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Jaques-Dalcroze in Geneva, Switzerland, and a BM in piano performance from Duquesne University 
(US). He has taught and certified teachers in the Jaques-Dalcroze Method for over 45 years. He 
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research focuses on pedagogy, aesthetics, and repetition in twentieth-century music. He has pub-
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the Institute for Transforming University Education at the University of Delaware. 
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has presented at regional, national, and international conferences, including Society of Music Theory 
meetings. Nathan’s 2017 paper ‘Relative diatonic modality’ on la-minor solfège and English pastoral 
music won the Dorothy Payne Award. Other research interests of his include pentatonicism, canons, 
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vatory, Syracuse University, Yong Siew Toh Conservatory at the National University of Singapore, 
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University Press) and  Applied Music Theory: A Practical Guide for Writing, Listening, and Understanding 
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the Reading of Atonal Melodies 

Kent D. Cleland is Professor of Music Theory at the Baldwin Wallace University Conservatory of 
Music in Berea, Ohio, (US). His research interests include aural skills pedagogy and the application of 
Bergsonian Temporalism to musical transformation. He is the co-author of an aural skills textbook, 
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and Cognition, the International Conference on Music Perception and Cognition, the annual meet-
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Jonathan Pitkin – Chapter 29: Audit: The Development of a Web-Based 
Practice Tool for Individual Note Recognition in Consonant 

and Dissonant Piano Chords 

Jonathan Pitkin is a composer and a member of the professorial staff of the Royal College of Music, 
London, where his teaching responsibilities encompass composition, orchestration and academic 
studies at various levels. His creative research interests revolve predominantly around areas of over-
lap between composition and music psychology, particularly where these concern the workings of 
listener expectations, or the creation of illusions of one kind or another. His compositions include 
works that have been broadcast by BBC Radio 3 and published by Oxford University Press; his 
published writings include contributions to the SAGE Encyclopedia of Music in the Social and 
Behavioral Sciences (2014). 

xix 



 

 

  

 

 

  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

Kent and Paul would like to thank all the educators around the globe who contribute to the lifelong 
learning of ear training, and this thank you is inclusive of all people, places, musics, and levels of edu-
cation. Throughout the writing and editing of this book we have kept in mind the reason we teach 
aural skills: it is to continue the joy of inclusivity through music. From an early age, when as children 
we sang with our parents, peers, or stereos (giving away our age here!) with full hearts and such inno-
cence, we were part of the practice and not the product of music. We would ask that anyone reading 
this book take a moment to think about those who have instilled in them the love of repeating a 
simple musical melody or rhythm that enabled them to ‘join in.’ And if we should ever forget the 
importance of inclusivity regardless of ability, we should remember possibly the largest aural training 
event in history that took place on 13 July 1985 with one of the world’s greatest showman educators 
(see https://bit.ly/2ORPc71 ). 

We would also like to particularly thank Christopher Atkinson, who started the conversation by 
organizing an aural skills symposium at the Royal Academy of Music in April 2017, and who has 
supported this book as an outgrowth of that symposium. 

Kent would like to thank our contributors: I went from casually knowing a few of you, to having 
a network of colleagues and friends around the world who share a passion for good teaching and for 
making music. I would especially like to thank Paul for being an amazing collaborator on this book: 
for his keen sense of humor and good spirit (especially during the ‘hiccups’ a project of this scope 
always entails), for his amazing vision of the big picture and the possibilities, and for his friendship. 
Of course, a project like this doesn’t happen without the assistance of the kind people at Routledge, 
many of whom remain behind the curtain even for us. Our contacts, Genevieve Aoki and Shannon 
Neill, have been essential guides who have helped us shepherd this book through the entire process, 
from idea to publication and through unimaginable upheavals. To my teachers – the formal ones like 
Allyn Reilly, David Baker, and Larry Hartzell, who taught me how to teach music, and the informal 
ones, my students, who continually teach me how and why to teach music – I am forever grateful. 
Finally, to my family – Karen, Chloe, Larkin, and Puma – who provide never-ending support, per-
spective, and love, I couldn’t have done this without any of you. 

