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Introduction 

Welcome 

About your course 

Welcome to the Music 3: Contextual Studies course. In this course you will build 
on the skills, knowledge and understanding that you’ve developed at Levels 1 
and 2 (HE4 and 5) in a research project of your choice that will enable you to gain 
comprehensive knowledge of your chosen specialist musical field. This project 
will have a direct connection with the creative work you will be undertaking 
concurrently in the Music 3: Major Project course, enabling you to synthesise 
theory and practice, and to further develop your own voice as a creative 
musician, underpinned by an academic understanding of your chosen specialist 
field. 

Your creative work will align to one of three pathways: composition, orchestration 
or creative musicology, or perhaps blend elements from two or more areas. Your 
work for Contextual Studies will focus on a related area of interest, exploring the 
critical and academic aspects of your practical project, helping to establish you as 
a reflective practitioner and preparing you for Postgraduate level study. 

The focus and format of your project is up to you, with guidance from your tutor. 
Throughout this course you will develop research skills to enable you to present 
your critical opinions, supported by academic evidence. Your research findings 
are likely to challenge, extend and further develop your initial ideas and to 
provide new avenues for creative exploration. The course will help you develop 
your research skills by exploring: 

● Research Methodologies – primary and secondary research, making use of 
written and audio sources 

● Critical frameworks – identifying a range of appropriate theoretical and 
critical frameworks, connecting to major ideas, theories and debates in 
current musicological research 

● Documentation – developing your ability to document and present your 
ideas through academic writing skills, with an appropriate use of analytical 
and evaluative skills. 
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You are encouraged to work independently with a high level of self-motivation 
and autonomy. The assignments will provide a broad structure for your work, 
beginning with a detailed project proposal from which you will agree an 
assignment framework with your tutor. As in previous courses, you will use 
learning and listening logs to support the development of self-reflection, 
analysis, academic enquiry and evaluation. 

You should work on the Major Project and Contextual Studies courses 
concurrently, to allow the creative work of Major Project to inform the academic 
discourse of Contextual Studies and vice versa.  

You will have two tutors, one for each course. Each tutor will provide formal 
feedback on their respective course, but as both courses will be closely 
interlinked it may be helpful to keep both tutors updated with your progress on 
the Level 3 programme as a whole. Send your work for this course to both tutors, 
so that your Major Project tutor is aware of the focus and progress of your 
research. 

The course is divided into five parts, each with a series of projects, research 
tasks, exercises, and an assignment. In Part 1 you will decide on a topic to study 
and develop your ideas into a detailed project plan. Part 2 begins an exploration 
into the possible research methods you may want to use, helps you to start 
developing your theoretical framework and leads to the development of an 
annotated bibliography. In Part 3, you will do the main research and data 
gathering for your project, creating a first draft of your written output at the end 
of Part 4. Part 5 gives you an opportunity to make final changes to your written 
document, culminating in a finished essay at the end of the course. 

In this course you will produce: 

● A 1000-word project proposal (Assignment 1) 
● A 5000-word essay (presented in a format of your choice with agreement 

from your tutor) supported by your portfolio of creative work submitted 
for the Major Project 

‘Research is the pursuit of knowledge and truth’ 
Source: Young (2018)  
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As with previous courses, you will be supported by receiving formative feedback 
from a tutor, and at the end of your course you will be able to submit for 
summative assessment. 

Learning Outcomes 

On satisfactory completion of the course you will to be able to: 

● Undertake research and study which demonstrates comprehensive 
knowledge of your area of specialisation and build a theoretical 
framework for your creative practice. 

● Synthesise and articulate critical, contextual and conceptual knowledge 
and understanding into a coherent critique of advanced academic 
standard. 

● Apply criteria of judgement, review, criticise and take responsibility for 
your own work with minimum guidance. 

● Select and apply information management skills and use appropriate 
technology in the production of an accomplished critique with minimal 
supervision. 
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Getting started 

Through Levels 1 and 2, you will have experienced studying with OCA and 
developed study skills that work for you. Alternatively, you may have recently 
joined OCA through accreditation of prior learning or experiences. This section 
briefly recaps on studying at distance with OCA. 

As a distance learning student you receive learning materials that take you 
through the content of each course. Your materials provide case studies, links to 
resources and suggested research, and are typically structured into five parts 
covering a number of different topics. Each part contains research tasks, 
exercises, and projects that encourage you to undertake your own research, 
make work, and reflect on your progress.  

Work your way through one part at a time in chronological order, undertaking 
any tasks and documenting your work as you go in your learning log. These tasks 
are designed to be as accessible as possible, so all students, regardless of their 
circumstances can participate. There is usually room to adjust tasks to suit your 
needs and this is something OCA can support you with. Once you complete a 
given part, you will submit a selection of your work and your learning log to your 
tutor, who will review it and provide you with formative feedback. 

Research task: Study tips 

Visit OCA’s WeAreOCA blog and read through the study tips section: 
https://weareoca.com/category/students/study-tips/ 

These posts are regularly added to, so keep an eye open for new additions. You 
can also comment on existing posts, or contact OCA if you would like to see new 
posts on a specific topic. 

