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MTO 21.3 Examples: Callahan, Teaching and Learning Undergraduate Music Theory at the Keyboard

(Note: audio, video, and other interactive examples are only available online)
http:/ /www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.15.21.3/mto.15.21.3.callahan.php

Example 1. Week-1 video tutorial on the features of SmartMusic
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Example 5. Aural learning and self-accompanying activity
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Example 6. Fill-in-the-blanks activity for second-species counterpoint
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Example 7. Transposition activity with second-species counterpoint
Given on paper:
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Given on screen (transposable):
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Shown on screen:

Example 9. Aural learning activity on modulation

= — . I
) L . 1 - '_?.—d
e | 1 |
AT, - = . i
i r' .
Provided aurally:
l’] H M 1 [—
P —1 | | T .
% T rre se 0 | —
eSS 1 coe o
: |
= = Z e —rr —_
/- 1 | s L& d 1 1 [ ©
= . 1 I I &+ i I 1 i

Example 10a.

Provided framework for ground-bass improvisation
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Example 10b. Transcription of upper-voice exemplars presented aurally

Example 11. Two-voice passage provided aurally for play-and-talk activity

Example 12. On-screen guidance for fill-in-the-blanks activity on parallel interrupted periods
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Example 13.

On-screen guidance for fill-in-the-blanks activity on sentences
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Example 14. On-screen guidance for fill-in-the-blanks activity on applied-chord resolution
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Example 15. On-screen guidance for fill-in-the-blanks activity on diatonic modulation
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Example 16. On-screen guidance for fill-in-the-blanks activity on enharmonic reinterpretation of diminished-seventh chords
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Example 17. Notated score for play-along reduction activity

Provided only on paper:

Example 18. Contrapuntal framework provided on screen for echoing activity
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Example 19. Transcription of exemplars presented aurally
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Example 20. On-screen guidance for fill-in-the-blanks activity in mixed values
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Example 21. On-screen guidance for fill-in-the-blanks activity on first-species improvisation
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Example 22. On-screen guidance for fill-in-the-blanks activity on invertible counterpoint
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Example 23. On-screen score for repertoire immersion activity on evaded cadences
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Figure 1. Student demographics
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Figure 2. Quantitative data from Likert-scale questions
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"I felt that | could apply my musical intuition, creativity, Strongly Disagree/
and ear to my work on the Playlts.” Strongly Agree ey o e 0.56 SEY 0.80 (kT
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i 1.14 | 427 0.70 A 1.27 .
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"| felt that my piano technique got in the way of what 1 | Strongly Disagree/ 112 155 | 233 1.50 370 145 0.01
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Playlt assignments. | liked that there was not usually a i 8 4.06 0.92 4.40 0.51 385 1.09 0.04
- m Strongly Agree
single correct answer.
. : i " Much Weaker Now/
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"Aside from course assignments, | play chord progressions
and other patterns that | am leaming in music thecry on Much Less Often Now/ 3.85 0.66 3.93 0.59 3.75 0.72 0.21
. . o IMuch More Often Mow
piano or keyboard in order to understand them better,
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4, 070 | 4 0.74 - 0.73 i
learning music theary. " Much Truer Now 21 B 4.26 031
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Playlt assignments?
"l enjoyed working on the Playlt assignments.” Strongly Disagree/ 358 | 092 367 0.72 330 1.22 0.15
Strongly Agree
"I felt proud of the work that | did on the Playlt Strongly Disagree/ 397 0.80 3.93 0.70 3.95 0.89 0.48
assignments,” Strongly Agree ' ’ ' ) ) ' )
"The Playlt assignments helped abstract concepts came | Strongly Disagree/
1o life for me." Strongly Agree 391 | 097 | 393 0.88 3.80 1.06 0.35
st ly Di
"l found the Playlts artistically rewarding.” rongly Dissgree/ | 5 00 | 595 | 3.80 | 068 3.05 115 | 0.01
Strongly Agree
"I felt that | could apply my musical intuition, creativity, Strangly Disagree/ 168 077 470 0.56 330 0.80 0.00
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"I learned more from doing the Playlt assignments than | Strongly Disagree/
. . 4
fraom doing the written assignments." Strongly Agree 3.29 1.36 JRdi=d 1.25 .80 1.48 u.10
| was mare enp,agel?l by the Pl_aylts than by :he ather Strangly Disagreef I71 114 427 070 3.40 1.27 0.01
types of assignments in the course. Strangly Agree
| learn music .betlter when | e:(penencel n"(e.g., playing, | Much Less True Now/ 399 0.86 407 0.80 3.03 0.95 032
singing) than when | read it. Much Truer Now
"I'was motivated to do my best work on the Playlt Strongly Disagree/
4, X 4 ! 4
R el Strongly Agree A5 | 078 27 0.80 3.95 0.89 0.1
“After | worked on each Playlt assignment, | generally Strongly Disagree/
understood the material better than before | werked on it." Strongly Agree > R 086 2] 116 i
"The Playlt assignments made it easier for me to Strangly Disagree/
remember haw chords functian.” Strangly Agree | 057 IR B3t ez B2 B2t
| can recall the |nforn1at|.un that 1 neeﬂ t:') know in musig  Much Weaker Now/ 301 | 062 | 380 0.68 3.5 0.60 0.25
theory quickly and easily, Much Stronger Now
The Playlt assignments hlelped n-.|e ln?: remember the Strangly Disagree/ 397 087 173 0.96 215 075 0.08
rules of voice leading. Strangly Agree
"| can remember and apply the rules of voice leading Much Weaker NMow,
confidently when | work on written assignments.” Much Stronger Now | % IEE °* HE 055 s
"“The Playlt assignments improved my ability to strongly Dissgree/ | o0 | 572 | 420 | s 4.30 0.80 0.35
transpose to other keys." Strongly Agree : ) ) ) ) ) )
"The Playlt assignments improwed my ability to hear Strongly Disagree/
what | learn in music theory.," Strongly Agree R 055 RS 0.77 TEH 0.67 [
"l enjoyed the open-ended and creative nature of the Strongly Disagree/
Playlt assignments. | liked that there was not usually a d 8 4.06 0.92 4.40 0.51 3.85 1.09 0.04
: o Strongly Agree
single correct answer.




