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This paper outlines the approach used to develop a scheme to characterize the 
nature and quality of specific practices of one-to-one teaching, selected on the 
basis of their potential significance to the development of student 
performance.  Although the value of one-to-one teaching remains largely 
unchallenged at the conservatoire level, music institutions are increasingly being 
called to justify the need for such a cost- and resource-intensive pedagogical 
approach. Funding pressures combined with a lack of systematic investigation 
into the value and efficacy of one-to-one teaching underscore the urgent need for 
a rigorous, evidenced-based way to characterize related pedagogical practices. 
This paper documents the processes of developing one such approach at an 
Australian conservatoire. The authors hope to encourage and facilitate the 
implementation of similar projects elsewhere, and thereby help lay the foundation 
for a systematic and credible international understanding of the value and 
limitations of one-to-one learning and teaching practices in the conservatoire 
environment.  
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This paper discusses the development of a rigorous and systematic approach to 
‘characterizing’ one-to-one pedagogical practices within conservatories.  The approach 
characterizes differences in the nature and quality of specific practices, selected on the 
basis of their potential significance to the development of excellence in teaching and 
learning.  The current discussion focuses on the identification of the actual practices that 
formed the basis of that characterization.  
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Background 
It is nearly two decades since Swedish researcher Roland Persson wrote a critique of 
‘concert musicians as teachers’ (1994) that turned the forensic light of research scrutiny 
squarely on the ‘performer-teacher’ in the conservatoire.  Persson did so by publishing a 
research finding that one-to-one teaching in the conservatoire was having a negative 
impact on students, an effect, he argued, of the tendency of a majority of teacher-
participants to ‘dominate their students completely’ (1994, p. 88). Importantly, his study 
concluded by  distinguishing ‘formidable artist[s]’ from ‘formidable pedagogue[s]’, not 
because they are impossible in the one individual but because ‘they describe different 
roles as well as different skills in different contexts’ (1994, p. 89, emphasis in original). 
Two years later, Persson published a further paper (1996b) in which he continued to 
distinguish commonsense teaching (derived from tradition and lore) from trained or 
expert teaching (derived from empirical models and knowledge), problematising the 
former and lauding the latter.   

It is possible to situate Persson’s papers within a broader imperative for higher 
education in the mid-1990s to examine pedagogical activity that had hitherto evaded 
scrutiny, either because of the intimacy and inaccessibility of the space in which it was 
conducted (for example, doctoral supervision, one-to-one artistic tuition) or because the 
nexus between rigorous research, pedagogical quality and improved learning outcomes 
was not yet sufficiently valued or understood. However, all that was about to change. 
Post-welfare governments began to demand greater accountability for public expenditure 
on all education-related activities, including those that until then had escaped scrutiny of 
their efficiency and effectiveness (see Barnett, 1997; Gewirtz, 1999). University teaching 
and supervisory activities that were deemed both expensive and exclusive, ‘ “scarce” 
commodit[ies] which we can ill-afford to “waste” ’  (Lawson, 1999, p. 11), would now be 
subject to quality audit, and funded accordingly. Since then, the ‘audit explosion’ 
(Strathern, 1997, 2000) has focused attention not only on the local, disciplinary-specific 
or craft knowledge of higher education teachers as a disciplinary and/or artistic experts, 
but also on their pedagogical expertise.  

In other words, according to the cultural logic of post-welfare public institutions, 
including the conservatoire, disciplinary or artistic expertise were a necessary but no 
longer a sufficient condition for being salaried as a university teacher. For this reason, the 
case for arguing the quality of pedagogical practices in the conservatoire could no longer 
rely on the untested but widely held assumption that great performer – the ‘maestro 
performer’ – would be ipso facto ‘the maestro teacher’. A case now had to be made on 
the basis of evidence, evidence that needed to be both scholarly and credible beyond the 
confines of any particular conservatoire and its long-held traditions.   

