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Introduction 

Welcome 

About your course 

Welcome to Music 3: Major Project. Over the course of this unit you will plan, 
develop and realise a portfolio of work, building on the knowledge and skills you 
have acquired through your degree thus far, and informed by the research 
undertaken in Music 3: Contextual Studies. As such, the nature of the portfolio 
is up to you, and can take a composition, orchestration or musicological 
pathway.  

Regardless of which pathway is chosen, you should feel able to explore your own 
creative interests, and make the structure of the course fit the outcomes you 
want to make. If you can’t see an obvious way for this to happen, have a 
conversation with your tutor about the possibilities. 

This unit relies on independent learning much more heavily than the previous 
music units, and is almost entirely student-directed. You will be expected to 
support your portfolio with self-directed research and reading, to take the 
initiative in planning and pacing the practical work, and to lead discussions of 
your work with your tutor. 

As such, the structure of the unit is very different to the previous units you have 
completed. The unit is in three parts, with the first and last structured in a linear 
way and ending with an assignment submission. The central section, however, 
doesn’t have a set structure, and while there are a lot of directed tasks included 
in it, the order, focus and shape of the work is for you to judge, based on what 
will be most useful in achieving your creative goals. 

The unit also comes with four case studies, comprising interviews with, or 
profiles of, musicians whose work is relevant in some way to the creation of your 
portfolio. These are signposted at specific points in the unit, but their relevance 
is much broader than these specific references, and it may well be worth reading 
them before you begin and referring back to them throughout the unit.  
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This is your chance to focus on your own creative and musical agenda, and to 
deploy all of the skills you’ve developed thus far in your musical and academic 
study. Use your imagination, and see how far it can take you. 
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Course aims  

The aims of this course are to help: 

● Support you to produce convincing and sophisticated musical products 
independently. 

● Point you to research techniques and resources so that you can situate 
your own work within a wider musical context. 

● Further develop your skills to transform theoretical concepts into practical 
methods and integrate them in your work. 

● Extend your critical, evaluative and reflective skills. 

● Build your confidence in using negotiation, management and 
communication skills. 

Learning outcomes 

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

● Produce convincing musical products that communicate your intentions, 
using accomplished techniques in complex and unfamiliar environments, 
with minimal supervision from your tutor. 

● Demonstrate comprehensive knowledge of your area of specialisation and 
be able to situate your own work within a larger context of practice in your 
field. 

● Transform theoretical concepts and ideas into musical forms and integrate 
them into your work. 

● Critically review your own work and evaluate it against desired outcomes. 

● Demonstrate management, leadership and communication skills and have 
deployed them during the negotiation and production of the final body of 
work with your tutor and third parties. 

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.   
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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 a 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. 

This course is structured in three parts, with the first and last assignments 
following the familiar format, and assignments 2 to 4 contained within Part 2, 
which provides a range of different resources that you can work through in any 
order, according to the needs of your project. 

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 
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tutor report. Verbal feedback will be provided online through Google Meet or 
by telephone with a summary written by you and agreed 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 on each assignment submission. 

In this Level 3 course your tutor will serve as a mentor to help guide you through 
your self-directed study. They will be able to advise you as you put your project 
plan together, and you will be able to draw on their experience as you put your 
portfolio together. You may find they make suggestions for different approaches 
you could take which challenge your ideas; be open to the advice you receive and 
take their suggestions into consideration, but keep in mind also that this is your 
project, and it is up to you to make decisions on how to proceed. Keep your 
decision-making processes well documented in your learning log, and reflect on 
the feedback you receive after each assignment. 

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 unit and can rework any 
elements prior to submitting for assessment.  
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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 unit, as outlined in your assessment guidelines. 
Your work will be assessed using your degree assessment criteria. 

You can find the relevant documentation relating to assessment here: 
https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=218#section-11 

If you have any queries about assessment, ask your tutor or the Programme 
Leader. 

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://ucreative.summon.serialssolutions.com/#!/. 

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

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, 
recordings, scores, images, films and any other work you wish to reference. 
Using in-text citations helps locate work and prevents any accidental plagiarism. 
To remind yourself how to use Harvard, please look at this resource: 
https://learn.oca.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/16629/mod_resource/content/1/harvard_r
eferencing_140514.pdf. 

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 unit, 
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] 
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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.  