D\rerdlll

p (bold
. ) (4] L} Pianist | Pianist | Non-Pian. | Nen-Plan.
Question Text Meanings of 1.0/5.0 h:::'l St. Il::a: st a;:u c;:!a:n s:;n-ﬂ;n when
Dev. B T < 0.05)
Much Less True Now/
"I enji ki ic th b k" 0.89 3 0.83 - 0.97 4
enjoy warking on music theary homewor Much Truer Now 3115 3.13 3.10 0.46
Much Less True Now/
"I enj ing t ie th lags.” 093 | 4 0.70 3 1.07 :
enjoy coming to music theary class Much Truer Now 391 07 375 0.16
"I find the material that | learn in music theory to be Much Less True Now/ -
artistically rewarding." Mueh Truer Now £ 073 I B Eia B B
"I often think that the things | am asked to do in music | Much Less True Now/ 333 o84 | 257 0.78 233 0.94 013
theory are beside the point." Much Truer Now ) ) ) i ) ) )
"I am aften unmotivated to work on music theary Much Less T Now/
homewark because | don't see its value to me as a ueh tess True New/ § 591 | oss | 247 | o3 2.00 pss | oos
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Text 1. Student comments on the level of difficulty of Playlt assignments

Ewverything easier than I expected. T might be getting used to the Playlt exercises. Still
working on left hand technique, which is (surprisingly) improving!

It surprised me how easy it was to complete the pattern after doing the initial attempts.
The feel was almost automatic.

Doing small chunks makes it easier with big chunks ‘cause usually the PlayTt
assignments weren't terribly long, so it was a lot more of, "Ok, and this, this, this," like,
"one, seven-diminished, one," whatever. And so it was a lot more short, quick things,
so then when we did a bigger analysis, it's easy recognize the small parts.

Because I feel like they came pretty easily, I feel I would have liked something more
challenging, especially with the improvising and stuff.

1 think it would've been helpful—even more helpful for me if the Playlts were a little
bit more complex, just because T could get them pretty quickly, and as time went on, 1
was grasping material a lot better.

I would've liked something more challenging. He did put, like, "For an extra challenge,
transpose these into blah, blah, blah."

I didn't really find any of them particularly frustrating, but I think that's also because I
do have a piano background. So, anything that I struggled with.. .was just
understanding the theory.

As a pianist, coming from a piano background and knowing music theory and relating it
back to that and knowing how strong that connection can be, and how easy it is to
translate from one to the other, I think it 1s really important. And I'm glad that 1t's

happenjng.

Even as a skilled pianist, I found it helped a lot. This was probably a shift from using
piano to perform and now using as a tool.

Even before the Playlts I thought my success and appreciation of theory was due to my
strong keyboard skills. Now even more so that I have used keyboard as a tool for
music theory.




Text 2. Student comments on the challenges faced by non-pianists on Playlt assignments

I think 1t's a great idea to have the Playlt, but if you aren't that good at piano, it's kind of
stressful.