Paul would like to thank Kent; now this would seem to be an obvious thank you for an acknowl-
edgment page in a co-edited book, but I would like to underscore the support and collegiality that 
Kent has enabled throughout this process. I am delighted to say that Kent has gone from being 
someone I met at a conference to someone I thoroughly enjoy working with – to a friend who 
never forgets to send me a Christmas card. I would also like to thank each and every contributor for 

xx 

https://bit.ly


 

 

Acknowledgments 

their patience in our editorial process; you have made this book the statement piece we had hoped it 
would become during our planning process. To David Murray, Paul Templeman, and David Gledhill, 
as my early musical educators who never made me feel stupid when I was beginning my ear-training 
journey, and to the peer with perfect pitch who sat next to me in an aural class and was simply bored 
by the process while I failed at transcribing the tone-row from scratch, I thank you for one of my 
‘educational eurekas’ as I experienced first hand the importance of pedagogical differentiation in 
an ear-training session. Finally, and by no means least, I thank my family for supporting me in my 
grumpy moments where work spilled over into life and it took a while to get my ‘head out of the 
shed’ – Nathalie, Belle, and Evan, you are my world. 

xxi 



http://taylorandfrancis.com


 
 

 

 

         

      

 OVERTURE 

It has been over 20 years since the publication of Gary S. Karpinski’s landmark  Aural Skills Acquisi-
tion (Karpinski, 2000). That work remains a seminal work in the field of aural-skills pedagogy, as 
evidenced by its ongoing number of citations, including in the chapters of this book. What made 
that book stand out among the many publications concerning ear training was that it focused on the 
pedagogy; it was not a manual nor a curriculum rich with musical examples. The field of Aural-Skills 
Pedagogy, however, has grown significantly in those 20 years. Lines of research suggested in Karpin-
ski’s book have been further developed, and new lines of research have arisen. It seems like it is time 
for another overview of where the field stands in relation to the practice of ear training before, in, 
and beyond higher education. 

That was the situation in April 2017, when Christopher Atkinson of the Royal Academy of 
Music, London (RAM), organized a one-day symposium dedicated to the latest research and peda-
gogical innovations in aural-skills pedagogy. Entitled ‘Aural Skills Pedagogy: What is to be done?’, 
the symposium featured eight presentations on a variety of topics followed by a round-table discus-
sion on the current state of aural-skills teaching in the United Kingdom and the United States. It 
sought to advance cooperation, collaboration, and the sharing of ideas in the field (see the program 
in Figure 0.1). Many participants expressed a strong desire to continue the discussion and to preserve 
the presentations delivered that day. That desire was the genesis for this work. Atkinson graciously 
gave us his blessing to build on the spirit of the symposium and organize the forces to produce the 
present volume. 

We started with five of the presentations from the RAM symposium, 1 asking the authors to adapt 
(and, in some cases, expand) their presentations for inclusion in this book. We then put out a global 
call for proposals, which was enthusiastically answered. We soon found ourselves reading abstracts 
from all over the world on a variety of topics in aural-skills pedagogy. Once the selection process was 
completed, we were delighted that these contributors represented five continents and a wide variety 
of approaches and topics in aural-skills pedagogy (see Figure 0.2). 

We have tried to select a mixture of topics that address the theoretical, the pedagogical, and the 
practical, so that you might finish this book not only with a list of new techniques to try in your 
classroom but also with the germ of an idea or two to turn into a research project. And this is an 
important point: the book you are reading is not an ear-training manual. It is a companion to ear 
training, so while a chapter may provide case studies of good practice, these are not the sole contents 
of the chapters. Where case studies and ideas are presented, they are all underpinned by and framed 
alongside research-driven methodologies. 

1 
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Figure 0.1 Program from the Aural Skills Pedagogy: What is to be done? Symposium. 

Source: The Royal Academy of Music, 7 April 2017. 

As the final drafts of the individual chapters were coming in, two significant events began to have 
a dramatic effect on the work for this volume. First, Philip Ewell gave a plenary address at the Soci-
ety for Music Theory National Conference in Columbus, Ohio, in which he asked practitioners of 
music theory to become aware of and expand beyond the field’s traditional white racial frame. This 
was followed soon after by social unrest, sparked by the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Min-
nesota, which led to worldwide demonstrations aimed toward recognizing and correcting socially 
ingrained inequities with how non-white people are treated and educated in Western societies. 
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Overture 

Second, the world began to shut down due to the emergence of the COVID-19 virus, with many of 
our contributors coming from places that were identified as ‘hot spots,’ and virtually all of us having 
to quickly adjust our teaching from traditional, in-classroom teaching to remote instruction and in 
some cases a mixture of both. 