You will create combined listening and learning logs for the Major Project and 
Contextual Studies courses, which will be assessed together. There is a template 
available at OCA Spaces designed specifically for these courses. Go to 
https://spaces.oca.ac.uk/sites/create/ and select the Music 3 template from the 
bottom of the page.  
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Managing your time 

Your course unit 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 of Major Project and Contextual Studies. 

With this in mind, you might want to aim to complete the two combined courses 
within 2 years (working approximately 12 hours per week), 18 months (at 16 
hours per week) or 12 months (working approximately 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 you will negotiate with your tutor to agree submission dates 
for your assignments, 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. 

Music 3: Major Project has a different structure to most OCA units. It is divided 
into three parts, but there are five opportunities for you to submit your work to 
your tutor. This structure is explained in the About Your Course section above. 
The first assignment will enable your tutor to get to know you, review your work 
so far and decide how best to help you in future. 

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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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. 

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 the requirements of your specialist area of study. 

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. 

Depending on the nature of your portfolio and area of study, you will have a 
specific set of requirements. If you have trouble accessing anything you need, 
contact your tutor for advice. 

Here is a list of the 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 
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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. 

● Access to online libraries and music streaming platforms such as IMSLP, 
Naxos Music Library, Spotify and YouTube. 

● You may also find it helpful to access your local or regional library, which 
may have 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. 

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. 

Your Major Project may also need additional resources or tools, depending on 
your specialist area of study. For example, for film or electronic music 
composition you may need access to a DAW (Digital Audio Workstation) or 
handheld recording device for field recordings. Your tutor will be able to offer 
advice as required, but it is advisable at this stage to 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.  
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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 Music Degree space on OCA Learn or 
ask your tutor for details. 

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 unit 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 on your course through the Course 
Discussion Forum https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=218#section-9, as 
well as with music students working across the degree in the BA(Hons) Music 
course area of OCA Learn. You can use the Ask A Tutor Forum to raise any 
questions for tutors or the Programme Leader. 
https://learn.oca.ac.uk/mod/hsuforum/view.php?id=4326 

Our OCA Discuss site [https://discuss.oca-student.com/] contains discussions on 
a wide range of topics and provides an opportunity to connect with the wider 
OCA community. You’ll find a welcome section here: 
https://discuss.oca-student.com/c/welcome-introduce-yourself-here. 
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You can also talk to your fellow students 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, share and 
critique one another's work. These course discussion groups utilise ‘Google 
groups’ to operate.  

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://www.oca.ac.uk/weareoca/category/study-events/ to identify any 
study visits you would like to attend, either virtually or in person. 

Exercise 4: Say hello to your tutor 

For your final exercise, if you haven’t done so already, 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. 
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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: Major Project 

Part one: Planning 
and Gathering 
Resources 
 

 

© Andrew Neel https://unsplash.com/ 
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Introduction 
In this part of the unit you will explore possible options for your project, reflect 
on what your goals are and gather the resources you’ll need to achieve them.  

While you may want to just get on with the practical work, the better your 
understanding of your goals and the challenges they present, the more 
ambitious and potentially successful your final output will be. 

As part of your planning process for the Major Project, you will also consider how 
to organise your time during the course. It will be up to you to decide when to 
submit your practical assignments and what work you will include in each 
submission. This is outlined in detail in Exercise 8: Getting from Here to There. 

What is a Major Project? 

Before we get started, we’re going to take a look at what we mean by a “Major 
Project” and how this unit relates to the rest of your studies. 

As previously mentioned, you’ll be creating a portfolio of work within one of 
three pathways: composition, orchestration or musicology. The pathway you 
choose will be determined at least partially by what units you completed at level 
2. To take the composition pathway you must have completed Music 2: Moving 
on with Composition, to take the orchestration pathway you must have 
completed Music 2: Orchestration and Arrangement, and to take the 
musicology route you must have completed Music 2: History and Context. 
Regardless of the chosen route, your final portfolio will be a practical, creative 
outcome. You have a choice of format regarding the portfolio, which could be a 
set of conventionally notated scores, but could also be something more 
experimental, individual or adventurous. The only criterion is that the end result 
could be performed by a musician with an appropriate set of skills. 