Feedback from your tutor 

Tutor feedback can be verbal or written, or a combination of both, depending on 
what you would rather receive. Written feedback will be in the form of a PDF 
tutor report. Verbal feedback will be provided online through Google Meet or by 
telephone with a summary written by your tutor. All tutor feedback will be timely, 
well-grounded, constructive, and challenging. It will reflect on the work you have 
produced and provide pointers on how you can improve. Tutors provide 
feedback at the end of each part of the course. 
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Research task: The role of the tutor 

You can find out more about the role of your tutor through watching this short 
video: [https://vimeo.com/180282269] 

You may also want to find out what kind of practitioner your specific tutor is by 
looking at their profile: https://www.oca.ac.uk/our-tutors/ 

Tip: Reflecting on your feedback  

It’s important to reflect on feedback in your learning log, identifying what you 
feel are the key themes and areas for development. This will help you develop a 
better understanding of what you are taking from your tutor’s feedback, help you 
develop a reflective approach to your studies, and help your tutor in how they 
tailor their feedback for you. 

If you’re using a public facing blog, and want to quote from the feedback, please 
refer to ‘your tutor’ rather than by naming them personally. You should act on 
this feedback as you progress through the course and can rework any elements 
prior to submitting for assessment.  

Assessment 

Once you have completed each part of the course and received feedback from 
your tutor, you can submit for summative assessment to one of three annual 
assessment events. For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the 
work you’ve done on this course, as outlined in your assessment guidelines, 
available on: learn.oca.ac.uk. 

Your work will be assessed using your degree assessment criteria, available 
from: learn.oca.ac.uk 

If you have any queries about assessment, make a note and ask your tutor. 
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Supporting your learning 

Alongside providing learning materials and access to a tutor, OCA supports your 
learning by providing access to an online library, and other online resources. 

Research task: Accessing the library and key texts 

As an OCA student, you have online access to UCA’s online library resources. To 
find out how to log on, and what resources are available, please visit: 
https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=79#section-1 

To support your studies, OCA has provided a number of key texts related to your 
course’s reading list as scanned and downloadable articles, available from: 
https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=226#section-6 

OCA employs a librarian based at UCA's campus. The librarian is here to help 
with: 

● Finding and evaluating research sources. 

● Accessing online resources. 

● Using the Library catalogue. 

● Suggesting books/resources for the Library to buy. 

● How to search the web effectively. 

● How to reference and compile bibliographies. 

The Ask the librarian forum offers a space to answer your queries on library and 
research skills, including how to research and evaluate information: 
https://discuss.oca-student.com/t/about-the-ask-the-librarian-category/7822 

If you would prefer to contact the librarian directly please email: 
library@oca.ac.uk 
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Research task: Harvard Referencing 

By Level 3 you should be familiar with the Harvard referencing system to cite 
any research you undertake. The system can be applied to books, quotations, 
images, films and any other work you wish to reference. Through written 
citations it helps locate work and prevents any accidental plagiarism. To remind 
yourself how to use Harvard, please look at this resource: 
https://www.uca.ac.uk/library/academic-support/harvard-referencing/ 

Research task: Discussions 

Use the discussion areas on OCA Learn to engage in conversation with your 
fellow students. These help to connect OCA students together for subject related 
discussions and mutual support, and give you a platform to share your work and 
ideas for feedback. Begin by introducing yourself here: 
https://learn.oca.ac.uk/mod/forum/view.php?id=6330 
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Exercise 1: What are your expectations of level 3 
study? 

The course draws on your learning from previous levels, and places you and your 
interests at the forefront. This means that Level 3 is strongly student directed, 
with the opportunity to define projects and content that are personally and 
professionally meaningful. Write a short paragraph or around 5 bullet points 
identifying what you want from the course. 

To help support your learning it’s also useful for your tutor to get a sense of your 
own creative and learning journal so far, your expectations of the course, 
motivations, and any other information you‘d like to share. Write a short 
paragraph or 5 bulletin points highlighting what you’re bringing to the course.  

Tip: Sharing your needs 

Exercise 1 may be a good opportunity to consider any personal or health issues 
that might impact on your ability to study. Contact Learner Support to make 
them aware, and to access guidance and support: [learnersupport@oca.ac.uk] 

   

11  Music 3: Contextual Studies 

mailto:learnersupport@oca.ac.uk


 

Learning and listening logs  

As an OCA Music student you need to keep learning and listening logs as a way 
of documenting your creative responses to course activities, your reflections on 
your progress, and as a way of sharing your work with your tutor.  

A learning log should be a summary of your creative process, documenting the 
various stages you have gone through, with examples, and a brief explanation 
and reflection on your creative process and outcomes.  

A listening log should contain your personal reflections, observations and 
critical analysis of the music you are hearing. Try to discover how the different 
elements of the music are put together and consider how you might take 
influence from these techniques to use in your own work. 

We recommend that you listen to a wide range of music to supplement and 
enhance your studies. This can be done via an online source such as Naxos 
Music Library (access via the UCA library), YouTube or Spotify. 

Where possible, your listening should include both recorded music and live 
performances, and you should actively seek out music that is unfamiliar to you - 
whether or not the experience results in your liking or understanding what you 
hear! The purpose is to gain a knowledge of what is out there, to broaden and 
deepen your experience of music so that you can critically appreciate any piece 
of music on several levels. Make detailed comments as you are listening, because 
you may well forget your initial reactions; when you come back to the same piece 
later you may discover your reactions have changed. Your own commentaries on 
heard experiences will help both you and your tutor see how you are 
progressing with your learning. 