This shift in the cultural logic of higher education teaching and learning marked a 
watershed in pedagogical research, both within and outside the conservatoire. Where 
previously, few researchers1 had taken any real interest in the nature of pedagogical work 
within the private spaces of one-to-one teaching, it is possible to discern, at the turn of 
this century, a burgeoning interest in providing evidence-based accounts of the character 
                                                 

1 Some exceptions include Abeles (1975); Brand (1984); Bunting (1987); Gustafson (1986); Kostka (1984); 
and Schmidt (1989, 1992).    



of music education pedagogy. This new generation of inquiry differs from the pre-1990s 
research both in terms of the greater number of studies being undertaken in various 
locations throughout the world, and the extent to which these new millennial studies, 
through their cross-referencing of similar music education research, provide evidence of 
music pedagogy as a more connected, if still embryonic, focus for scholarship – a field 
under construction rather than a scattering of relatively unrelated, localized and 
personalized projects.  

One key feature of the shift of music pedagogy research from ‘piecemeal’ to 
‘professional’ has been the greater interest in, and attention being paid to, the issue of a 
methodology for interrogating pedagogy itself. For example, in Telling Half the Story: 
Making Explicit the Significance of Methods and Methodologies in Music Education 
Research (2006), Pamela Burnard explicitly cautions music education researchers to 
communicate and discuss the significance of external influences on research design, 
including the theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of the approach. In similar vein, 
the work of Kim Burwell (2003; 2005; 2006) foregrounds the importance of the research 
context as a central rather than a side issue in systematic inquiry into pedagogical 
practice.  

With attention focused more squarely on the relevance of certain emergent 
research methods, particularly qualitative techniques, for inquiring into music education, 
it is possible to discern in the first decade of this century a greater interest in probing the 
still somewhat mysterious field of one-to-one pedagogy in the conservatoire. As in the 
fields of education, health and the liberal arts more generally, practitioners were being 
invited to see themselves not simply as teachers but as practitioner researchers, an 
identity shift mobilized by both the carrot of more knowing practice and the stick of 
quality audit. As a result, the first decade of the century was characterized by a growing 
number of studies that, while still small in scale like those of the previous century, were 
nevertheless better grounded in terms of method, and so more credible as scholarly 
narratives about the state of the art of music education. Studies such as those reported by 
Barrett (2006), Bennett (2008), Carey (2008), Gaunt (2007, 2009), Kruger (2000), 
Nerland (2007), and Presland (2005) draw on a range of qualitative methods – case 
studies, interviews, participant observation, perception questionnaires – to inquire into 
the nature of the conservatoire not simply as a performative space but as a learning 
community.   

Some attempts were also made to look beyond a single institution in order to 
discern more general trends in the field. Mills and Smith’s (2003) study of the beliefs of 
134 local education authority music teachers in the UK, Mills’s (2006) questionnaire 
probing the beliefs of 61 music students and Purser’s (2005) interview-based study of 
138 teachers in UK conservatoires, are all moves to canvas a wider terrain of practice 
than the home institution. Such studies, when taken together those of with pedagogical 
‘cases’ bounded by a singular institution, provide a powerful impetus to re-visit Persson’s 
(1994, 1996b) insistence on distinguishing the ‘formidable artist’ from the ‘formidable 
pedagogue’. They begin to pry apart what counts as teaching excellence from 
performative excellence, not in order to create a binary formulation of artistry-or-
pedagogy, but to foreground the idea that learning theory and pedagogical method are of 
as much value to the conservatoire as they are to all other formal learning environments. 



