maintain: “professionals 
must be trained to operate at the uncertain limits of  their previous experience, and must also 
be prepared to learn from the consequences of  their actions to develop new understandings” 
(2005, p. 15).

Simons and Ruijters (2014) contend that modern professionalism is no longer defined in 
terms of  particular occupations but is an orientation to continual learning and striving for 
excellence. Thus, artistic practices such as music composition can be approached in a manner 
characteristic of  a profession. They examine Gardner and Shulman’s model in light of  other 
descriptions of  professions, identifying the following core features: commitment to serve clients 
and society, acting ethically and effectively in situations of  uncertainty, actively pursuing new 
knowledge and practices, critically reflecting upon one’s practice, and contributing to the pro-
fessional community. Simons and Ruitjers then propose a model for ongoing professional learn-
ing through practicing, inquiring and creating. Their notion of  creating emphasizes the design 
and communication of  new ideas and practices. Thus, part of  a creative practitioner’s forma-
tion may include aspects of  preparation for a profession.

Research questions

In our studies of  advanced composer teaching and learning (Barrett, 2006; Barrett & Gromko, 
2007; Love, 2014; Love & Barrett, 2016), we have noticed eminent composers presenting tech-
nical skills and information, preserving space and student agency for individual voices to 
develop, and facilitating enculturation into professional composers’ lifeworlds, including per-
formers’ working environments and mindsets. Music composition, normally a freelance artistic 
practice, is not the kind of  practice from which Shulman developed his model. What might a 
signature pedagogy in music composition look like? What perspectives might a signature peda-
gogy model offer to the preparation and formation of  independent artistic practitioners? What 
can a study of  creative practitioner development offer the field of  signature pedagogy models?



556 Psychology of Music 47(4)

Music composition teaching and learning happens in many different ways: university 
classes, one-on-one studio lessons, intensive workshops with traditional or experimental 
ensembles, and residencies. Rather than propose a single view of  a signature pedagogy in music 
composition, we have chosen one of  these models to interrogate—one closely involved with an 
authentic professional workplace: an intensive workshop with a traditional ensemble 
(orchestra).

Methodology, methods and techniques

To investigate the phenomenon of  expert composition pedagogy with advanced student-
composers, we adopted a case study approach. Case studies are characteristically used to 
explore complex, particular phenomena in depth (Freebody, 2003; such as the pedagogy of  
composition) and provide opportunities to illuminate general issues from the study of  the 
particular (Stake, 1995). Although this case might be considered “unique” and therefore 
intrinsic in nature, it may also function instrumentally as a means to making “petit gener-
alizations” to comparable settings (Stake, 1995, 2000).

The case

The study was undertaken in an established orchestral composition workshop—a professional 
development initiative of  the Australian national orchestra network. It was selected as a dis-
tinctive case of  elite, intensive training with eminent teachers, expert performers and a select 
student cohort. The five-day workshop is conducted annually within the work setting of  a pro-
fessional symphony orchestra, managed by the orchestra’s education coordinator. Over the five 
days, students’ original works and exercises are rehearsed and performed by the orchestra. 
Four eminent composer-teachers led the workshop: one as director, one as conductor and two 
as tutors. They are mid-late career composers who have been commissioned multiple times by 
professional symphony orchestras.

Overview of the workshop

Students audition for this workshop by submitting a completed work for orchestra. Each year, 
between four and seven students are selected. There is no fee to apply, and travel and living 
expenses are provided. Upon acceptance, students’ works are proofread by a composer-teacher 
and an orchestration exercise is assigned. Students then make changes to their original works, 
completing the exercise and preparing players’ parts prior to arrival.

As reported in individual interviews and public biographies of  non-interviewed participants, 
nearly all students selected for this workshop had completed masters or doctorate degrees in 
composition. They are motivated and aspiring to professional careers and thus, should be ready 
to engage with the rigors of  professional practice (Hallam et al., 2016). However they had rela-
tively little experience composing for orchestra. While their chamber music output was gener-
ally substantial, few had composed more than one orchestral work before attending the 
workshop, and performances of  these were single reading sessions only. Students who were 
returning (three of  the six interviewed) were typically bringing their third or fourth orchestral 
work to this workshop. First-time students were bringing their first or second orchestral work 
and experiencing a full rehearsal process for the first time.