Read other people’s commentaries as well - performance programme notes, 
broadsheet music critics, internet blogs and in your wider reading. Some will give 
you new insight, others you may disagree with. All of this can be recorded in your 
listening log.  
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From your experience on previous OCA courses you may already have a learning 
log that you want to continue to use. If so, you will need to establish a way in 
which to clearly indicate when your old course ends and your new one begins, 
for example by tagging your posts and setting up separate menus for each 
course. If you are new to learning logs, here is an OCA blog template guide to 
help you set one up: https://spaces.oca.ac.uk/mu6csandmu6mprtemplate/ 

For this course, you will produce one listening and learning log which combines 
your work for Major Project and Contextual Studies to help you to create links 
between your research and your practical work. 

Managing your time 

Your course requires around 400 learning hours which can be undertaken 
flexibly, part-time, or closer to full-time study, depending on how quickly you 
want to learn. You have a maximum of two years to complete the combined 
learning hours for the Major Project and Contextual Studies courses , but if you 
spread your learning over too long a timeframe it’s easy to lose momentum.  

With this in mind, you might want to aim to complete this course within 18 
months (working approximately 8 hours per week), 12 months (working 
approximately 12 hours per week), or at a full time rate of around 6 months (at 
24 hours per week). These timeframes will depend on how much time you can 
commit to study, so it’s good to be realistic about what is manageable for you. 

Allow around 20% of your learning hours for reflection and keeping 
your learning log up to date. 

During the course your tutor will suggest dates by which your next assignment is 
due based on which of these time frames you want to work within. Deadlines can 
be renegotiated in discussion with your tutor, so long as they fit within the 
overall maximum time frame for the course. 

Allocating regular time for your studies will help you balance your course work 
with the rest of your life. It’s important to be realistic about what you can 
achieve. For example, don’t try to undertake the course full-time, while working 
full-time, and juggling everything else you do. You’ll end up seeing the course as 
‘another thing to do’ which won’t be useful for your motivation or creativity. 

It’s much better to give yourself some breathing space to enjoy the challenge of 
your studies. 
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A research project such as you will be undertaking as part of this course, also 
requires careful organisation. You will find detailed advice on this in Part 1 which 
you may find is helpful to revisit during your studies. 

Elizabeth Nunn, Photograph Sculptures (2018) OCA Image Library 

Tip: Asking for help 

Remember that if you have difficulty with any of your deadlines please get in 
touch with your tutor. Additional support is available from OCA Head Office: 

● Course Support [coursesupport@oca.ac.uk]  
for answers to course content or subject related questions.  

● Student Services [studentadvice@oca.ac.uk]  
if you have queries around study resources, time frames, finance and 
funding, or any general enquiries.  

● Learner Support [learnersupport@oca.ac.uk]  
if any personal or health issues begin to impact on your ability to study. 
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Exercise 2: Managing your time  

Depending on your circumstances, you might allocate time in different ways - a 
day a week, an hour a day, larger blocks of time such as weekends or holidays, or 
a combination of approaches. 

Ask yourself the following questions? 

● How much time can you allocate to study each week? 

● What is my most/least productive time of the day? 

● How well do I manage time? 

● What is a realistic schedule to undertake Part One (around 80 learning 
hours) and when might you set your first deadline? 

Make some notes in your learning log and discuss your schedule when you talk 
to your tutor. 
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Resources 

To get the most out of your study you will need to access OCA’s online and social 
resources, and develop your own physical resources and working/study space. 
These will differ depending on what subject you’re studying. 

Try not to feel limited by the resources or space you have available at the 
moment, creativity can flourish anywhere and there’s plenty of time to acquire 
the equipment you need. Working at a distance can have advantages to working 
in University studios and classrooms as the resources you develop over time 
belong to you and meet your specific needs. 

General resources 

For music courses you may find it is useful to have access to manuscript paper, 
some headphones for focussed listening and a piano or piano app to enable you 
to try out particular sounds. You will also be undertaking academic research at 
this level, for which you will need a quiet space to work.  

Digital resources 

Here is a list of digital resources and software you will need: 

● A personal computer you have reliable and regular access to, and is 
equipped with up to date software and has this operating system installed. 

● Google Drive, which is a free service provided by Google. It is an online file 
sharing system based on the cloud, so you can access it from anywhere. 
You will be expected to upload files from your computer and share them 
with your tutor, and submit documents for assessment using Google 
Drive. 

● Google mail, this service hosts all OCA email addresses as a free service 
through Gmail. Personal email addresses should not be used for OCA 
studies. 

● Online learning logs are recommended as a way of keeping your 
supporting studies up to date. The OCA recommends using its OCA Spaces 
platform; any online blogging platform may be used but please avoid 
platforms which require viewers to create an account as this can cause 
issues at assessment. 
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Any notated music you submit to your tutors and for assessment should be in 
Sibelius or Dorico format; these are the industry standards in software so the 
OCA feels it is important that you gain familiarity with either one of these during 
your studies. OCA students qualify for educational pricing on both of these 
programs. 

Course resources 

The specific resources that you will need for this course will vary according to the 
focus of your project, but may include 

● Access to: IMSLP Score Library, YouTube and Naxos Music Library (free for 
OCA students through the UCA Library) 

Other resources which are not essential but may be useful include: 

● Spotify and/or similar music streaming and aggregation services. 

● Your local or regional library, which may have texts, scores or CDs which 
are difficult to find online. The library staff may also be able to order 
specific scores or texts for you to use. 

● A folder on your computer or a physical folder  (or perhaps both) to collate 
your research work. 