As a result of both of these events, many of us were suddenly finding ourselves rethinking and 
reworking the way that we deliver instruction to our students. As editors, the question of relevance 
became all the more important: would this book, as it was conceived, still be relevant across de-
colonized curricula and in a post-COVID world where musical performance, singing, and in-person 
musical activities were being reconsidered? Would the field still look the same? Would the techniques 
we use to teach, and the philosophies that inform them, still apply? Although a few of the authors 
address these issues in their chapters, these forces really began to take hold after much of the research 
work had already been done. While we went into this project with a conscious desire to be inclusive 
and expansive with the selection of contributors – we had sought out authors who wrote on using 
literatures beyond the traditional European Classical tradition and who described techniques and 
perspectives that are applicable to a wide variety of musics, and we consciously pursued participation 
by authors from as wide a geographic distribution as we could – this book still finds its genesis in the 
belief structures and status quo of a pre-George Floyd/pre-COVID-19 world. However, it is also 
because of this book’s broad focus – a mixture of philosophies of pedagogy, best practices, and calls 
for expanding into new techniques and pedagogies – that we feel that this book, and the excellent 
scholarship that it contains, remains relevant. Many of the chapters express ideas and pedagogies that, 
with a little imagination, are expandable into wider literatures, while others approach the teaching 
of aural skills as a humanity: a common language that unites because of music’s ubiquity in human 
culture. 

A quick reading of the table of contents shows a tremendous breadth of topics to be found 
within. For example, modern interpretations of long-established methodologies are described in 
Jack Stevenson’s and Robin Harrison’s chapters on Dalcroze and Kodály techniques, respectively. 
The use of state-of-the-art technological tools are described in the chapter by Nathan Fleshner and 
Trevor de Clerq and the chapter by Jonathan Pitkin. Justifications, dispositions, and methodologies 
for approaching hearing skills (dictation) are addressed by Gary S. Karpinski, Martin Scheuregger, 
and Timothy Chenette. Harmonic hearing through literature-based approaches are addressed by 
Crystal Peebles and Daniel Stevens, Philip Duker, and Jennifer Shafer. The use of the keyboard in 
the aural-skills classroom is covered in a chapter by Samantha Inman and a chapter by Peter Schubert 
and Justin Mariner. Tonal function is addressed by Chris Atkinson. Issues of relevance and integration 
permeate the chapters, with special emphasis to be found in chapters by Jeffrey Lovell, Simon Parkin, 
Miranda Francis, Christopher Price, Jorge Costa, and Colin Wright. While there is an emphasis on 
the traditional art music literature, Bryden Stillie and Zack Moir make the case for how aural skills 
in popular music education differs, and Anri Herbst uses local folk music to discuss pedagogies for 
teaching listening skills. Post-tonal techniques are covered in chapters from Kent D. Cleland and 
Jenine Brown. Vocal production is covered by Jennifer Beavers and Susan Olson. Teaching improvi-
sation is addressed in the chapter from Jena Root. While most of the chapters focus on aural training 
at the postsecondary or higher education level, the book’s scope is broadened by Chi Ying Lam’s 
chapter on using dramatic play to raise aural awareness in early education in Hong Kong. Techniques 
for listening analytically are covered in chapters by Martin Scheuregger and Jorge Costa. Finally, it 
wouldn’t be an aural-skills book without addressing the ongoing discussion of syllable systems, found 
in the chapter written by Nathan L. Lam. 

Certain themes run through and between this breadth of topics. For example, curriculum devel-
opment runs through several chapters, as do the topics of harmonic hearing, improvisation, embodi-
ment, assessment, and linking hearing with understanding. Several chapters take the long view of the 
development of aural skills, pointing out how things have changed over the course of the authors’ 
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careers. Throughout the book, one finds an almost constant concern with the relevance of what 
we, as aural skills teachers, do, and whether the skills we teach our students will be relevant in their 
careers as professional musicians. 