On the first day, students attended individual lessons with the composer-conductor to 
address tempo, rhythm and balance issues in their pieces, and had lessons with the other 
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composer-teachers who raised additional concerns. Despite receiving this input, students were 
not encouraged to make changes prior to rehearsal.

The second day of  the workshop began with the first of  three orchestral rehearsals. Each 
student’s seven to nine minute work was allocated twenty to twenty-five minutes of  rehearsal 
inclusive of  set up, questions and clarifications. Immediately after its rehearsal, composer-
teachers spent a few minutes pointing out concerns to the composer-student. The afternoon 
continued with an orchestration lecture-demonstration by director and orchestra and finished 
with a masterclass on students’ rehearsed works. The remaining three days included further 
rehearsals, orchestration demonstrations, another masterclass, the performance, a concluding 
round of  individual lessons, and group debrief  and evaluation sessions. The workshop is held 
annually and data were generated over two successive iterations.

Participants

Participant selection for the study was by means of  a gatekeeper within the hosting orches-
tra. While consent for observations was provided by the hosting orchestra and organisers, all 
participants were informed of  the study and given the opportunity to restrict their involve-
ment. In order to access retrospective as well as current perspectives of  the phenomenon, we 
recruited student participants from two cohorts—past students (four) and current students 
(six). In addition, the current teaching (four) and organising staff  (two) were invited to par-
ticipate. While the entire composers’ workshop was studied (Love, 2014), in this paper we 
examine teaching and learning practices and beliefs as evidenced in post-workshop inter-
views with students and teachers, and observations of  rehearsals, orchestration demonstra-
tions and masterclasses.

Data generation methods and techniques

Data were generated through observation and interview. Observations were undertaken in all 
activities of  the workshop (individual lessons, orchestral rehearsals, orchestral demonstration, 
masterclasses, the performance, group debrief  and evaluation sessions). Observation data gen-
eration included taking in-field notes, extensive reflective notes away from the site, and record-
ing events using static audio and video recorders for later viewing. Recordings were transcribed 
to assist careful and informed reflection and analysis (Clancey, 2006).

Interview data were generated through individual and group interviews, both at key points 
in the workshop processes and some months following the workshop to enable retrospective 
perspectives on the phenomenon. We conducted audio-recorded individual interviews with 
student-composers at the commencement and several months after the workshop (two per par-
ticipant, 45–120 minutes each); group interviews with student-composers at commencement 
and completion of  the workshop; and individual and group interviews reviewing rehearsal 
video recordings (Charmaz, 2011). Individual interviews with students were semi-structured, 
exploring individuals’ composition histories, beliefs about creativity and learning to compose, 
previous experiences of  and/or hopes about the workshop, and self-understanding as a learn-
ing composer (Kvale, 1996). In follow up interviews, we probed further, reflected on specific 
experiences from the workshop and interrogated our interpretations emerging from observa-
tion data. In a similar manner, we interviewed composer-teachers, orchestral players, and past 
student-composers (one 40–100 minute interview per participant).

Two group interviews were undertaken with the conductor, director, and orchestra’s edu-
cation coordinator (at the conclusion of  the first and after the second iteration) to probe 
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understandings of  the intent and purpose of  the workshop, its structure and implementa-
tion, and staff  perspectives of  teaching and learning through the workshop. All interview 
transcriptions were sent to participants for checking and confirmation (Stake, 1995).

Data analysis

We began our analysis with direct interpretation (Stake, 1995) of  notes, transcripts, and 
repeated re-viewings of  recordings (Ratcliff, 2003). Because this is an exploratory study, 
we approached initial analysis without pre-identified categories. As we reviewed our 
notes, comparing them to transcripts and multiple re-viewings of  recordings, numerous 
teaching/learning themes and categories emerged. Further analysis drew on the inte-
grated processes of  direct interpretation (Stake, 1995), thematic identification and inter-
rogation, and inductive emergence (Janesick, 2000), thick description (Geertz, 1993) and 
narrative analysis (Polkinghorne, 1995). After further comparisons of  masterclass and 
orchestration session observations in particular with workshop teaching and learning 
interactions in general and with interview reports of  enduring outcomes, we identified 
the most salient themes:

•• Pedagogical aims: Technique or expertise development and professional culture educa-
tion were given much more attention than originality or composer voice. Composer-
teachers demonstrated little interest in developing innovation. (Source: observations, 
corroborated and deepened by composer-teacher interview data.)