The total performance duration of the completed portfolio will be roughly 20 to 
25 minutes, and if you are producing compositions or arrangements the 
portfolio will include at least one substantial piece of work. If you’re composing 
or arranging conventionally scored music, this can be considered equivalent to a 
piece in ten or more parts lasting ten or more minutes. If you’re working in a 
different context, the exact details of this can be worked out in discussion with 
your tutor. Within these guidelines, however, you may structure the portfolio 
however you like. 
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The sort of practical work which could comprise a portfolio for the composition 
and orchestrations pathways is likely to take the form of a number of original 
compositions, or orchestrations of existing works, linked by some sort of shared 
theme or characteristic. There is a huge range of possibilities, however, and 
more creative approaches to the portfolio are welcome. 

Possibilities for the musicology pathway include, but are by no means limited to, 
creating a modern edition of music which uses pre-modern notation, or creating 
a set of performing scores for ambiguously or openly notated contemporary 
music. However, your own research and creative practices may well suggest 
many other options, and you may well have projects in mind which you already 
want to work on. 

The portfolio you produce for this unit should be a practical expression of the 
research undertaken in Music 3: Contextual Studies. The two units are two 
sides - investigative and creative - of the same coin: your academic musical 
practice. As such, the topics of both need to be chosen very carefully. While both 
units will have aspects which are independent of each other, their central focus 
should be the same, or at least very closely related.  

To give some concrete examples, if your research topic in Contextual Studies was 
the use of electronics in French spectral music, your portfolio should be based 
around a closely related topic, perhaps compositions inspired by electronic 
music but using acoustic instruments. While the two topics must be closely 
related, you can be very creative in what this relation is; for instance, if your 
research focuses on the development of antiphony in Renaissance Italy, your 
Major Project could be a portfolio of compositions exploring the antiphonal 
possibilities of public spaces in your home town, or experimenting with 
instrumental choirs in an orchestral context. 
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Project 1: Your Practice so Far 
You have already completed a number of course units to reach this point in the 
degree. This is a significant achievement and represents a substantial journey 
and learning experience. You will have reflected, both academically and 
personally, on the challenges and opportunities this has presented. In this first 
project, you will consolidate some of this reflection and create a summary of 
your existing strengths, and any areas which offer opportunities for further 
development. This will provide a valuable starting point for the planning and 
execution of your project. 

 

© Gabriel Barletta https://unsplash.com/   
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Exercise 1.0: Looking Back to Move Forward 

Take some time to look back over the practical assignments (ie. score- or 
music-based assignments) you have completed thus far. Looking at these, think 
about the overall progression of your creative practice from the start of your 
degree studies until this point.  

Choose the two or three pieces of work you personally feel have been the most 
successful. Go over each piece of work in detail, including your planning and 
reflection for each one, and re-read the feedback from your tutor.  

Considering your creative practice as a whole, think about what working 
methods you use in your practical work. Try to consider aspects of your practice 
which you may not have questioned. For example, do you always start new 
compositions by improvising until you hit on something, or do new projects 
always start with a formal plan or mind-map? There are often facets of our 
creative practice which are so ingrained that we don’t even notice them. Try, if 
you can, to step outside yourself a little and identify some of these traits. 

In your learning log, consider the following questions: 

1. What are the most significant changes or developments you can identify? 
These could be improved technical skills, changes in outlook, taste or 
approach, or something else.  

2. Are there any areas you’ve avoided focusing on? These could be types of 
assignment, styles, or even instruments.  

3. What subject areas or topics have you been most comfortable or happy 
with? Why do you think this might be? 

4. Are there any subject areas which you are very interested in, but aren’t 
represented in your work so far? 

5. Regarding the works you’ve identified as your most successful, what is it 
about these which distinguishes them from the rest? 

6. Is there anything which surprises you looking back over this work? 
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Exercise 1.1: Next Steps 

Having spent the previous exercise reflecting on and analysing your own creative 
work, consider the following points in your learning log: 

● With reference to the aspects of your work you have identified as areas for 
development, what skills and/or knowledge do you need to develop to 
improve your overall practice? 

● Are there any aspects of your work which you can identify as the things 
you’re most interested in or passionate about pursuing? Do these align 
with your current skill-set? If not, what skills or knowledge would you need 
to develop? 

Before you start work on the project itself, it’s worth spending some time 
developing these areas so that the realisation of your creative work is not 
hindered by any easily resolvable gaps in your skill set or wider musical 
knowledge. 