● Access to referencing software such as Zotero, Mendeley or End Note. 

Think about any other materials, tools, or other resources you might need, as 
well as items from the above specialist subject-related equipment that would be 
useful.  

Tip: Student discounts on software 

All students enrolled with OCA are encouraged to register for an NUS card. The 
card entitles you to discounts on thousands of products including software and 
apps, as well as buying scores and recordings in local music shops. Discounts on 
Dorico software are also available; see the VLE or ask your tutor for details. 

Your working space 

You will need a space to work, be it the kitchen table, a spare room or an existing 
studio space, somewhere to work on your learning log or work digitally, access to 
a computer, and space to read, listen and reflect which could be much more 
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flexible and also slot into other times, for example reading on the train on the 
way to work. 

Exercise 3: Identifying resources 

Prepare a list of the equipment and other resources you might need to use. 
What do you currently have and what might you need to get? Don’t worry if you 
don’t have everything now, there’s plenty of time to build your resources as you 
progress through the course and degree. If you’re not sure of what you need, 
then prepare a list of questions to ask your tutor.  

What space or spaces are you going to work in? Consider where you will do most 
of your study, and prepare it so it’s an environment you’ll enjoy working in and 
you are able to store your equipment and resources.  

You may want to take a photo of your studio space to share with your tutor via 
your learning log. 

Social resources 

While it might often feel like you’re studying on your own, it’s worth 
remembering that there are lots of other OCA students doing the same. Your 
fellow students can provide fresh perspectives, feedback and encouragement, 
and creative opportunities for collaboration or sharing. 

You can make contact with fellow students through our OCA discuss site: 
[https://discuss.oca-student.com/].  

You’ll find a welcome section here: 
https://discuss.oca-student.com/c/welcome-introduce-yourself-here 

You can also talk through your email group, which you were added to when you 
enrolled onto your course. Its purpose is to make it easier for students studying 
the same course to talk to one another, upload images and critique one 
another's work. Through these groups you have access to the experience of 
students who are further along in their studies who can offer advice and 
guidance and you can take comfort in knowing there are others at the same 
point as you, who may share the same worries or concerns. These course 
discussion groups utilise ‘Google groups’ to operate. Click here: 
https://www.oca-student.com/content/course-discussions-feature-launched for 
more information. 

18  Music 3: Contextual Studies 

https://discuss.oca-student.com/
https://discuss.oca-student.com/c/welcome-introduce-yourself-here
https://www.oca-student.com/content/course-discussions-feature-launched


 

There are also discussion spaces on the BA(Hons) Music area of OCA Learn, 
where you can talk to other students and tutors. 

Remember to communicate respectfully and responsibly with other students 
and OCA staff online. For further information listen to this short piece on 
Netiquette: 
https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-guide-elements/getting-grips
-netiquette 

Research task: OCASA 

OCA’s Student Association (OCASA) [www.ocasa.org.uk] is available to you as a 
student. One of their activities is organising joint study visits with OCA tutors. 
Visit: https://weareoca.com/category/study-visits/ to identify any study visits you 
would like to attend, either virtually or in person. 
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Exercise 4: Saying hello to your fellow students 

Get in touch with other students to say hello, and to share something about you 
or your practice. Use the OCA discuss site and/or the email group.  

Working alongside other OCA students can help provide social support for your 
studies by providing fresh perspectives, feedback and encouragement, and build 
working relationships and collaborations. Think about how you can build regular 
student contact into your creative practice throughout the course. 

Exercise 5: Say hello to your tutor 

For your final exercise, get in touch with your tutor to arrange a 15-20 min 
conversation. This is an opportunity to say hello to your tutor and put a voice to 
a name. It’s also a chance to discuss how best to schedule your time, document 
your work, and share it.  

The previous exercises and research tasks will have helped you prepare for this 
conversation and identified any questions you’d like to ask. Use your notes from 
these exercises as a starting point. 

Reflect on this conversation in your learning log as a way to identify any key 
points and as a starting point to refer back to later on. Don’t forget to refer to ‘my 
tutor’ online rather than by name. 

Finally, you may want to reflect on doing this introduction as a whole. Has it been 
useful and are there things we could do differently? Make some notes in your 
learning log and feel free to get in touch with OCA directly or use the forums to 
help us improve our support if you have any ideas. 

Starting your course  

You should now be ready to start Part One of your course. If you are new to OCA, 
don’t worry if you are still getting to grips with using your blog, adjusting to this 
form of learning, or don’t have all the resources you need. There’s plenty of time 
to develop these as you progress. Remember that if you get stuck along the way 
there’s support available from OCA and encouragement from your fellow 
students.  

Enjoy the rest of your studies! 
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 Music 3: Contextual Studies 

Part One: Project 
Proposal 

 
Georges Braque, Violin and Newspaper, (1912-13). (Pencil, charcoal and oil on canvas). 
Philadelphia Museum of Art. Image courtesy of Bridgeman Images. 
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Introduction 
What will you research and how will you get started? In this first part of the 
course you will work towards the creation of a detailed project proposal, which 
will help to create the framework for your research project. 

You will gradually build your research project as you work through the different 
parts of the course, following a series of steps. While you should work through 
the assignments in the order they appear in the course materials, you may find 
you need to work through the different topics presented in each part of the 
course in a non-linear order to meet the demands and requirements of your 
specific project and to integrate your research work with your progress in Major 
Project.  