•• Pedagogical strategies: Immersion in a professional environment, critique, orchestra-
tion exercises. Providing a range of  mentors who act as interpreters of  the environment 
and guides to appropriate behaviour, sharing from experience and signposting direc-
tions for future study and work opportunities. (Observations provided the substantial 
core data.)

•• Learning outcomes: Students reported changed attitudes toward professional standards 
and orchestral culture, more comprehensive understandings of  orchestral composition 
expectations and more determination to meet those; grit and increased agency. 
(Evidenced primarily from post-workshop interviews with student-composers.)

We maintained a “dialogue” between emergent themes and the literature, examining our 
findings in light of  various theories of  advanced teaching and learning, and critiquing theories 
in light of  our findings. As we thought about “pedagogical aims” and “strategies”, the signature 
pedagogy model was particularly resonant, and thus is one we have explored further, reading 
beyond Shulman’s original descriptions. The data that most directly inform this paper are inter-
views with the four eminent composer-teachers, post-workshop student interviews, observa-
tions of  masterclasses and explicit orchestration instruction.

The interpretation we offer is one understanding of  this case. As all participants experi-
ence the case differently and give sometimes competing accounts, so also, analysts may find 
differing interpretations. We aim to offer an account that is faithful, coherent and believable 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The purpose of  the overall case study is to describe and under-
stand teaching and learning in a unique context (Love, 2014). As we have continued to 
reflect upon this case, the lens of  signature pedagogies has suggested further understand-
ings which we develop here.
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Findings

Themes

We recognised strong resonances with the signature pedagogy model. Through significant 
themes of  risk, practical apprenticeship, cognitive and moral apprenticeship, it offers a frame-
work within which to address our main emergent theme categories of  expertise development, 
professional enculturation and student agency.

•• Risk: Students were exposed to the possibility of  strong criticism and genuine failure.
•• Practical apprenticeship: Issues addressed by composer-teachers overwhelmingly 

focused upon appropriateness—making one’s work fit the time-constrained culture of  
the professional orchestra. Little attention was given to how one’s work might be innova-
tive or extend the practice. Much attention was directed to the craft of  composition: 
instrumentation and notation, preparation of  scores and players’ parts.

•• Cognitive and moral apprenticeships: Composer-teachers modelled how they, as pro-
fessionals, think and behave within the professional orchestral milieu as they interacted 
with the orchestra and by the issues they identified in student works, and solutions they 
proposed and questions they asked.

For this discussion, we present examples from interviews and observations that illustrate 
these themes. Participants are identified as SC for student-composer, CT for composer-teacher.

Risk

Composer-teachers intervened relatively little before the first rehearsal of  student-composer 
works, explaining that student-composers needed to “hear what they wrote”. Noticing this, one 
student observed, “They are not afraid to let you fail catastrophically in front of  the orchestra”. 
He saw the workshop as “real life” and “transitional” (SC1 post-workshop interview). If  the risk 
is genuine, failure is possible (Shulman, 2005a). Visibility and accountability made students 
feel vulnerable yet deeply engaged.

When interviewed afterwards, nearly all students reported that they had felt extremely anx-
ious. One described her fear of  performers finding mistakes, and of  how “awful” an out-of-bal-
ance, sight-reading orchestra sounds compared to what she had “lovingly crafted in her brain” 
(SC2 post-workshop interview). A creative orchestral score is complex, and most students were 
not completely sure that what they had notated would achieve their intent.

For some student-composers, feeling exposed and vulnerable increased their resolve to 
proofread meticulously, aiming to eliminate players’ rehearsal-stopping questions. One 
reflected:

I think there’s a real value in having the absolute crap scared out of  you because you have to find some 
way to cope and to process what’s gone on. And maybe that can sometimes be beneficial, you know? 
[Like] recognising how little time you have in a rehearsal room and that you’re just expected to be at 
this standard in terms of  parts production. Recognising that is easy to do in theory but perhaps harder 
for it to be real, and if  you’re in the situation where something’s gone wrong, you suddenly think, ‘Shit, 
I don’t want to be in this situation again’. And you work harder (SC3 post-workshop interview).