Take some time to research these and aim to gain a  better understanding of the 
relevant subject areas, practices and techniques, or to develop any technical 
skills you have identified as weaknesses. 

You will be required throughout this course to direct your own learning to a 
much higher degree than in your previous degree work. Take this research as an 
opportunity to become more comfortable with finding your own way through 
subjects, and making your own decisions about which areas are of greatest value 
to you. 
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Project 2: Looking Forward 
In Project 1 you looked back and reflected on your previous work; now you’ll 
investigate the possibilities available for your project and consider what the best 
option is for you. 

As you already know, by the end of this unit you will have completed a portfolio 
of musical works, lasting 20-25 minutes in total. It is for you to decide, however, 
whether this portfolio comprises original compositions, arrangements, 
performing editions, or another type of output, and how many individual pieces 
will make up the submission.  

You may already have a very clear idea about which strand you’ll be taking from 
composition, orchestration and musicology. However, if you haven’t already 
taken a qualifying unit from the strand in question (for example, Music 2: 
Orchestration and Arrangement for the orchestration strand) you should contact 
your tutor immediately to discuss this. 

While considering what format your project will take, it is helpful to consider the 
learning outcomes of the course, to ensure that your work will demonstrate 
them clearly. Your tutor will also be able to offer guidance on this when you 
submit your first assignment, but feel free to contact them before that if you feel 
advice would be helpful. 
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Exercise 1.2: The Possibilities 

Aside from the requirements outlined at the start of this section the brief for the 
portfolio is totally open. This means that while (if you’re on the composition or 
orchestration pathway) you’re required to include a substantial piece, there are 
many ways in which the portfolio could be structured around this. For example, 
you could produce a single, very substantial piece, two large pieces, one large 
piece and several small ones, or any other possible combination. 

It is essential, however, that the portfolio forms a meaningful whole: works 
should inform each other, or explore an identifiable theme or technique. You 
must have a central idea, or group of related ideas, around which the portfolio is 
constructed, and this conceptual core of the portfolio must reflect the research 
topic of the Contextual Studies unit in some way. In this exercise you will 
brain-storm some of these options within the context of the overall narrative of 
your work you identified in Project 1. 

Part 1 

In your learning log, summarise any goals you have, or might have, for this 
portfolio, or for your musical practice in general. These can be as general or 
specific as you like, but bear in mind the work you are doing for Music 3: 
Contextual Studies, and the shared context of the research with the portfolio. 
Try to think of as many as possible. 

e.g.:  

● I want to really hone my big-band orchestration technique. 

● I want to write a chamber symphony based on a fairy tale. 

● I want to apply my theoretical study of Medieval music in a practical 
context. 

● I want to improve the pacing of my compositions. 

● I want to apply my study of 20th-Century harmony in a practical context. 
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Part 2 

Taking each one of the goals from part 1 (or the ones you consider most 
important if you have  lots) make a mind-map of related ideas. These ideas can 
be practical, technical or purely theoretical, but should connect each goal to as 
many different areas as possible. 

This might be a good time to read Case Study III: Ben Gaunt’s Spellspheres - 
Composing Extended Families, which is an excellent example of how a simple 
idea has been used to structure a significant body of creative work. 

Research Point: Contextual Study 

You’re pursuing your musical research interests in the parallel Contextual 
Studies unit. Consider how your research could guide or support your practical 
experimentation as both become more developed. 

Taking the Contextual Studies work you’ve done thus far as a starting point, and 
considering the potential goals you have summarised, choose a subject area 
which now seems central to your interests, and do some research into artists or 
practitioners working in this space. Focus on musical outcomes, but also try to 
link them to any written or theoretical work the artists have produced. This could 
build on research you have already done in other units, or it could be in an area 
which is relatively unknown to you.  

For example, if you’ve identified that you’re interested in a style or genre such as 
contemporary big band music or spectral orchestral writing, you could seek out 
one or two individual composers or arrangers and investigate their work in 
detail. Alternatively, your subject could be more general or niche, say, 
transcription of neumes into modern notation. Either way, you should locate and 
research practical examples related to your topic.  

When writing up your research, consider the following questions, amongst any 
others you consider relevant: 

● What do you think the relationship is between the artists’ theoretical or 
planning work and the practical result? 