By the end of Part One you will have identified the focus of your project and 
formed a research question, and considered the format of the final output. This 
will be brought together in your 1000-word project proposal, which your tutor 
will provide feedback on for Assignment 1. 
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Project 1: First Steps 
This course provides you with an opportunity to carry out your own independent 
research project which links with, and informs, the practical work that you will 
undertake as part of the Music 3: Major Project course unit. You will present your 
final work for this course as a 5000-word written document in a format of your 
choice. This could be a traditional essay, a series of articles coming together to 
form a portfolio, a website, or any other format that you feel best represents 
your project, agreed in discussion with your tutor.  

There should be a clear connection between your practical portfolio and your 
research work. You may choose to explore a specific theme across both courses, 
or the two may be more loosely related; either is fine as long as the two aspects 
of your work are demonstrating an influence on each other. Your practice might 
help to define the focus of your research, or your research might inform the 
direction that your practice takes; there is no right or wrong approach and you 
should aim to find a synthesis that is most appropriate for you and your areas of 
interest. Your tutor will be able to offer specific guidance at Assignment 1 to help 
your ideas come together. 
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Exercise 1.1: Exploring ideas 

Throughout both courses, you will be exploring and developing the links 
between research and practice. A range of approaches may be suitable and you 
may already have several options to choose between based on your own 
interests.  

The aim of this exercise is to help you explore the range of possibilities that are 
open to you, and to help you identify how theory and practice might be 
integrated. 

Each of the bullet points below suggests a potential area of research. Under each 
point in the list that relates to your chosen pathway, list two or three areas of 
personal interest and any potential connections with your practical work.  

● An individual composer, work, or style of composition that interests you 
and influences your own practical work. 

● A specific compositional technique or device that you have used in your 
own work and you wish to learn more about for future use. 

● The practical application of a particular technique to a specific instrument 
or group of instruments (e.g. the use of extended techniques for viola or 
keyboard ornamentation in the Baroque era). 

● The performance practice of a particular era or composer. 

● Exploring collaborative processes (e.g. the composer/performer 
relationship). 

● Performer-composers throughout history (i.e. practitioners who compose 
music for them to perform themselves). 

● Approaches to orchestration in a specific era or by a specific practitioner. 

● Transcriptions for a particular instrument or by a particular composer (e.g. 
Lizst’s piano transcriptions of Beethoven’s symphonies). 

● Wider applications of music (e.g. music and politics, music and society, 
music therapy, music psychology, ethnomusicology, reception history etc.). 

You may also choose to add one or two of your own suggestions from areas 
outside of this list.  
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Case Study: Carla Rees PhD - Collaboration in Practice: Developing a 
repertoire of extended techniques for the Kingma System alto and 
bass flute. 

(Royal College of Music, London 2014) 

The OCA’s Music Programme Leader, Carla Rees, talks about her PhD research 
and the connection between research and practice. 

“My PhD came about as an extension of the work I had already been doing in 
practice as a performer specialising on the alto and bass flute. At Masters’ level I 
had been researching the alto flute from an organological (and also partly 
sociological) perspective, specifically looking into Böhm’s development of the 
instrument in the 1850s, its reception by flute players and the general musical 
community, and the development of repertoire for it. 

At that time, as an alto flute player I felt a bit like a lone crusader; the instrument 
didn’t have the popularity it does now, and contemporary repertoire was limited 
by the instrument’s closed holes (a necessity because of the size of the 
instrument), which meant that many of the extended techniques which were 
becoming more widespread in the C flute’s repertoire could not be applied to the 
alto. Many composers were attracted by the sound of the instrument, but found 
its capabilities too limiting for innovative creative work. 

I heard about Eva Kingma’s pioneering work to develop the instrument further; 
she had found a way to add open holes and created a key-on-key system, where 
small keys are placed on top of larger keys to allow for open holes on every key. 
This became known as the Kingma System, and I was fortunate to have one of 
the first complete Kingma System alto flutes made for me in 2000. 

After my MMus graduation in 2001, I set out to demonstrate that the alto flute 
was a viable recital and chamber music instrument, through collaborating with 
composers to create new repertoire. By the time I started my PhD several years 
later this project was already well underway; rarescale, the chamber ensemble I 
founded in 2003, was giving around 50 premieres a year, and the number of new 
pieces for alto (and now also bass) flute had risen to the hundreds. 

My PhD was an attempt to formalise some of this work, and to document the 
discoveries made through the collaborations for any other composers who were 
interested in exploring Kingma System instruments. 
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I continued to work full time throughout my PhD, since it was so closely related 
to my professional performance work, and I found teaching was also often a 
useful way of exploring ideas further. “ 

“Practice and research went hand in hand...most of the research came in the 
form of practical investigations” 

“Practice and research went hand in hand; written sources on the Kingma 
System, and on low flutes in general, were still quite scarce, so much of the 
research came in the form of practical investigations. I chose a small group of 
composers to collaborate with during the project and asked them to write their 
ideas first, without restrictions imposed by practical considerations. We worked 
together to find the practical solutions which meant the ideas could be realised 
convincingly. These works became case studies from which knowledge and 
conclusions were drawn.  