As Shulman writes: “No emotional investment, no intellectual or formational yield” (2005a, p. 22).
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Students’ reflections on their lessons and other engagement with composer-teachers 
revealed diverse experiences. Some composer-teachers were more pastoral and gentle than 
others. The “tougher” ones tended to be blunt about weaknesses in the students’ work, and 
in one instance recommended the piece be discarded. This was quite shocking to the stu-
dent, since selection for the workshop was based on the merits of  the piece. In interviews 
shortly after the workshop, two students who had been subject to intense criticism expressed 
anger and frustration with the workshop. One expressly said they would not consider 
returning to it unless a particular composer-teacher was not there. (Following a change of  
staffing, the student has returned.) The other said they were unable to compose at all for 
several months afterwards, having their confidence so shaken. Both have gone on to signifi-
cant success since, including orchestral compositions. They recovered, persisted and 
undertook their next challenges with the knowledge gained, but without compromising 
their artistic intentions.

Practical apprenticeship

The practical apprenticeship involves learning the skills necessary to the profession and 
learning how to apply them. It is a pedagogy of  action: making decisions and doing 
(Benner, Sutphen, Leonard, & Day, 2010; Shulman, 2005b, 2005c). A composer’s busi-
ness is writing new works. Both aspects of  creativity—innovation and appropriateness—
are constraints. In this workshop, while composer-teachers said creativity (innovation) 
shouldn’t be suppressed, they championed appropriateness as they advocated clear, idio-
matic writing to facilitate efficient rehearsal. Berliner notes that, “Experts are usually 
more constrained by task requirements and the social constraints of  a situation than are 
novices” (2001, p. 1). Students may be less constrained because they do not yet fully 
understand the constraints.

Thus much more attention was given to notation of  the music than to its content. Student-
composers were admonished to ensure their notation was clear, consistent and accurate, yet 
not cluttered with too much prescriptive information. Players should be trusted to contribute 
from their expertise, even though that expertise is largely grounded in music of  former 
periods.

When interviewed, the conductor said:

I don’t think young composers realise just how much of  what they do in their own studio has an 
impact on how the orchestra’s going to (a) perceive those pieces and (b) find the resource to…really 
want to do those pieces. I mean it’s very, very important that they have a sympathy towards those 
works right from the start.…If  they’ve got bollocks3 in front of  them, they’re not going to play it as well 
as if  they’ve got a well-written, well-conceived piece in front of  them. Simple.

Rehearsal time is a limited resource, thus using precise notation conforming to the orches-
tra’s conventions is a practical safeguard for the piece. Time spent clarifying or correcting nota-
tion is time not spent on interpretation as a composer-tutor observed during a masterclass 
session:

Everything you put on the page, it has a consequence, doesn’t it? And so when we’re asking for extended 
techniques – and I really love that imaginative aspect of  the piece, don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying 
to tell you not to do them – I’m just suggesting to you maybe do a bit of  research. It can help the 
execution of  things, because we saw how much time fixing this up took… and in a professional situation 
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it would be really disastrous, you know, if  you’ve got – I’ve had instances where I only get 15 minutes 
in total of  rehearsal (CT1).

Cognitive apprenticeship

In the professions Shulman studied, in addition to acquiring necessary knowledge, “habits of  
mind” (Shulman, 2005c) are established over an extensive period of  time of  mentored, situated 
practice. In this short-term workshop, habits are not likely to become established; however, 
ways of  thinking were modelled, assumptions were challenged and students had opportunities 
to try new ways of  thinking about their work and the orchestra. Key sub-themes that emerged 
from the data analysis were those of  performer mentality and listening like a composer.

Performer mentality. The orchestra is not only a vast cornucopia of  sounds, but a collective of  
experts. Composer-teachers drew attention to the social and cultural affordances and con-
straints offered by orchestral performers. One who trained as an orchestral musician discussed 
this performer mentality in our interview:

A lot of  feedback that our students are getting from the orchestra is, whilst they’re not actually saying, 
“don’t be creative”, what they’re issuing forth seems to be at such a pragmatic level that it seems a little 
stifling, I think. But it’s not…. When an orchestral player is studying and learning to become a 
professional, they play classical music. They play Brahms; they play Beethoven. They spend hours and 
hours producing beautiful tones on their instruments. So the most recent music you’d get as an 
[audition] excerpt is probably 100 years old and then the concerto is probably 200 years old, so it’s 
little wonder that when they get confronted with this stuff  where they’re asked to scrape their bows on 
the side of  the instrument…that it causes problems because, you know, it’s still such a small part of  
what they have to do and it’s not part of  their culture (CT2).