● What performance and presentation contexts are being accessed? 

● What possibilities does this suggest for your own work? 
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Exercise 1.3: Blue-Sky Thinking 

Part 1 

Taking one or two of the ideas or goals identified so far, explore in your learning 
log how you would realise this idea if you had unlimited time and resources. 
Would it become a grand opera? An album? A complete edition of a composer’s 
work? Try to work through the idea as thoroughly as possible, drawing together 
as many strands of creative practice as you can.  

Think carefully about how you would present the work in a public context: would 
it be in a concert hall? Or would it be better on Netflix? Or, if we’re being really 
honest, perhaps what it actually needs is a purpose-built spherical auditorium, or 
to be experienced through a VR headset. 

This may feel like a task which goes beyond the scope of your degree, but while 
many of the things you come up with in this exercise won’t necessarily fit into the 
context of this unit, you will develop a much more complete conception of what 
you really want from your ideas, and, through that understanding, this portfolio 
will become an expression of those goals far more completely than if you just 
start writing and see where you end up. 

 
The Bayreuth Festspielhaus - the theatre designed and built for the performance of 
Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen. Surely one of the most audacious examples of 
blue-sky thinking in western music! (Attribution: © El Grafo / CC-BY-SA-4.0) 
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Part 2 

This is also a good point at which to think about the possible ways of presenting 
your work. While conventionally notated scores are an entirely acceptable 
submission, perhaps there are other options which would better fit your ideas - 
perhaps the work could be presented as a website, or a series of videos. Write up 
some notes exploring any unconventional or experimental ideas you can think of 
regarding the format of the work. There’s no obligation to use these ideas, but 
you may hit on something you want to take further. 
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Exercise 1.4: Unit Goals 

Take some time to reacquaint yourself with the five learning outcomes for this 
unit, which you can find in the Introduction.  

This unit is structured in such a way that all five of these learning outcomes 
should be achieved if you work through all of the content. However, your 
approach to the unit and the way you construct your portfolio will affect how 
they are represented in your work. 

Make some notes about how the ideas you have come up with so far might 
reflect these outcomes if you were to use them as the basis for your portfolio, 
and more generally what sort of work could be used to evidence each of them. 
For example, LO2 could be reflected in the link between your Contextual Studies 
topic and the portfolio.  

If there’s a learning outcome which is not reflected in your ideas at this point 
don’t worry, there are plenty of opportunities to adjust and develop them over 
the rest of the unit. It is very important, however, that you consider these 
learning outcomes and how your work will demonstrate them when making 
decisions about what sort of portfolio you will work on. 
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Project 3: The Shape of Things to Come 

Exercise 1.5: Hypothetical Anatomy 

Bearing in mind the research and reflection you’ve completed so far in both this 
unit and Contextual Studies, sketch out three possible configurations for your 
portfolio.  

Remember that the completed portfolio must make sense as a body of work: 
there must be tangible relationships between different pieces, and the whole 
must address an identifiable topic or set of ideas related in a meaningful way to 
your Contextual Studies research.  

At this point you probably won’t know what all of the links and relationships will 
be, but it’s important to choose something that will allow them to develop - i.e. 
don’t choose something totally divorced from your research interests. 

Try to make your three sketches as different as possible while still achieving your 
set goals and playing to your strengths. You may already have a clear idea of 
what you want to do, in which case this exercise will help you better understand 
the characteristics and limitations of that idea, and the possibilities which other 
configurations might suggest. 

If you don’t yet have a clear idea for the organisation of your portfolio, take this 
opportunity to really explore the different practical possibilities. For example, 
would your ideas make more sense as lots related but very different pieces, or 
would a single, very substantial piece be the best way of taking your practice to 
the next level? 

Try to integrate some of the “blue-sky” ideas developed in the last section: how 
can you take your work as far as possible towards its ultimate realisation? 
Obviously it’s important to consider the set parameters of the portfolio, but 
within that you can be as ambitious as possible. 

Consider also that your work will develop and progress as you work through and 
complete it. When planning you should consider that you will probably want to 
edit, revise and expand your portfolio. Don’t bind yourself to a rigid structure, 
especially not at this early stage. To this end, you should include space for 
development work, that is, work in which you can experiment, develop and try 
out ideas leading into the final portfolio, while not necessarily being a part of it. 
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Once you’ve devised the three possible versions for your portfolio, write a short 
piece of reflection exploring the strengths and weaknesses of each one and any 
more general observations or realisations you’ve come to during the exercise. 