Ultimately, our aim with this project is to broaden the question of the original symposium: ‘What 
is to be done?’ and to begin to seek answers. We can only do this if we know the field as it stands 
upon asking the questions, and Paul Fleet begins the journey by investigating the terrain of ear train-
ing across the globe. This helps us with such questions as ‘What is being done?,’ ‘How do we know 
that it’s working?,’ and even ‘Why do we do what we do?’ With one such book end (or book start, if 
you will) in place, we have taken the liberty of proposing a course of action at the end of the book. 
The true cadence, the  clausaula vera, is where we do not just summarize the findings of our chapters 
but also create a common practice (to be understood in both a discipline- and non-discipline-specific 
manner) stopping point for us all to consider where we were and are with our respective ideas and 
concerns for the field of aural skills. To help us then move toward this, we have written a kind of 
‘manifesto’ or ‘call to action’ that makes suggestions for how we, as practitioners of a common field, 
can collectively improve the discipline for the next 20 years (or longer) by using research and pro-
moting collaboration on a broad scale. We hope, therefore, that you enjoy this volume in the spirit in 
which it was created: for the promotion of the theory, methodologies, research, and critical thinking 
alongside aural case studies – and that you regard it as a valuable companion on your academic jour-
ney as an educator and/or vested educatee through the lifelong skill of ear training. 

 Note 

1. The other three presenters, who were unable to participate in this project because of prior commitments, 
gave excellent presentations that we recommend you look up once they reach publication. 
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 INTERMEZZO 1 

 Terrain 

The word ‘terrain’ refers literally to the defining characteristics of a stretch of land. Metaphorically, 
it refers to the defining characteristics of something being described. In the case of aural skills, it 
can have multiple meanings: (1) the mechanical characteristics of curricula and practice; or (2) the 
psychological space of how aural skills are conceived in the mechanical arena. 

The opening section of this book is devoted to looking at the terrain of aural skills pedagogy 
from both perspectives. Paul Fleet begins with a meta-examination of the typical place of aural-
skills instruction in curricula throughout the English-speaking world. He examines when aural-skills 
instruction typically starts and how long it typically continues in various types of institutions as well 
as how often aural-skills instruction is combined or integrated with other theoretical and musical 
instruction. These elements will inform, as will the following chapters, the coda to this book, where 
a design for the future of aural training will be proposed. 

Simon Parkin follows with an examination of the psychological space of aural skills in the cur-
riculum, providing an engaging look at how current practices have evolved over a career that has 
spanned several decades. Ultimately, his chapter is a story of a search for relevance, and a description 
of how his institution, and many others, have similarly sought to increase the relevance of aural skills 
instruction and what concrete steps these institutions took (and are taking) to pursue this goal. 

In many ways, the remainder of this book continues an examination of these foundational themes, 
as relevance is an ideal that most of the authors in this collection seek. They have been successfully 
finding creative and innovative ways to do so within the mechanical constraints of the higher educa-
tion curriculum and the amount of ‘space’ that it allots to aural skills instruction. 



http://taylorandfrancis.com


 

 

 

 

 

 1 

THE TERRAIN OF EAR TRAINING 
ACROSS THE GLOBE 

  Paul Fleet  

 Introduction 

The title of this chapter is a remarkably lofty one, and one that I acknowledge suggests more than it 
can deliver. However, such a bold statement is needed – and particularly within this volume. At the 
close of the Royal Academy of Music Aural Skills Pedagogy Symposium (2017) the vested parties sat 
in a circle and shared ideas of what to do next after hearing, discussing, and questioning the informa-
tive papers that had been presented (to note, one of those ideas was this volume). Those speaking 
in this circle-of-trust included educators from North America, Canada, Europe, Australia, and the 
United Kingdom from middle-school, high school, college, university, and conservatoire institu-
tions. We found much in common from our respective global and educational areas, and while one 
would expect such collegiality from a group of invested people who had all made the effort to gather 
together to discuss the value of ear training, what surprised us most of all was the level of detail in 
our commonalities. 