I used this knowledge to create two websites, designed as distance-learning 
resources for composers, which documented the techniques we had used in the 
collaborations. These were an important part of the project, since they provided 
a reference point about the instruments and presented existing knowledge to 
future collaborators, enabling us to work faster and at a deeper level. To make 
the websites as comprehensive as possible, I spent many hours in a practice 
room trying to find suitable fingerings for multiphonics, microtonal trills and all 
manner of other techniques, which had not been documented before for these 
instruments. Once I’d found the solutions to the problems I was exploring, I went 
into the recording studio and documented them through video and audio 
demonstrations, which were added to the website.  

My final PhD submission included a recorded portfolio of the new repertoire 
created during the project, the two websites (www.altoflute.co.uk and 
www.bassflute.co.uk) and a written thesis. I also published the new works, in 
editions which documented the performance practice that had arisen as a result 
of the collaborations with the composers, and developed through multiple 
performances. Some of the details that were added to the composers’ original 
scores came from listening back to recordings from the different performances 
of each piece and looking for common factors, as well as noticing what changed, 
as a way of understanding, and then documenting, the elements of performance 
that are often instinctive and unspoken. 
[Links last accessed: 30/06/2020]. 
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I completed my PhD in 2014, and since then have been developing my interests 
further. The PhD was an important part of my own personal journey and helped 
me to refine my thinking in an area of work that was important to me. Despite 
the highly specialised nature of my project, I’m often surprised to find how much 
of my current working life links to areas explored in my PhD, from exploring 
collaborative processes, writing academic documents, developing 
distance-learning course materials, formalising my own thinking and, of course, 
playing the flute!” 
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Exercise 1.2: Choosing a topic 

The case study above demonstrates one possible trajectory into choosing a topic, 
showing how an area of interest could help develop an extended research 
project and professional practice. Throughout both courses, you will be exploring 
and developing the links between research and practice. Are there any areas 
from your own practice that could provide useful starting points? 

1. Reflect on your current practice – what are you interested in finding out 
about? Do any themes emerge in your work? 

2. Look at your strongest works from levels 1 and 2 – can you find any 
common themes? What could you develop further from this work? 

3. Consider your personal creative voice. This may already have a clear 
identity, or may still be forming. What makes your work different from 
other people’s? Do you see any stylistic elements emerging? 

4. If you already have an idea of what the practical side of your project may 
entail, consider what additional knowledge you will need in order to 
complete it. 

5. What areas of music excite you? What challenges you? What are you 
passionate about? 

6. Are there any recent developments in your areas of interest that you’d like 
to know more about? 

It may also help to identify your strengths and weaknesses, through the use of a 
SWOT analysis. This is a diagram which outlines strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats. A simple example is shown over the page:   
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STRENGTHS 

I am well organised 

I am methodical 

I enjoy working to deadlines 

I enjoy planning 

WEAKNESSES 

I often put too much pressure on 
myself to succeed 

I take on too much 

I can get bogged down in detail 

I usually miss deadlines 

OPPORTUNITIES 

I know some performers who I can 
collaborate with 

I have access to some historical 
manuscripts via a local collection 

I would like to carry out some 
interviews 

THREATS 

Self-doubt – do they think I’m good 
enough? 

Self-doubt – I’ve never dealt with 
manuscripts before so might not be 
very good at it 

Do I have enough time? 
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Project 2: Your Research Question 
Research questions can help give definition to your research, and help you to 
focus on a specific area by identifying the relevance of information. While your 
question may be refined as you research your topic, creating a few different 
questions that encompass your topic can be a useful starting point. Your 
research question rarely appears in your final research presentation in a direct 
form, but it can help to formulate the direction of the research. 
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Exercise 1.3: Formulating a research question 

Following a step-by-step process, in this exercise you will begin to formulate a 
question relating to your research. 

Begin with a broad topic; you may have a good idea of what this is already, but if 
not, revisit your reflections in Exercise 2 and consider your main areas of interest 
and your strengths. It can also be very helpful to start from the practical work 
you plan to undertake and find a topic which connects to that in some way. 

For example, if you are planning a composition portfolio for your Major Project, 
potentially including an orchestral piece, you might decide to explore a 
well-established structure for orchestral music and choose the Symphony as 
your topic. 

1. What can I learn about the Symphony? (broad topic). 

The next stage is to choose an area of that topic to focus your study; the 
Symphony itself is an enormously broad area with a number of historical 
aspects, as well as many different approaches from different composers, so it 
will be useful to narrow down the range a little. Let’s look at a particular era of 
interest. That gives us: 

2. What can I learn about the Symphony in the 20th Century? (more focussed 
topic). 

This already gives a framework to the area of exploration, by narrowing the topic 
to a specific timeframe. Next, consider what aspect of this era of symphonic 
writing might be interesting to explore. 

Create a concept map (or mind map) on paper or on a Padlet to explore some of 
the different aspects of your topic and how they connect with each other. They 
could include specific composers, works or ideas, or broader subsets such as 
groups of composers, harmonic approaches or compositional parameters. For 
our 20th Century Symphony example this could include male and female 
composers as broad groups, or English Pastoral composers, the influence of 
Landscape on music, groups of tonal or non-tonal composers, or individual 
composers such as Sir Peter Maxwell Davies, Nielsen, Gorecki or Sibelius, with 
connections made to their stylistic approaches or influences. 
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Pick one of these areas to focus on in more detail, and present it in question 
form. Let’s take the influence of landscape for example. Our topic is narrowed 
further to the exploration of landscape in 20th Century Symphonic repertoire, 
but posed as a question, it becomes refined further to: 

3. How did Landscape influence symphonic composers in the 20th Century? 
(narrower topic posed as a question). 

Now consider more questions you could ask about this area – for example, what 
were the landscapes that had an influence? How are they reflected in the 
harmonic and melodic language of the composers? How did these landscapes 
impact on the traditional symphonic structure? How was orchestration used in 
order to reflect the influence of the landscape? Which composers were 
influenced by landscape? etc. 