Research Point: From Page to Stage 

As a creative artist of any type, it’s easy to get lost in one’s own practice. We can 
end up concentrating so much on the construction of the work, its intricacies, 
subtle characteristics and hidden meanings, that we forget about what comes 
next. However, the next step is in some ways the most vital.  

As a creative artist your work exists to be experienced by others: one work heard 
in concert is arguably worth a hundred symphonies sitting unplayed in a drawer. 
While there is no requirement for any of the work you produce for this unit to be 
performed - and you should feel absolutely free to explore your ideas without 
being bound by the pragmatism of arranging performances - it’s worth thinking 
about how these performances might come about and, if they did, what they 
might look like. 

Take some time to research and brainstorm as many options as you can find for 
publicly presenting your work. These might be conventional performances, in 
which case you should think about how a work actually gets from the page to the 
concert hall, but you should also look at alternative possibilities: what other ways 
do we consume music and how might they be accessed?  

For example, it might be very hard to secure a performance of a 30-minute piece 
for large orchestra, but a performance of a related work for small ensemble 
might be much more realistic. Think carefully about how these possibilities relate 
to your ideas and what steps you could take towards a performance once you’ve 
completed the work. Write up your notes in your learning log. 
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Project 4: Planning 

Exercise 1.6: From Imagination to Intention 

Taking the three sketches from exercise 6 as a starting point, choose one to 
develop into a proposal for your actual portfolio. Alternatively, combine aspects 
of two or three of them to better balance the strengths and weaknesses of the 
different options. Your portfolio may well change, develop or diverge from these 
ideas as you work through it - this proposal is about giving you a well defined 
starting point, rather than deciding everything in advance. 

Be sure to decide: 

● What are the specific ideas or topics which the work will be based on? 

● What will the “major piece” be? 

● If there are multiple pieces, how will they relate to each other? 

● How will the work be presented?  

● Is there a set order to the pieces or are they independent? 

● What would be an ideal performance context for the works? 

You can now go much deeper into the implications of your choices: consider in 
detail how your different ideas and goals will be reflected across the different 
works of the portfolio, and how your portfolio as a whole will meet the learning 
outcomes of the course. You won’t necessarily know the final answers to these 
questions now, but it’s important to at least have a possible answer! 
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Exercise 1.7: Getting from Here to There 

Between now and the final submission of your portfolio you have five 
opportunities to get feedback from your tutor. The first one of these - 
Assignment 1 - will be a discussion of your plan. The remaining four will concern 
your practical work.  

This feedback is an extremely valuable resource as it allows you to get an 
external, professional perspective on your work and to get help with any issues 
you are struggling with.  

It is up to you to decide at which stages in your project you will send work to your 
tutor for feedback, and to agree a schedule with your tutor as part of your initial 
project plan. While there is room for flexibility as your project progresses, using 
your planned deadlines to map out key stages in the project will help you to 
retain focus and meet your goals.  

Because of this, it’s important to think carefully about where in your process it 
would be most useful to receive feedback. For example, if you plan to take 18 
months over the unit, one possibility could be: 

Month 1: Start Unit 
Month 2: Planning 
Month 3 : Submission 1 - Plan Submitted to Tutor (Assignment 1) 
Month 4: Tutor Feedback Received / Practical Work 
Month 5: Practical Work 
Month 6: Submission 2 - One minor piece plus sketches for the major piece 
Month 7: Tutor Feedback Received / Practical Work  
Month 8: Practical Work 
Month 9: Submission 3 - Draft of major piece. 
Month 10: Tutor Feedback Received / Practical Work 
Month 11: Practical Work 
Month 12: Submission 4 - Completed major piece plus one or more minor 
pieces 
Month 13: Tutor Feedback Received / Practical Work 
Month 14: Practical Work 
Month 15: Submission 5 - Polished major piece and all minor pieces complete 
Month 16: Tutor Feedback Received / Practical Work 
Month 17: Final edits 
Month 18: Portfolio ready for assessment. 

33  Music 3: Major Project 



However, this may not fit with your plan, or goals, at all, which could require a 
completely different approach, for example a couple of detailed prototype works 
submitted near the beginning of the unit, then a longer period of independent 
work. 