Sometimes I just had to step out to get some water ot something and to calm down and
clear my mind. I mean, I got the stuff done. I think I did pretty well on them. It was
just kind of a frustrating experience for me.

These assignments were more frustrating as it was two hours of hammering away at the
keyboatd, slowly growing more and more frustrated that I can’t play.

I like the fact that we have Playlt assignments because it helps me associate concepts
with actual playing on the piano, but as of right now, I get frustrated that I have to
spend so much time to complete them, simply because I'm terrible at piano.

I was not a fan of the Playlt assignments because my hands on the piano were not
working as fast as my brain to understand the concepts.

I was too busy making sure I played it right and got it done that I didn’t really pay
attention to the learning aspect. I just sort of did it.

I often was trying to get notes on the piano and in tempo and wasn’t so much concerned
with musicality.

I have to focus too much on playing keyboard correctly in order to get it right. And I
never actually pay attention to the reason why I'm doing it.

Now that I think back on it, [ use my brain a lot more when I'm writing an analysis than
when I'm playing 'cause when I'm playing, I'm just focusing on the notes.




Text 3. Non-pianists’ comments on the value of Playlt assignments

I do like what's happening with this keyboard thing. Especially last year, when people
safid], "I don't understand,” I think most of the problems were just not having
experienced it. And while putting a keyboard assignment in front of somebody who's
not very familiar with the keyboard is a little bit of tough love, it's still, I think, probably
the best way to get them to do that.

[ see the benefit in my own practice and my own experience...and you don't have to
be, you know, a great pianist to just do simple chords and stuff like that. But I think it
can definitely help you in the understanding of 1t.

Most students are not pianists but I think the result and final product are worth the
minor setbacks at the keyboard.

With a piano, it's just so much more, like, easy visually because you can see all the notes
in front of you, whereas tuba, I can only finger one note at a time.

I learned that transposing on the piano 1s way easter than on trumpet and that I can
hear and identify patterns.

I know I could not have achieved and understood the things I did on my own
instrument, the violin.

It's harder on oboe to string together a chord progression when you just have one line,
but with piano, if I recognize the progression, it helps me memorize something
better...because then I'm not thinking of individual notes. I'm thinking this moves to

this.

The keyboard helped me visualize relationships between altered chords. It also helped
me to hear the differences between the first version and the modal one because I was
actively making the changes.

Thank God for the keyboard.

Of course, when I was done with assignment, I was like, "thank you—I'm finally done!"
But [ also said, “Okay, I'm ready for the next class. I can do my homework easier now
that I understand this.”

I already notice I feel more comfortable improvising and playing around on the piano
without sheet music. I'm now excited for each week’s assignment.

The session helped me feel more confident in my knowledge, helping me learn/realize
that I do possess the necessary skills by taking me through the activities.

I find it more helpful [than before| because I now have practice strategies that can help
me reinforce what I'm learning by talking and playing it out.

In the beginning of the semester, it was just a twenty-five-point assignment to
complete, but I think towards the end of the semester, I really realized that they could
be very helpful.

I'm glad Ive done them and had the (}pportunit}-' to do them. They reall}-' did help me
even though I had a sour attitude at first.

I’'m happy to have done them. I used to resent them but my attitude has been better
with each week.




Even though they kinda kicked my butt, I kind of like them the way they are. They
forced me to think and work things out myself, which led to improvement.

Of course, the instructions always say, "Don't write anything down," so this one was
really one of the first listening assignments that [ sort of butted up against a little. But]
really wanted to take a bunch of listens and write it down, and just play it and get the
assignment over with. I stuck with it a little bit more, took a little bit more time, but
ultumately, I think, really strengthened—or, I guess, 1t cemented my confidence more in
my ear and my ability to hear some tonal patterns correctly.

The keyboard acts as a double-check for my work. It makes an assignment much
longer, but also more effective.

The amount of tme it took [was a downside], but the reward outweighed this.




Text 4. Non-pianists’ comments on their improvement at the keyboard itself

I was incredibly intimidated by the keyboard 10 weeks ago. Now, [ see it as a tool to
aid learning and understanding, not a burden. I am more efficient with practice,
assignments take less time, and I experience greater accuracy in my completed work.

Playlt forced me to explore the keyboard and not be intimidated to use it as a tool.

I feel like the piano 1s more my friend now rather than an enemy.

I've improved a lot over the semester. I can play chordal progressions easily on the

keyboard. My keyboard sight-reading skills have improved at least 10 fold.

I definitely see improvement. I can play even more efficient piano fingerings than
before.

I am glad to have done [the PlayIts] because I am a better piano player now.