Keep asking questions in a similar way until your ideas are refined and clear. It 
may take several iterations of the question to find a topic that has a suitable 
scope for the length of the essay – a topic which is too broad means you will 
have too much information to write in sufficient detail, and a topic which is too 
narrow may be lacking in available resources for your exploration. Your tutor will 
be able to advise on the suitability of your topic when you submit your first 
assignment. 

You may also find that you need to do some preliminary research as you 
formulate your research question, since each iteration of the question may 
require some contextual information in order to go further. Document this 
research in your learning log. 

Make sure the question includes who, what, where, when and how, and that it 
is specific enough to be manageable. 

A good research question is clear, focused, concise, complex and arguable.  1

It focuses on one specific idea (that is of suitable size for the length of your final 
presentation) and has a clear direction. It should require some intellectual 
discussion rather than a yes or no answer, with potential for the answers to be 
argued and debated. 

1 https://writingcenter.gmu.edu/guides/how-to-write-a-research-question 
[Last Accessed 8/4/2020] 
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In summary, a research question can guide you to formulate the problem you 
are trying to solve, help you to develop a suitable research model and provide 
focus to your enquiry. 
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Exercise 1.4: Evaluating your research question 

Now produce a selection of your own research questions to choose from, 
following the processes presented above and building on the ideas explored in 
Exercises 1 and 2. You may have different topics for exploration, or different 
angles of the same topic. Unless you have a strong idea of exactly what you want 
to focus on, creating a choice of questions will enable you to evaluate the options 
and select the best topic for you. 

Once you have a selection to choose from, make notes on the following for each 
of your potential research areas: 

1. Is it specific and sufficiently narrow for the scope of the project? 

2. Are the aims clear? 

3. Is there an approach you can take to answering the research question 
which is practically viable for your personal circumstances? 

4. Is there likely to be a satisfactory – and interesting – conclusion? 

5. Does it interest and inspire you? 

From answering these questions, you may be able to narrow down your options 
further, until you settle on your topic. If the decision is still difficult, it may also 
help to weigh up the pros and cons of each topic, and to ask your tutor for 
guidance.  

Make notes on your experiences and the decisions you made in your learning log 
and reflect on the process. Did you discover anything unexpected as part of the 
process? 
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Project 3: Investigating resources 

Exercise 1.5: Planning resources 

Once you have an idea of your research question, you need to begin to consider 
what resources you might need in order to carry out your research and gather 
some initial thoughts on how you might approach the project.  

Part 2 discusses research methodologies in more detail, and you can refine your 
approach as your project develops, but for now, begin to consider the resources 
you might need. For example, are you likely to need access to particular 
secondary sources such as books, scores, archive materials or recordings? Will 
you need to interview any individuals or take part in any other primary research?  

A detailed music research investigation is likely to involve one or more of the 
following sources: 

Documents – books, journal articles, dissertations and historical treatises or any 
other written source, such as newspapers, diaries and concert programmes 

Scores – this could include editions from different times in history, including 
manuscripts, sketches and printed editions. 

Recordings and performances – recorded sound as a form of research, as well 
as live performance. 

Instruments – from any era, the tools musicians use to make music are a rich 
source of information for organological studies or performance practice 

Images – iconography and moving images can both reveal details about 
performance practice, reception history and social contexts of music. 

Places – landscapes and environments which have influenced music, such as 
concert halls, churches and other performance spaces, as well as broader 
landscapes. 

Consider also what stages the project might go through, or the main topics which 
might be covered within it. Each project will develop its own individual 
characteristics, and will change and develop as your knowledge grows. Your 
practical work will also have an influence on your research; take some time now 
to consider how your practice and research might influence each other. 
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There is plenty of room to adapt your plans as you go along, but it is useful to 
have an underlying structure in place to help steer your project. 

Keeping organised 

Throughout this course, you will be working towards a research output, either in 
the form of an extended essay, portfolio of written work or an alternative format 
of your choice. It is likely that you will gather far more material than you will be 
able to include in your final output, and that your research will lead you into 
numerous different areas of exploration, some of which will prove to be dead 
ends! 

In order to keep an efficient working process, it is useful to establish good habits 
from the start. Consider how you will organise the materials you collect along the 
way. This might include recorded interviews, notes from books and concerts, 
quotes and documentation of your thoughts and ideas. You might organise this 
in a series of notebooks, folders, computer files or boxes, or a combination of all 
of these. Keep everything together in a place that is easy to find, and carry a 
notebook with you at all times to jot down new ideas as they come to you. 

Document your work carefully as you go, keeping a note of ALL references with 
access dates and relevant page numbers/URLs, even if you end up not using 
them all in your final output. This will help you keep track of the resources you’ve 
already looked at, to stop you covering the same ground multiple times, and also 
as a reminder of where to find important quotations and sources for potential 
further exploration. 

Back up your work regularly onto multiple formats. A hard drive can fail, so it is 
advisable to have more than one hard drive back up, kept in different locations, 
as well as at least one cloud-based backup. Emailing documents to yourself can 
also be a helpful way of keeping further backups, and make sure that any 
physical elements are also scanned or photographed as a further form of 
backup. 