Composers and musicologists are taught a historical progression of  musical language. Many 
players, on the other hand, concentrate on a Classical–Romantic core, with music from earlier 
and later periods at the fringe.

Listen like a composer. The workshop director led a demonstration of  orchestration principles 
using repertoire masterworks. As the orchestra played, something caught his ear.

“Nothing covers up the sound of  the flute like a double bass. Look at figure 2. See how the low E is 
placed in the horns: two, second and fourth, just to make sure that it speaks. And that will resonate. 
The same note could have been given to the double basses, but that would cover and cloud the 
harmonics of  the flute in that register. Let’s play the two bars at figure 2.”

They play. Next he asks the basses to play low E, arco, omitting horns. They play with his changes.

He returns to the original, “Now hear the difference with the way a master has done it.” They play it 
once more as written (vignette from transcription of  recording).

As an experienced orchestral composer, the director noticed scoring nuances a less-experienced 
listener might have missed and focused on these as a pedagogical message for the students. 
Throughout the orchestration demonstration, the workshop director identified several of  these 
subtle distinctions in orchestration decision-making and their effects for the listening composer.
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Moral apprenticeship

Shulman’s notion of  moral apprenticeship refers to preparing learners to behave with integrity 
in relation to other professionals, to users of  one’s work and of  those affected by it, and to pro-
fessional traditions and culture (Benner & Sutphen, 2007; Shulman, 2005b). A moral appren-
ticeship was evident as composer-teachers advised and modelled orchestral etiquette and 
protocols including: gaining permission from orchestral management to contact players in 
advance, understanding that principal players speak for their sections, and ensuring that 
unconventional symbols are explained with a key (Love, 2014; Love & Barrett, 2014).

Composer-teachers interpreted players’ comments, guiding student-composers’ reactions:

Some of  the coaching that we’ve been doing at the sides this week has been saying to students, “Well, 
look, this particular player was extremely narky4 right then and he was a bit out of  line to say that. He 
made a good point, but he should have said it in a different way”. So, just to make clear that this sort of  
thing happens but actually don’t take it to heart (CT1 post-workshop interview).

In our interview after the workshop, the conductor reflected on students’ first rehearsal 
experiences:

Standing up in front of  an orchestra for the first time can be really intimidating if  you’re not used to it. 
And so that’s something they have to quickly overcome. You feel sorry for them because it must be 
quite overwhelming to start with. But they do; they adapt very quickly.

Composer-teachers also addressed appropriate relationships to tradition. This was most evi-
dent as they critiqued student-composers’ orchestration exercises on existing well-known piano 
pieces. One composer-student fragmented lines and added percussive techniques to exaggerate 
articulations. The conductor exclaimed:

Why did you write it like that? It makes it quite jerky. You can’t do that. It doesn’t give us any license 
[scope] to be expressive like the original [does]. Again, keep in accord with the gesture of  the piece itself. 
That’s what you’ve missed out on. It’s all very well being humorous, but [not] if  we can’t get the essence 
of  the piece from the orchestration… (Masterclass observation).

Moral and ethical standards extend beyond immediate social relationships with performers and 
audience to relationships with the tradition and conventions embraced by the performance 
community. To work as professionals with these communities, composers need to know how to 
relate to their members and to those things members value.

Composer-teachers consistently drew attention to the orchestra’s culture: the norms and 
expectations about notation, communication etiquette and use of  instruments and time. They 
expanded students’ view of  the composition process beyond getting one’s ideas onto the page to 
envisaging the rehearsal process.

Discussion

Workshops with professional ensembles may serve as signature pedagogies for composers to 
the extent that they provide:

•• Guided modelling by and dialogue with experienced professionals who thus convey tacit 
knowledge and ways of  thinking.
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•• Real risk. The choices made have consequences beyond the composer, encouraging 
development of  the ability to make appropriate judgements in situations without clear 
solutions.

•• Practical, cognitive and moral apprenticeships embedded in existing and past practice 
and tradition. In creative practices such as composition, tradition is inherent, even when 
contravened. In the constrained practice of  orchestral performance, tradition provides a 
common language and time-limited working milieu.