These keyboard assignments paired with others in different classes have made me a
better keyboardist. I definitely see the benefit of doing keyboard work.

More enjoyable, more efficient, easier, less tedious. As I become better at piano,
keyboard activities become more engaging.

At the very beginning of the semester or last year, I really never used a keyboard, but
now I'm, like, "Oh, I'm going to go into a practice room and, like, work on my theory
homework," which I wouldn't have done before.

I tend to play more piano because I know how to play stuff now due to the Playlt
Assignments.

I’'m actually going to start working on easy piano sonatas for fun in my spare time
because it’s just so fun.

I've been playing piano a lot more often.

Playing has become a bigger part of my composition assignments. I play them to see if
they make sense.

I often analyze the piece I am learning for my lessons. [ feel more comfortable using
the keyboard as a theory tool now.

I’'m less hesitant about using the keyboard to help with music theory and less hesitant to
improvise and use my ear.

If I'm doing something. . .for ear training class, which is already closely linked with the
theory class, I'll almost always play the piano. And instead of just playing the thing we're
supposed to sing, I'll play the chord progressions of the thing we're trying to sing.




Text 5. Student comments on the unwritten nature of Playlt assignments

Unsuccessful was trying to not write anything down and strain my memory. If [ hadn’t
written anything down, I would have taken hours and hours.

I did have to write some things down just to help me remember what chords [ had used
and where. That helped a lot, which I know isn’t what this is about, but I've always
been a “hard copy” learner and I knew it would take me forever otherwise.

Even though sometimes I think it might take some more time, I certainly enjoy it a lot
more than just sitting down and reading a worksheet and answering questions. You
know, I would rather learn it and then go do it and apply it and challenge myself a little
bit more and have to work a little bit harder, and feel like I'm actually getting something
more out of 1t.

[ts engaging because composition and performance require a higher level of thinking.
[The PlayIt format] makes it real and not just a theory. I thought it was especially

beneficial when we had to talk about what we were doing. It required an additional level
of processing and understanding,




Text 6. Student comments on how their experiences completing Playlt assignments changed over time

[ definitely focused more [later in the semester| because in the beginning I felt—I felt
that I couldn't do it. And then once T got with the flow of things, and once I practiced
it all the time, it became easier.

I have become much more effective at practicing in the lab and they have become
much more enjoyable and a little easier.

I am overall better at the keyboard now, which makes the assignments easier.
The first week or two were challenging but as my piano playing got better over the
semester the assignments were easier.

At the beginning, I would usually try to get it all done in one sitting and get 1t over with.
But as I went through the semester, I found it little bit more beneficial to take some
time and play through it and then maybe come back. And, so then I was remembering
what [ was doing and it helped me.

Now, theory 1s something—it's more like practicing. Iike, you do it a little bit every
day.

I think the piano skills slightly improving helped a little bit, in conjunction with—I just
got less picky about how perfect the recordings had to be ‘cause Dr. Callahan made 1t
clear in class that he is not looking for virtuosic playing.

I'm kind of OCD and so if I recorded something and there was one thing—or one or
two things—that were off or slightly weird sounding, I'd be, like, "Ugh, I have to record
the whole thing again!" instead of just, like, "Oh, this is fine."

The recording itself [was frustrating]. The forced time period [in which] you must
record panicked me, making me get rushed and nervous.




Figure 3. Amount of time spent per assignment by pianists vs. non-pianists
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Text 7. Student comments on the amount of time they spent completing Playlt assignments

They have helped and if I had more time they could have definitely helped even more.

It took less time than I thought.

I was surprised that it didn’t always take as long as I thought and it sometimes came
very easily to me.

I feel that the keyboard assignments definitely move faster now than they did for me at
the beginning of the semester. I get them done faster, comprehend them faster, and
apply them faster.

They became more efficient, less painful and grueling, and more rewarding.

It definitely, as I got more comfortable with the technology, it became easier and I was
able to work it a lot better. But also, just knowing what I had to do when I went in
there and being about to really manage my time well in there instead of all over the place
at the beginning of the semester.

[ think for the most part they just got a little bit easier and quicker 'cause I sort of got
into more rhythm of, you know, open this up, put this here, and figuring out exactly
how I want to set up what I'm working on. And then, just sort of knowing more what
to expect.

It definitely comes easier and I am able to problem solve more efficiently.

I feel about the same with ke}-'hc-afd skills but I feel like my abj]ity to memorize music
quickly and accurately is getting better. The assignments are going quicker because of
that but are still challenging as before.