It is useful, at this point, to be reminded of two specific propositions in Persson’s 
(1994) earlier work about the cultural impediments that bedevilled research in one-to-one 
teaching within conservatoires two decades ago, because they are likely to continue to do 
so, notwithstanding the press of the audit culture and the growing interest in teaching 
improvement. The first is his insistence that ‘[a]rt and music … tend to be fields of 
interest which are often left unchallenged by anyone who is not a member of the musical 
community by means of being a qualified musician’ (1994, p. 89). The second is that the 
sort of ‘scientific effort’ associated with research enquiry is often perceived as opposed to 
artistic effort, ‘since scientific behaviour in the quest for objective generality by its 
methods poses a potential threat to the individuality of a performing musician’ (ibid).  

It is both a strength and a limitation of institutional cultures, and particularly ones 
that are self-consciously at the cutting edge of artistic practice, that they are not readily 
overturned. With the high stakes that attend any conservatoire, there is much to be lost in 
following fads and fashions, no matter how compelling they may seem in terms of a 
rationale for wide and deep change. On the other hand, the tendency to maintain time-
honoured practices that continue to be exempted from scrutiny for the reasons Persson 
foregrounds, is a tendency that is increasingly unsustainable in the context of demands 
for more client-oriented accountability from higher education institutions.  
 
Developing a project 
So where to next? It would seem reasonable to pursue a second generation of research 
that is both able to acknowledge and value the teacher-performer and yet can rigorously 
probe for evidence that the learning opportunities being provided for conservatoire 
‘clients’ are being informed by sound pedagogical theory and practice. In other words, 
the challenge is to develop a means by which the distinction between ‘formidable 
artist[s]’ and ‘formidable pedagogue[s]’ can be better understood in order better to serve 
the conservatoire as a learning community. This will take an approach that can 
simultaneously move in close to, and broaden, the picture of pedagogical practice in  the 
conservatoire. The next generation of research therefore needs to be capable of patient 
documentation (Sontag, 1966) of intimate pedagogies, re-presenting them in ways that 
are meaningful both within the conservatoire culture and to a wider higher education 
community, and also to show how these are both like and unlike more general shifts in 
pedagogical practice, such as those that are increasingly reliant on digital technologies.  

Our view is that that pedagogical capacity-building needs scholarship based on 
authentic classroom research of the sort that can make the actual daily work of teaching 
visible both within and beyond the classroom.  One such approach, advanced by Peter 
Taylor and colleagues (Kwek et al, 2010; Taylor, 2012; Taylor et al, 2012), involves the 
development of site-specific schemes that code videographic data of classroom 
pedagogical practices. This work, at its core, is an attempt to discover and document 
teaching practices and their variations.  

The development and use of such schemes reflect four principles. First, the 
schemes should focus on what is important to student learning in each site. Their 
development creates a context where the explication and clarification of those foci are 
themselves valuable outcomes. Second, while they necessarily privilege teacher 
behaviour, the representations of these foci also address relational issues, and therefore 
can describe specific contributions of one-to-one teaching factors to the development of 



conservatoires  as communities of learners. Third, the description of behaviour 
necessitated in the characterization of differences in specific practices can help make 
teaching visible. As a consequence, teachers can be assisted to ‘see’ alternative strategies, 
and encouraged to make use of them.  Finally, such schemes can be used to promote 
professional growth for teachers. This is not to imply that they represent a panacea, but 
they do offer a potentially valuable avenue for professional development, one welcomed 
by participant teachers for its practicality as well as its authenticity.   

The performance of such research will need more of the small-scale, well-
grounded studies of the last decade, but they will need to be framed within a shared and 
authentic ‘bottom-up’ language, so that the field can be readied for growing investment in 
large-scale comparative studies that are both rigorous and mutually informative. The 
pedagogical research approach of Taylor et al (2012) may be useful for this purpose, 
given that it is a methodology that works with and for, rather simply on or about, 
institutional teaching as a learning community.  