Workshops such as this composers’ workshop are in many ways an introduction to the per-
formance ensemble’s culture and tradition with which the composer needs to work. They con-
textualise knowledge gained in formal training within specific performance practices and 
cultures. The composer must be knowledgeable of  the ensemble’s culture, how performers read 
notations, and how much one can push existing boundaries. Thinking like an orchestral com-
poser involves constantly taking into account the constraints of  traditional practice, limited 
rehearsal time and traditionally-trained performers. Because this workshop is short-term, the 
development of  habits of  mind must occur beyond this workshop, unlike (although in most 
cases following on from) the time-span of  3–4 years of  critiques in university (Kornetsky, 
2016).

Composers’ working lives are lived in service or response to varied performance contexts, 
thus the suite of  workshops emerging composers undertake may provide a mosaic of  experi-
ences that together achieve the objectives of  a signature pedagogy. The “pervasiveness” charac-
teristic of  a signature pedagogy (Shulman, 2005c) emerging in music composition is evidenced 
by the numerous workshops offered by ensembles for composers. They have yet to be studied in 
depth, and what we have observed in this single example may or may not be present in others. 
Further research of  this phenomenon in other contexts is needed.

[Signature pedagogies] implicitly define what counts as knowledge in a field and how things become 
known. They define how knowledge is analysed, criticized, accepted, or discarded. They define the 
functions of  expertise in a field, the locus of  authority, and the privileges of  rank and standing 
(Shulman, 2005b, p. 53-4).

As well as identifying strengths, Shulman raised concerns with weaknesses in various signa-
ture pedagogies, such as the dominance of  the cognitive apprenticeship of  case law teaching to 
the exclusion of  practical, situated experience (Shulman, 2005b). Although Shulman’s notion 
of  signature pedagogy emerged from studying pathways to traditional professions, we suggest 
that it can assist in understanding, critiquing and informing ensemble-based performance 
workshops as preparation for free-lance careers in music composition. Learners experience vul-
nerability to real risks and accountability for their choices as they work on authentic problems 
in the domain. The three apprenticeships—practical, cognitive and moral—are social: they are 
situated in communities of  other learners and experts. Through practical apprenticeship, they 
become able to perform professional tasks, working with professional sounds and notational 
materials (Shreeve et  al., 2010). Through cognitive apprenticeship, learners become able to 
think as professionals think. Just as Meacham challenged her students to “read as a writer” 
(2009, p 67), student-composers need to “listen as a composer”. A moral apprenticeship pre-
pares learners to behave with integrity in relation to other professionals, users of  their work 
and to domain traditions and culture.

This case study of  an intensive orchestral composers’ workshop offers further nuance to 
Shulman’s model, demonstrating how composers, who must be able to work with a range of  
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performance ensembles, may acquire cultural knowledge and develop practical skills essential 
for professional freelance work through expertly guided apprenticeship within real-world 
ensemble contexts. It contributes to understanding signature pedagogies in ill-defined profes-
sions and to understanding the transition from student to professional creative practitioner.

Concluding remarks

Shulman’s signature pedagogy model is, we suggest, particularly rich for the training and 
development of  professionals in creative domains. It provides a means for thinking about and 
inducting new members into the technical, aesthetic and ethical standards of  a domain of  
practice, and it illuminates community and collaborative aspects of  the practice. As many 
researchers have argued, there is no “lone creator” (e.g. Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Sawyer, 
2006); Shulman’s notion of  apprenticeships makes the inherent sociality of  creative practice 
evident and enables newcomers to become connected to professional practitioners. Uncertainty, 
real risk and real ethical consequences are all considerations for the creative practitioner. While 
no one is likely to die from a poorly written orchestral work, future relationships between com-
posers, performers and audience members may be damaged or distorted. Situated mentorships 
such as this composers’ workshop facilitate learning about tensions between tradition, practi-
cality, innovation and appropriateness. Artists can choose to treat their vocation as “profes-
sional” (Simon & Ruitjers, 2014); professional communities can also choose to include such 
professional values and approaches in the training of  future creative practitioners. Shulman’s 
signature pedagogy model we suggest, offers valuable guidance.
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Notes

1. Other terms used for the “moral” apprenticeship by Carnegie Foundation authors include “nor-
mative” (Foster, Dahill, Golemon, & Tolentino, 2005) “ethical-social” or “identity and purpose” 
(Sullivan, Colby, Wegner, Bond, & Shulman, 2007).

2. Indeed, some conservatoires may intentionally discourage non-institutional influences on their per-
formance students (Long, Creech, Gaunt, Hallam, & Robertson, 2012).
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3. Slang: nonsense, rubbish.
4. Slang: overly picky, bad-tempered.
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