Text 8. Student comments on the benefits of hands-on work

With the German 6/5 chord, [ really felt how it needed to resolve—in a written
assignment, I know how it should resolve, but looking at the notes on the page only
suggests the drive to resolution. Looking and playing it helps you realize and feel the
resolution at once.

I have built a muscle memory, almost, to certain structures.

By playing the keyboard I was able to turn an abstract concept into something I could
feel and manipulate in my hands.

[Playlts| help “animate” the concepts and improve students’ tactile awareness of the
concepts.

It was really nice to actually be interacting with what we were learning in class and
playing through things, and it really helped me learn "cause I'm more of a hands-on
person. Being able to play through it myself and teach myself how it works on a piano
was really helpful to me.

I love the idea of the new keyboard assignments. I think it's fantastic. | really like the
playing it out on the keyboard. I think that's really fun and I really enjoy it.

The PlayIt assignments, I think, would probably be my ideal way of doing any

homework for theory.

It’s kind of magical seeing music theory unfold beneath your fingers.

I dreaded going over to the Music Practice Building to do [the Playlts] (it was a Sunday
after all), but once 1 got there I learned a lot and enjoyed it. I have definitely grown as a
musician, analyst, and theorist this semester and Playlts have helped.

At first I was a little hesitant 'cause I've never had to do anything like that before. But
as I got into it, it wasn't that bad. And I actually enjoyed it a lot.

I enjoyed the hands on/creative aspect of this. It made it so that I could hear the result
of my knowledge which 1s very satisfying.

[The best part was] finishing the assignment and listening to it, knowing I created the
things we learned in class.

I think the ability to hear what we write is fantastic. It’s extremely engaging,

It was engaging and enjoyable because it allowed me to use my ear and truly apply what
I know without just writing on a worksheet.

I needed the keyboard. Writing can only go so far when you don’t know a particular
sound of a phrase.

The keyboard makes it audible which really gets it in your ear as opposed to just

There is an actual musical result from the effort.
Making music as a homework assignment felt good!

I think in general it was nice to have a musical product that I could listen back to and




realize that 1'd created something as opposed to another assignment where 1t teels a
little bit more artificial. So...there was always a sense of accomplishment when 1
finished the Playlts as opposed to a sense of relief when you check off another
assignment being finished.

G | I started thinking about everything [as] more than just a sheet of paper or an
assignment, I thought about it as music. And what would I do with this
music?... That’s what changed.

I wouldn’t have felt as affected by the material. When everything is on paper,
information seems stagnant and one-dimensional. With piano, 1t comes alive.




Text 9. Student comments comparing Playlts explicitly with written work

I would not have done as immaculate if only given a written assignment. The keyboard
aided 1n my completion and full understanding of this assignment.

This assignment was way better with the keyboard.

It 1s a better visual and aural reflection of the material. It’s comparable to reading about
an oil change and actually doing one.

I needed the keyboard. Writing can only go so far when you don’t know a particular
sound of a phrase.

The keyboard makes it audible which really gets it in your ear as opposed to just writing.

I would say, ‘oh, that’s what that 1s,” or, ‘oh, this 1s how this resolves,” because when you
have the keyboard in front of you, if you have the wrong resolution, it just sounds awful.

It was SO easy to hear correct resolutions of applied chords when using the piano!

I was surprised by how easy it was to compose and also detect errors in my
compositions through listening.

Often times, it's easier for your eyes to be misled than your ears in the actual musical
examples. And I've found that oftentimes, I was able to discern things with my ears that
I wouldn’t have necessarily jumped to with my eyes first.

There was no way to be on autopilot when I did the Playlts, as opposed to doing an
analysis where you can coast by. The Playlts always demanded my full attention.

I would have been much less engaged [on paper]|, and I would not have had the
advantage of hearing how the chords moved. I would not have learned as thoroughly,
and I would have enjoyed myself less.

This method 1s much more enjoyable and relatable than only writing things down on a
ptece of paper. I feel like this 1s a very good long-term program.

It would have instead gone much quicker and been easier [on paper] but I think T would
have put less thought into how 1t plays and would sound.

I was probably more focused on this assignment and the principles it centered on than
on any written assignment I've had, partially because of the tactile and kinetic
engagement, and because it forced me to really know and understand the material.
Writing it out, I can write out a [parallel interrupted period], for example, and then
forget about 1t. If I have to record music, I can’t as easily forget or ignore theory
principles. It was also fun.

[The benefit] was just doing what we're working on rather than just looking at it or
hearing someone tell me about what we were learning, and actually figuring it out for
myself.

I do find [Playlts] really engaging because they make you think about everything deeper
and figure it out for yourself rather than just have it given to you.