Grounded in these understandings, a research project is underway at one 
institution to encourage a ‘discovery and documentation’ of the fundamental purposes 
and procedures of one-to-one music teaching, and the assumptions behind this time-
honored practice. It aims to identify and disseminate empirical evidence about the core 
learning and teaching transactions of one-to-one pedagogy, in an attempt to structure a 
reflective exploration of how we might teach more effectively. The authors believe that 
the project’s approach and methods are already potentially transferrable across 
institutions and pedagogical contexts, and the need to activate this transferability is 
pressing for reasons outlined above. Thus, with the aim of making such a project 
implementable in similar and diverse contexts in the near future, the remainder of this 
paper details one possible approach to characterizing the value of one-to-one pedagogy. 
Results of the study will be presented in future publications (see also Carey, Lebler & 
Gall, 2012).   

 
Building a collaborative approach 
The first piloting of this approach is being conducted within one Australian 
conservatoire, which has a total enrolment of over 600 undergraduate students in the core 
areas of performance, composition and pedagogy.  A key feature of research design for 
this project is the cross-disciplinary nature of the research team. Five researchers are 
involved, two internal and three external to the institution in question.  The three external 
members of the team are from the disciplines of education and the creative industries, one 
with considerable expertise in quantitative arts research.  Of the two internal researchers, 
one is a full-time member of staff with extensive experience in pedagogical research and 
one-to-one teaching, and the other, a senior academic with a substantial research record 
in learning and teaching.  It was felt that the diverse experience of team members would 
enrich the study, particularly in terms of the balance between the insider and outsider 
perspectives.  

The research team meets regularly to discuss and debate issues related to one-to-
one pedagogy. The meetings are informal, last two to three hours, and are organized and 
facilitated by the lead internal researcher. Detailed notes are made and emailed to all 
researchers for discussion at subsequent meetings.  Investing in this time together as 
researchers has enabled the team to develop a research approach that is ‘fluid, 



unconscious, and implicitly appropriate’, one that allows research choices to be creative, 
to grow, change and develop (Elmesky, 2005).  

Most first-generation research studies on one-to-one pedagogical practices have 
drawn only on secondary data, such as interviews with teachers and students. In addition 
to collecting and analyzing such data, this study involves direct examination of one-to-
one interactions through videographic analysis, in order to map how interactions between 
teacher and student occur.  The intention is to identify and characterize these observed 
practices and from there, to develop a comprehensive scheme to explore and 
systematically analyze relational aspects in this method of teaching (an ongoing process).  
 
Implementation 
The project involves four key phases: engagement with teachers; video recording of one-
to-one lessons; student generated data and follow up interviews with teachers. These are 
explored in detail below. 

 
Phase 1: Engagement with teachers 
The tension between the ‘maestro performer’ and the ‘maestro teacher’ (Persson, 1994, 
1996a) alludes to the imperfect reality that as performers, teachers are not always sharply 
aware of their pedagogical practices; nor do they always have the language or the tools to 
articulate their performance practices to students, or their pedagogical practices to 
researchers or interested others. The project therefore not only presents the opportunity to 
engage teaching staff at a research level, but also encourages teachers to critically engage 
with their own pedagogical practices.  

One of the rationales for this project was to enable teachers, through collecting 
evidence on their pedagogical practices, to ‘chair’ the ongoing vigorous political 
conversations surrounding the value of one-to-one teaching. Thus, the consideration of 
‘voice’ was the primary driver of the decision to work with teachers not just as research 
subjects, but as active participants in designing and implementing the research. In this 
regard, Hallum’s (2011) observations on the nature of beneficial partnerships in music 
education might be invoked to suggest characteristics of effective partnerships between 
the researchers and teacher-participants: among other things, they are built on good 
communication, time, trust, and clear roles and responsibility; they take account of 
context; and they result from careful planning and evaluation. 

In her work with teaching staff, Gaunt observes the potential reluctance and 
‘general skepticism of participants about research relating to teaching and learning, and 
fear of participation impacting negatively on the relationship of trust between teacher and 
student’ (2007; 2011, p. 164). Probable secondary benefits of this collaborative approach 
with teachers, then – hard to measure, easier to sense – are an increased willingness of 
teachers to participate in the research, and the sense of research ownership and control by 
those teachers who become ‘subjects’ for the purposes of the interviews and video-
recordings.  