Draft one or two outline timelines for the development of your portfolio, taking 
into account the four opportunities for practical feedback (remember that your 
tutor may take up to four weeks to complete your feedback, so include space for 
this). 

Be sure to consider any important relationships between your works; for 
example, if one minor piece is a study for the major piece, then you may want to 
complete it first. On the other hand, your ongoing work, or your research for 
Contextual Studies may suggest changes to work already “completed”, so it’s 
important to retain, or plan for, some flexibility here. 

Propose dates for each submission. As with other aspects of the plan these can 
be adjusted, but you need to consider what a realistic timescale might be for the 
work you’re undertaking, taking into account the time required for parallel work 
on Contextual Studies and time for your tutor to provide feedback. 

Share your outline plans with your fellow students on the Music 3: Major Project 
Course Discussions forum. 
 
Regardless of when your chosen submission dates are, remember that you will 
need to comply with the OCA’s active learning requirements, which means that 
you must interact with the OCA in some form at least once per 60 days. As you’ll 
be doing two units in parallel, it’s unlikely this will be a problem, but it is a policy 
you need to be aware of. More information can be found on the OCA website. 
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Exercise 1.8: Project Management 

Over the units you have completed prior to this one you will have developed 
processes and approaches to breaking down and managing large or long-term 
projects. However, this portfolio is likely to be your largest single undertaking so 
far in the course of your studies, so it’s worth looking in more detail about how 
you might go about managing such a substantial project. 

The most important part of managing a project is having a clear plan. Most of 
this section is dedicated to planning, so we’re not going to add anything to that 
here. Instead, here are some tips which can help a lot with workflow and 
tracking. They’re quite general, so will apply to all pathways, but will need 
adjustment to the specifics of your own project. 

● Break up big tasks into small ones. 

● Create a clear timeline of when things need to be done by. 

● Fit your small tasks into your timeline to create a detailed map of your 
whole project. 

Of course, this map can be flexible, and won’t include any unknowns or any 
changes you make as you progress, but knowing where you are within the 
project - what you’ve achieved, what needs to happen next - will make it 
immeasurably easier to get from beginning to end! 

Using your work for Exercises 7 and 8 make a detailed timeline for how your 
portfolio might be completed. You might want to do some more research into 
project and time management to support this. As with exercise 7, this plan 
doesn’t have to be set in stone: you may want to change or depart from it as 
your work develops, but it’s essential to be able to plan and track your progress 
against some sort of standard.  
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Assignment One: Your Major Project 
Plan 

Part 1 

Drawing on your work from exercises 7, 8 and 9, prepare a detailed proposal for 
your portfolio. Your tutor will use this document to assess the suitability of your 
proposal, and you will refer back to it repeatedly throughout the completion of 
the unit, so it is essential you are as thorough as possible in compiling all 
relevant points into a coherent plan. 

You should include: 

● A proposal for the type and number of works to be completed. This should 
include proposed durations, instrumentations and presentation context 
(i.e. typeset score, or other options you explored in exercise 6). 

● A detailed explanation of the ideas or topics these works will explore, and 
a summary of how these ideas relate to the work for Contextual Studies. 

● Secondary research areas: what skills and/or knowledge will you need to 
develop over the course of the unit? Are there any specific areas of 
repertoire you will need to study? 

● A timeline and work-plan including the four proposed assignment 
submission dates and the estimated state of the portfolio at each one. 

● Any other points you consider relevant to the proposed work. 

As well as being an extremely useful tool, this plan, and your subsequent 
development of it over the course of the unit, will form part of the assessed 
work, so it’s doubly important to complete it as thoroughly and to as high a 
standard as possible. Aim to write between 1000 and 1500 words. 

Part 2 

Write a short piece of reflection on your experience of developing this plan. How 
do you feel going into the realisation of the portfolio? Has anything surprised 
you? Make reference to the work you did on your own creative practice in project 
1. 
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Rather than providing written feedback, your tutor will discuss your 
proposal with you in person, either through video chat or phone call. To 
make sure you take as much from their response as possible you must take 
detailed notes during this meeting - your tutor will allow time for this. 
You’ll need to send these notes to your tutor, who will add to them and 
send them back as a document of your meeting.  Write these notes up in 
your learning log. 
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