It allows you to discover for yourself everything you learn in class.
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Text 10. Student comments on what they learned from completing Playlt assignments

It just helps to be able to play it because 1t makes more sense that way to me.
It really helps to see it and play it.

When I’'m hazy on something in class, the Playlt gives me more practice and
opportunity to understand it.

At the beginning I had no idea how much the PlayIt would really help me. So, I was
really surprised throughout the semester [by] how much I was able to actually learn and
relate it to my music making and music theory.

I've learned the structure of harmonies bettet. This happened especially with the
transposing because vou’re forced to understand the topic in order to transpose the
assignment and think about what you’re learning that week in different keys.

Well, [the benefit] is basically because I think about how it would sound when I write.
Or, I remember the certain voice leading techniques I used on the keyboard and then I
transfer that to what I write.

It's way easier for me to do [written homework], I think, because I was doing that
mentally in the Playlt.. kind of like doing mental math. If you do mental math for a
while, when you get the opportunity to write out math, it’s...a lot easier 'cause you're
just used to doing the whole process mentally in the Playlt.

And so, when you you're allowed to use pencil and paper, it's [a relief], like, "Yes! I can
do this on pencil and papet!" T have time to think about it without smushing this all in
my brain. I think part writing, at least, became a little more user-friendly.

After applying and playing the same concept over and over again in the music lab, I can
better remember concepts and details. Repetition finalizes concepts, in my learning
process at least.

I feel like my ability to memorize music quickly and accurately 1s getting better.

I find I spend less time on homework assighments because PlaylIts...help me learn what
I need to know.

I think it makes it easier when we have to...write a progression using whatever chord
that it might specify...I sometimes think back on, "Oh, how did I do it in the PlayIt."
So, I remember voice-leading tips and things.

Piano transposition is easter for me now. I can visualize what notes are in different
keys.

I am much more confident in transposition because I can feel it under my fingers rather
than writing everything.

I have always been comfortable with the piano but I am now much more confident in
transposition.




Text 11. Student comments on the aural benefits of Playlt assignments

The Playlts really force you to...have an aural experience of concepts we're learning.

If the assignment were written, I would have done it entirely visually. This way with the
keyboard worked on aural skills [that] I find much harder and challenged me more. [
have learned to trust my ears and not only my eyes.

When you write something down on paper and turn it in, you just have to write it down
and assume that it sounds good. But when you're performing it on the piano you have
to play it so that it actually sounds good.

[t really...helped me develop more of an ear for the stuff we were learning ‘cause
anyone can sit down and be, like, "Ok. F-A-C. I'm building my snowman chord." [B]ut
to actually go through and be, like, "Ok, well, I wanna do a diminished chord, so then..."
and to actually hear it... I thought that was pretty interesting and challenging. And fun.

What I did like about the Playlts was that...I didn't have to write anything. Last year,
[in] freshman year theory, I definitely was a visual—I depended on what was written to
help me figure out what was going on musically. I really liked that the Playlts...said,
“Don't write anything down,” 'cause it forces you to really think about...the shape of
the different lines. And then, after you play it, you can realize, "Oh, that's how that
affected that." T would usually end up changing it based on how it sounded.
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I think I learned more about how the chords sound—how they move in between each
other—specifically from the Playlts because when I played it, it was on my terms. It
wasn't on a recording where maybe the progression passes in an excerpt quickly.

[The Playlts] really helped me to hear things better. [In| the aural activities that we do in
class, sometimes I have a little bit of a hard time hearing what I'm supposed to, but
when I'm actually doing it on the piano and I can visualize what I'm doing and it's

coming from myself, it makes it a lot clearer for me.

[ was actually surprised 'cause I'm someone who, in music theory, has always relied on
visual analysis, and I tend to be a more visual learner, too. But I was actually surprised
by how much I could trust my ears, especially where we didn't have the music to work
off of...[T]hat really surprised me. And it continues to.

[For] anything with a listening component, the Playlts definitely really helped...even if it
was. ..an analysis example and the recording was played. [A]t the beginning of the
semester, my tendency was always just to sort of dig into it visually and then check it
with my ears. I found later in the semester, I would let my ears determine, "Ok. You
know, that's—it's modulating there. Make a mark—there's something happening there.
I’ll look at it more closely.” And doing the general sweep with my ears and then fixing
it up with my eyes.




Text 12. Student comments on specific activity types within PlayIt assignments

I think when you're hearing it and then composing and, um, you know, and thinking
theoretically all at once, 1t, like, brings it all together and makes it really relevant.