For this reason, it is important to include teachers from across all performance 
specialisms within the institution (keyboard, strings, vocal, woodwind, brass and 
percussion), providing them with adequate information outlining the aim and intention of 
the study, and the opportunity to discuss with the researchers any ideas or issues of 
concern they might have (Carey, Lebler & Gall, in press).   



 
Phase 2: Video recording of one-to-one lessons 
The rationale to capture data through video recording in this second phase of the study is 
to enable the researchers to directly study interactions between teacher and student, in 
order to inform and develop the method of analysis in the next phase.  The use of video 
footage has substantial precedent in music education research. Decades ago, Gustafson 
(1986) analyzed video footage of lessons with a focus on factors that may influence 
behaviours and interactions; a number of further studies have followed since (e.g. 
Bowman, 1999; DuFon, 2002, Kennell, 2002; Rostvall & West, 2003; Young et al, 
2003). In a detailed study that used video footage to compare piano teaching in one-to-
one and group settings, Daniel noted some challenges with the method, including the 
particularly time-consuming and demanding nature of analysis procedures (2006, p. 193). 
However, benefits are many, including the opportunity for retrospective and repeated 
analysis from several researchers, potentially increasing reliability of the analysis (p. 
193). A further advantage of video-recording, especially if carried out by the teacher 
using a small mounted recorder left running in a corner of the room (as in this study), is 
the relative unobtrusiveness of the process: it obviates the need for a third party 
(researcher or recording staff) in the intimate space of the teaching studio.  

The collection of videographic data involves the use of an unobtrusive, 
inexpensive, high-quality video recorder (the Zoom Q3 Hand Held Video Recorder), 
which is relatively simple to operate.  The recording process includes emailing the 
technology department to request a video recorder at a specified date and time; choosing 
the most appropriate positioning of the camera with the technologist; and documenting 
participant details including location, date and time (Carey, Lebler & Gall, in press). 
 
Phase 3: Student-generated data 
Kurkul (2007) highlights the importance of working with both students and teachers in 
evaluation, for the reason that feedback rarely correlates between these two groups, and 
Gaunt (2011) observes that students and teachers characterize their relationship 
differently. The purpose of Phase 3, therefore, is not only to give students a direct voice 
in the research, but to also allow triangulation of this voice with data from other phases. 
 Though focus groups are relatively uncommon in studies of one-to-one teaching, 
they are not unknown; Mills employed them to investigate the beliefs and experiences as 
instrumental teachers of conservatoire students, for example (2002, 2006). The method of 
focus groups provides students with a reasonably non-threatening environment in which 
to express their opinions, as well as giving them the opportunity to immediately react to 
and reflect upon the views of their peers.  

Possible topics in the focus groups include students’ personal history with one-to-
one teaching; the nature of one-to-one teaching; the nature of the teacher-student 
relationship; the role of gender in that relationship; the teacher as personal and 
professional role model; the role of the teacher to educate the student for a career as a 
professional musician (Gaunt, 2011); the perceived importance of the teacher tailoring 
lessons for each learner (Persson, 1994); and the characteristics and benefits of one-to-
one versus group teaching (Daniel, 2006). The following questions may be used as 
stimulus for discussion: 



• What words would you use to describe your experience of one-to-one 
learning?  

• Are there particular things that you find helpful in one-to-one? 
• Are there particular things that you find challenging about one-to-one? 
• Can you describe the nature of your relationship with your teacher?  
• Is there a particular person you have really enjoyed being taught by? What is it 

about their teaching you found helpful or valuable?   
• Is there a particular person you would really like to be taught by? What do you 

know about them that makes them of interest to you as a teacher? 
 