We agreed that ear training was an essential part of musicianship – of course, we would, wouldn’t 
we? But we also agreed that it was not equally represented either in music education or when com-
pared to other essential skills of musicianship. To quote Christopher Small – which no self-respecting 
book on the understanding of music can nor should avoid: ‘[I]t is possible to do too much study of 
scores and not enough listening; a symphony is, after all, primarily an aural experience.’ ( 1998 , 171). 
An anecdote was told during this final session of the symposium of the student who is practicing 
for their performance grade. Two weeks before the exam, the educator reminds the student that ear 
training will be part of the test and suggests that they should run through some examples together. 
On hearing this story, we shook our heads in communal frustration at its familiarity, and agreed that 
two weeks is not enough time to build in the ability nor the competency for many students to do 
more than just pass the test and instead be able to demonstrate the skill. In this moment, we were not 
pointing fingers at any particular exam body (as all learning bodies that we have been involved with 
as educators recognize the value of ear training); neither were we pointing any fingers at instrumen-
tal tutors (as many of us owe our passion for music education from these educators). What we were 
doing is reminding ourselves that the value of ear training can be regarded as something adjunct to 
the learning experience, and shouldn’t we as those vested in ear-training pedagogy critically chal-
lenge this and provide some solutions? 

We agreed that not only was ear training not given enough space in educational curricula, but 
it was also not recognized proportionally in the academic journey toward professional musicianship. 
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Paul Fleet 

No one present in that room in London, nor would we suggest anyone involved in music education, 
believes that aural skills are something that can be learned in a semester or even on completion of a 
program of study. Ear training is a lifelong skill. Just as the acquisition and use of language is a lifelong 
skill, so is the ability to listen to sounds being produced and recognize and understand them. First as 
sounds; then as forming some type of hegemonic or self-organizing collections of tones; to becom-
ing identifiable as individual elements within a recognizable structure; moving toward the ability to 
retain and then recollect elements that share properties and codes across and between musical expe-
riences; to the point of correct identification of elements; before reaching the skill of reproduction 
of those elements inside or outside of a musical context and either sung or notated. While this is an 
unashamedly structuralist reading of the process of ear training, the relationship between the musical 
signifier and the signified ( Agawu, 1991 ;  Nattiez, 1990 ;  Tagg, 2012 ) is a useful way of thinking about 
the lifelong journey of developing aural skills. We might even relate this to the stages of pedagogi-
cal standard in Bloom’s taxonomy ( Biggs & Tang, 2011 , 124), where the musician undertaking ear 
training encounters learning objectives that enable her or him to move from remembering sounds, 
to understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating, to finally critically creating them. 

Perhaps this is where the problem lies: how do we co-create a curriculum that speaks to the life-
long journey of a skill that is taught at various stages of education, across varying institutions across 
the globe, and undertaken by students with varying abilities upon joining each stage of the designed 
learning journey at that particular institution? This does seem like an impossible task, and are the dis-
connections in the mapping of the educational journey to the institution to the individual musician 
something that we cannot ever address? 1  But none of us in that room felt that way. We all believed 
that co-creation and sharing of ideas could tackle some of these issues and prevent the time-worn 
position of blaming the prior institution for not preparing the student to the appropriate standard 
required by the current institution. Such an excuse is not good enough, nor even correct to voice. 
I am minded to compare it, for dramatic effect if nothing else, to the plumber who looks at your 
central heating system before saying “tut-tut” and asking who was the person that installed such a 
badly functioning device. It is a dislocation of blame and does not address what, in a solution-finding 
approach, could be done to better the situation for the benefit of the student. 

So how do we test these two positions – that ear training does not get the space it requires in a 
curriculum, and it is unhelpfully compartmentalized by educational qualification levels that do not 
match the differing entry points of the students – and discover whether what we unpacked during 
that conference is more than a collective consciousness during a moment in time and instead nearer 
the truth about the field of ear training? If we can do that, then we would have a surer footing on 
which to address and offer solutions to these concerns. 

One way of investigating is to adopt a particular mode of enquiry: the scientific model. This is 
something that many of us grew up with at school and is almost as old the practice of research itself. 
While there are many versions on what constitutes a ‘scientific method,’ we would hope that the 
majority of our readership would recognize and feel comfortable with the following pattern as it pro-
gresses through the various subheadings in this chapter. But before we begin, I might need to defend 
the position of adopting an overly scientific method in a humanities discipline. I would counter this 
potential claim by suggesting that what we are trying to uncover does need some assistance from a 
more quantitative field, given that we are testing a hypothesis. Further, the field of scientific method-
ology is not as rigid to qualitative inquiry as the unhelpful binarism between science and humanities 
may be understood, even within a populist readings of the terms. One of my favorite recruitment 
campaigns by a university expressed the need for a balanced academic inquiry. The University of 
Utah in 2012 produced a poster: ‘Science can tell you how to clone a Tyrannosaurus Rex, Humani-
ties can tell you why this might be a bad idea.’2  Such humor aside, it is worth reminding ourselves 
that ‘despite its rigid structure, the scientific method still depends on the most human capabilities: 
creativity, imagination, and intelligence; and without these, it cannot exist.’ Castillo (2013 , 1669). 
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Ear Training Across the Globe 

With this now all said, let us begin with the first part of the inquiry into the terrain of ear training 
across the globe. 