That skill of doing multiple things at a time, where we had to figure it out, and then
analyze it, and play and talk all at one time...[T]here’s so much more that goes into it
than just looking at a piece of paper and writing stuff down. ..skills that you can't get
without some sort of instrument.

It was way more engaging because it did bring everything together and you had to...be
really active in accomplishing it. You couldn't really just wait "til the last second and
scribble something down. You had to actually sit there and apply yourself...which I
thought was way more helpful than reading the textbook or something,

[I used] the shape of each chord and...how my fingers are moving, so that then I can
remember, "Ok, so, on this chord I should have a third in the top and a fifth on the
bottom,” so that when I transpose it, I know it's still the same.

Transposing. .. forced me to check myself, make sure I really understood harmonic
function and sound (vs. constantly trying to build “snowman”™ chords).

I was used to thinking about voice leading and the way chords looked on the page,
and...I wasn't listening to them or knowing how they felt...[W]ith the Playlts, I think a
lot of it was pattern recognition and thinking in terms of scale degrees, which 1s why
transposing is useful.

Having to learn the same thing in two keys yielded less psychological reward with two
times as much work.

[ was, like, "I've already taken this much time to learn in this key and now I have to
learn it in this other key!" And I didn’t feel I was really learning the concept better.

[ liked this assignment because it challenged my analysis skills since there was no score.
It really made me think to identify where pivot chords were. . .because there was no
written music with all the answers.

My favorite assignhments were—and these were the hardest for me—the ones where it
would play outer voices and we had to figure it out by ear and then talk back into the
recording and explained what happened.

The Playlt assignment also helped me understand topics better when I was forced to
talk through them with the looping feature. Using that made me put thoughts into
words because I often think I understand the topic in my head until I have to write it
down or talk it through.




Text 13. Student comments on open-ended vs. constrained activity types

I think if it was something where it was more free-form, “Write a progression,” it
would be, "Hey! I bet this would sound really cool. And I wonder if I could do this..."
So, I think that the freer it is, the more I can pull my musicianship into it, as opposed to
completing something, filling in some gaps.

I think my favorites were probably the ones where we either completed a phrase or
improvised over somcthmg or filled it in—something that had a little bit more open-
ended of an answer, ‘cause it made me more actively think about what I had to do,
rather than just make sure that what I'm doing matches with what I heard.

When we were given part of a phrase and we had to finish it, I found that kind of
difficult because I had to really...compose myself and that's a little bit difficult for

e...|BJut it was really beneficial to me it really made me think about what I was doing
and how it all worked.

Sometimes with written assignments, things are hard to hear in ‘real” music because they
go by so fast. Slowing it down and simplifying it actually led to more helpful/ fruitful
aural understanding. .. which I can now apply to ‘real’ music.

When you see |a concept] applied in context, it...has more meaning than just, "I'm
getting an A on a test or on 2 homework assignment." It makes that work I've
done...in class more worthwhile. So, for the Playlts, I was, like, "This is so abstract.
Like, these are just half notes. Who cares?" And then, I would hear it happening in real
music. I'd be, like, "Oh, that's really cooll—-like, that could happen."

I don't mind if [the instructions said], "Ok, now fill in this area according to what you
think would come next.” It's just when it's kind of already there for you and it's just,
like, "Well, just write the notes above it,” or, "Write the V4/3 of the ii chord," they
already give 1t to you. There's not really anything you can come up with by yourself.

There was one assignment that was just, like, “Learn this and then play it back.” And 1
think that was it. 1 don't think I got a whole lot out of that one.

This exercise was sort of unengaging because all we did really was play what was on the

page.

What we mostly did [on this assignment| was just chord progressions pretty much the
entire time, so it's hard to make chord progressions more musical, at least for me.




Text 14. Student comments on the effects of Playlt assignments on their attitudes toward music theory

I do notice a long-range improvement. I've ALWAYS hated music theory, but now this
semester | feel very confident about the material, and T actually enjoy finishing the work
and knowing I understood it. The practice methods are different.

[The Playlts| have given me reassurance that theory 1s not as hard as I thought it was.
Or it’s not as dumb as 1 thought it was.

The Playlts have...made music theory a little bit easier ‘cause when, if I play it and then
go back to class and we're still talking about the things that I did on the Playlt...I’d be,
like, "Oh yeah. I remember doing that on the Playlt and I can really hear it.”

Performance comes easter for me, but theory 1s not a hassle anymore. [t was something
that I struggled with, but it’s easier now.

I relate written work much more to aural feeling and the relation to the keyboard. I,
overall, enjoy music more because of this course. My knowledge of the counterpoint
and relation of keys made my experience so much more enjoyable. This course changed
how I enjoyed music. That’s a big deal.