Phase 4: Follow-up interviews with teachers 
Improving practice of one-to-one teaching demands a commitment not only to 
developing a new research model, but to deep and sustained conversations with those 
involved. It is therefore important to organize a follow-up meeting involving researchers 
and teacher-participants, in order to discuss the scheme being used to characterize the 
observed one-to-one pedagogical practices. This allows participants to clarify the scheme 
and give their feedback on it as a work-in-progress. Additionally, it enables the 
researchers to refine the categories of the scheme. Teachers will be subsequently invited 
to meet individually with the researchers to explore data specifically relating to their own 
pedagogical practice. 
 

The four phases are summarized in Table 1.  
 
 

Table 1. Data collection phases for investigation of one-to-one conservatoire teaching 
 
Phase Participant size in 

current iteration 
Data 
collection 
method 

Data 
collected in 
current 
iteration 

Data analysis method 

1 Full-time and part-
time instrumental 
and vocal teachers 

Informal 
interviews  

Audio-
recordings 
and 
transcripts of 
interviews 

Thematic analysis of 
interview transcriptions 

2 Phase 1 
participants plus 
students  

Video 
recording of 
one-on-one 
lessons 

Video-
recordings of 
one-to-one 
lessons 

Coding of videographic 
data according to 
scheme outlined in 
Taylor et al (2012); 
cross-analysis with all 
other phases 

3  Undergraduate and 
postgraduate 
instrumental and 
vocal students 

Focus groups  Audio-
recordings 
and 
transcripts of 

Thematic analysis of 
focus group 
transcriptions; cross-
analysis with Phases 1 



focus groups and 4 

4 Phase 1 
participants 

Follow-up 
informal 
interviews  

Audio-
recordings 
and 
transcripts of 
interviews 

Thematic analysis of 
interview transcriptions 
and cross-analysis with 
Phases 1 and 3 

 
Closing remarks 
Music learning and teaching practices which may have been historically appropriate are 
now in question (Fautley, 2010, p. 1), and in the current challenging higher education 
environment, the logic that one-to-one teaching is necessary due to its centuries of 
precedent fails to withstand scrutiny. The reality that ‘one-on-one teaching does not 
inspire us to question how we teach’ (Chronister, 2005, p. 8) only heightens the need to 
systematically investigate our pedagogical practices and processes. Pressing aims for 
one-to-one teaching in the conservatoire then, include a need ‘to consider the relational 
aspects of one-to-one tuition in more detail, building the research evidence base, . . . and  
enabling staff development’ (Gaunt, 2011, p. 177). The process of developing a way to 
characterize individual music tuition, such as that described in this paper, represents an 
opportunity to build this evidence-base, reflect on and explore current practices and 
processes of learning and teaching, and to put new understandings that result from this 
research to improve pedagogical practices and student learning in the conservatoire 
environment. 

The driving intention behind the methodology detailed in this paper is to improve 
understanding of the learning transactions that occur in the one-to-one environment, in 
order that such understanding may then be utilized by teachers to enhance their own 
practice, and in turn increase the effectiveness of student learning. The next stages of this 
research will systematically assess the approach described here for its ability to improve 
teaching practices in the conservatoire setting. As these stages progress, the project 
methodology will be continually evaluated for workability, applicability, and 
transferability to other institutions and other one-on-one pedagogical contexts (for 
example, doctoral supervision, whose significant similarities to individual music tuition 
has been noted by several researchers, e.g. Gaunt, 2011; Harrison, 2012). This critical 
reflection and evaluation will inform future iterations of the research, so that the 
methodology develops in the continuous cycle of growth, implementation, review and 
improvement that is characteristic of qualitative research.  

In this way, the authors hope this project will fulfill its aims: to assist institutions 
justify the need for and value of one-to-one teaching, to heighten teachers’ self-awareness 
and understanding of their pedagogical approach, and ultimately to provide students with 
a higher-quality and more effective learning environment. 
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