Consider your working habits. You may already have clearly identified a working 
style that is successful for you, particularly if you have chosen some of the more 
research-based courses at HE5, or you may still be navigating your way through 
the development of a workflow and working style that suits you. Are you a 
procrastinator or do you dive straight in? Do you like to work for long stretches 
of time on one thing, or do you prefer shorter, more varied sections of work? Do 
you do the things you like doing most first, or last? 
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What strategies do you have for writer’s block? How do you maintain interest? 
How do you overcome challenges? 

Consider your writing style and how you might present your work; writing an 
extended document of any kind, whether preparing a script for a presentation or 
writing in essay format will require some structural planning and may need 
several drafts in order to reach a final output. Are you someone who likes to 
write all the ideas and refine them later or do you need a detailed structural plan 
before you start? Do you like to stick with one idea until it is completed, or jot 
down many ideas to develop later? Whatever your approach, it can help to get to 
know your methods so that you can work them into your plan. 

Some habits can be useful, while others are detrimental. Make a list of your 
positive and negative habits, and consider how you can apply or change them to 
suit your needs during this course. 

Whatever your situation, you are likely to feel excited about the journey you are 
about to undertake, and perhaps also a little daunted. 

Begin to schedule your time, planning assignment submission dates and your 
intended final deadline. Factor in a buffer zone to allow for any unexpected 
delays; life (and research) can be unpredictable, so it is helpful to have a little 
extra time available when needed. It is likely that you will need to adjust this 
schedule as you work through the course, but for now it will help to provide a 
structure that you can map your work against. 

As you get deeper into your research, you may find it is useful to break down 
tasks into small, manageable sections, and plan your time accordingly. With both 
research and practice, creative thinking time can be an important aspect of the 
process, so don’t forget to allow yourself time between activities in order to mull 
over ideas. This could be scheduling a walk in nature every day, or it could be 
something that happens while doing household chores or even during practical 
creative activities; there are many alternative approaches, so find the one that 
works best for you and your personal situation. 

Another important aspect to consider when researching is the need for regular 
breaks. Sitting at a desk, and staring at screens, for long stretches of time can be 
detrimental to health and well-being. You may find that you become so 
engrossed in your topic that the time goes by very quickly, and you forget to take 
breaks. You may also find there are other days when time passes very slowly, 
especially if you are tired, or facing a particularly challenging section of work.  
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Extended research projects can easily contain many of both kinds of day! In both 
situations, taking regular breaks can help maintain concentration, allow space for 
the brain to process ideas, and give your body a chance to move. Setting regular 
alarms to remind you to take a break can sometimes be very helpful! 
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Exercise 1.6: Starting to organise 

Make some brief notes on the section above and start to plan how you will keep 
your work organised. You may find it is helpful to share your ideas on this with 
your fellow students through the discussion channels on OCA Learn. 

Exercise 1.7: The final output 

Take some time to consider what form your final presentation will take. This is 
likely to depend on the nature of your project and the connection it has with 
your practical work, but potential options could include: 

● A traditional essay format, presented as a single extended document. 

● A portfolio of shorter articles on different topics. 

● A website. 

● A critical commentary to a score or group of scores. 

● An analysis. 

● A report based on your personal reflections and supported by research 
(autoethnography). 

● A series of case studies. 

● A video or audio presentation (podcast) with a written transcript. 

● A conference-style presentation on your topic. 

There are numerous other alternatives; consider what appeals to you and what 
suits your writing style, experience and the topic you will be researching. 

Further reading: Help on choosing a topic 

Chapter 3 of Young’s Undergraduate Research in Music offers additional advice on 
choosing a topic. 

Young, G. and Shanahan, J. O. (2017), Undergraduate Research in Music: A Guide 
for Students. London, UNITED KINGDOM: Taylor & Francis Group. At: 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucreative-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4941880 
[Link last accessed: 27/07/2020]. 
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Assignment One: Your Project Plan 
For your first assignment you are asked to present a project proposal. Aim to 
write 1000 words in total. This should include: 

● Your research question. 

● An overview of your topic and what you plan to research. 

● A list of resources you will need. 

● Initial thoughts on how you plan to carry out your project, including a 
description of what the main challenges will be and how you might 
overcome them. 

● A rationale explaining why you have chosen this topic. 

● A demonstration of how your research project relates to the practical work 
you will undertake for Major Project. 

● A timeline of your assignments, including suggested submission dates. 
Keep in mind that you are likely to need a greater amount of time for the 
data gathering stage (Assignment 3) and first draft (Assignment 4) than for 
the other parts of the course. 

● Your initial ideas for the final presentation of the work. This could be in the 
format of an essay, or the work could be presented as a blog, or in an 
alternative format of your choice. 

Your project proposal will form 10% of the final assessment for the course. You 
can make changes to your plan as you work through your research, but it is 
important to reflect on, and document these changes in your learning log as you 
go along. 
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Formative feedback  

Send your completed plan to your tutor for formative feedback. Your tutor will 
contact you to arrange a video tutorial to provide feedback on your work. Where 
scheduling makes this impractical, or if you prefer, you may request written 
feedback instead. 

Following your tutorial, reflect on your feedback in your learning log, and 
consider any changes you may need to make to your plan. Revise your plan as 
necessary, remembering to document the changes you made and the rationale 
behind these changes. 

Keep revisiting your plan as you work through the course, updating as needed. 
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