I feel like [the Playlts| make it more clear how you can actually use what we're learning
in theory to make some sort of music, because we've made phrases and small pieces out
of what we're learning in theory. So, it seems a lot less random.

The Playlt assignments help you to think more about the usefulness of music theory in
everyday music.

[The Playlt] connects to music rather than just ink on a page. Music theory can be fun
and rewarding, yo.

Well, I think it has changed my view in that I'm starting to see the worth, and listening
to things and bringing in skills I wasn't using before.

I feel like T am more involved in the class. I've taken this course before, and I feel that
in comparison to last year, the quality of my work 1s better and I definitely grasp the
concepts better.

I find I participatt—: in class more and think through things mysclf' instead of going
through the motions.

I take more time completing and understanding homework assignments now as
compared to the beginning of the year. | am more mntellectually engaged.




Text 15. Student comments on the applicability of Playlt assignments to their musicianship outside the course

Overall, [PlayIts] have helped me to become a better musician, which, in turn, helps me
to be a better teacher and performer.

I have become a better musician because of the Playlt activities.

I think PlayIt assignments should be adopted into the curriculum. They're extremely
helpful in my growth as a musician.

PlayIt assignments have helped me connect theory concepts to real life.

It’s so easy to listen to pieces and get caught up in the music without really realizing
what is going on. Playlt helps fill in that gap.

I have learned how to make concepts discussed in class come alive.
I can put theory in context now and it helps me spot concepts outside of class.

I found that after talking and recording and then listening to myself speaking about the
concept, [ was able to better critique, understand, and perform.

Because of the Playlt activities, I now find myself practicing concepts I learned doing
the Playlt’s outside of theory class.

I would say with my listening, [it applies] very, very directly...I feel like my aural skills
have been heightened because of my doing the PlayTts.

I listen a lot more. I’'m able to sit in a rehearsal and hear musical concepts we've
discussed in class. When that happens, [ get excited!

Um, I think definitely for listening, I—just 1n everyday music, I can hear things a lot
better than I could before. Um, and so, [PlayIt] has made me a lot better listener.

The strongest connection I made with the Playlts was connecting music theory to
performance. It was almost like a light bulb turned on.

[After] hearing what a sequence sounds like 'cause you've played it...|A] lot of times
when I'm playing, it's a lot easier to pick out, "Oh, here is this type of cadence and here
is where it's going."

My understanding of how progressions and voice leading are in everyday music has
greatly improved. Because of this, I am able to notice them on my instrument and give
special attention to them.

I now take time to do some harmonic analysis of pieces I'm playing (in band, for
lessons, etc.) to try to aid my mnterpretation of phrasing, mood, etc. I never (almost
never) did that before. Doing some Playlts (especially with applied chord, modal
mixture) helped me hear how accidentals contribute to the big-picture musical idea.

Composing—I can do that in tonal music using skills T gained in Playlt activities. T can
mentally imagine what sound I want, then mentally write it.

I’'ve learned not to be intimidated by improvisation and composition, and that they can
easily be applied to learning, Not having learned this kind of creative thinking in my
former musical studies has put up a wall to these things for me for years and PlayIt has
begun to break down that barrier.




When I practice I like to (more frequently than before) improvise on etudes using
harmonies provided...|[Jmprovisation and all the mental part-writing we did for the
Playlts helped me feel more comfortable with that.

Playlt assignments would be a good thing to incorporate in my own teaching.




Text 16. Student quotations suggesting refinements to the Playlt curriculum

The thing that I liked least about them really doesn't stem from the assignment itself.
It's just the fact that...I would have to make sure I set aside time to come into the
lab...and do the assignments there. So, it always felt like...I was doing them less on my
terms just because...there are certain time constraints and location constraints
depending on what was going on. I mean, that was—that was probably least favorite

thing about the Playlt assignments, which is saying something.

Maybe have the assignment spread out more? Have three files due, one on Monday,
one Tuesday, and one Friday? That forces you to break it up and put more thought into
it.

Truthfully, I think they’d be more beneficial split up into smaller sections so that work
would be required more than once a week at a piano.

I wish we could do keyboard sessions 1n class. It takes a long time without as much
benefit as I would get from having a professor there to demonstrate and ask questions.

Maybe have a TA go to the labs for an hour and see 1f anyone needs help (like dedicate
an hour to it and announce it’s the ‘help time’).

It’s all electronic. No face-to-face interaction or immediate feedback.

We could play some in class to help discuss what we learned and if there were any
questions.

I cannot think of any except for that it’s individual learning and no one is there to help if
there’s confusion.