  Define Purpose  

As was discussed in that symposium of 2017 during and between the sessions, aural/ear training is 
often considered to be the ‘poor cousin’ of music theory. To be clear we are not talking about the 
objectivist problem of ear training that  Covington and Lord (1994 ) discuss, where a distinct set of 
facts and skills are tested in the classroom (e.g., identify the interval of a major seventh) without refer-
ence to the ‘real music’ of the professional musician [see in this book the chapters by Atkinson, Par-
kin, and Francis, who address this very issue]. Instead, we are talking about its place in the curricula 
of music education. The purpose of this investigation is to test whether there are commonalities in 
the delivery of ear-training curricula across the levels of education at a global level. These terms will 
of course need to be further defined, but for the moment the purpose is to understand if those con-
nections shared at the symposium can be regarded as being representative of ear training in education 
in general, and if so, how we might understand those shared elements for the benefit of its Theory 
and Curriculum: Methodologies for the Learning Space, Teaching: Activities within the Learning 
Space, Transferring: Applications outside the Learning Space, Techniques both tonal and post-tonal, 
and in its Technology, all of which are the chapter sections that are integral parts of this companion. 

  Construct Hypothesis  

Any testing of a hypothesis, let alone the two we are about to formalize, is remarkably problematic 
when considering a global landscape and the various stages of an educational journey. But we do 
need to try, so let us put these elements on separate axes. What should we understand by global in 
terms of ear training for the first axis? While it would be interesting, it would be beyond the realm 
of useful through variance to consider each country on the planet. So instead, if we move up a stage 
to continent, and then cross-reference with locations that were not only represented by their citizens 
at the symposium but also those that are commonly understood as having long-standing related edu-
cational systems from middle school to Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), then we find ourselves 
with the following list: United States of America, Canada, United Kingdom, Western and Central 
Europe, and Australia. 

With this regional axis now defined, we can consider what should be understood by levels of 
education for its complementary axis. There is a remarkable difference in educational systems and 
structures within each of the global locations. For example, given its size, in the United States of 
America each state has its own educational framework; and each of the four countries that make up 
the United Kingdom have different educational curricula depending upon the average common age 
of the student (HMC, unknown). So what do we use? We must define the use for the data in refer-
ence to its own boundaries and in this sense for ear training before, in, and beyond higher educa-
tion. For that, we can usefully employ the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) as a common 
model. The EQF divides the stages of learning into eight levels under the guidance that they are ‘a 
set of descriptors indicating the learning outcomes relevant to qualifications at that level in any quali-
fication system’ (European_Union, unknown). By unpacking these descriptors with their learning 
outcomes, we can then map them against the various educational levels that are represented in our 
understanding of the previously defined global locations. The EQF is therefore an adaptable model 
that speaks to the various qualifications across our identified regions because of the commonality to 
be found in the definitions of the descriptors. The descriptors of knowledge, skills, responsibility, and 
autonomy that are allocated to an EQF level are allocated to the levels of education across all of our 
surveyed institutions in Table 1.1. 
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Paul Fleet 

We should begin our inquiry with Level 3 for our understanding of how far back one should 
usefully go in this survey. Ear training teachers in schools that follow the Kodály ( KodályHub, 2018 ) 
or Suzuki ( Americas, 2020 ) methods would argue that ear training should start from the early years 
of education (and in an ideal world we would not disagree), but as we locate this volume before, in, 
and beyond higher education, it would make sense to begin the understanding of the educational 
journey from the capture point that informs entry into higher education, namely, those education 
levels that are considered for admission to a degree-level program. Similarly, we should also define the 
end point of the educational journey for this investigation. Level 7 is a natural stopping point for this 
investigation, as it is where the student transitions from being educated to being supervised, and by 
the time they reach level 8 the mode of education is largely self-directed as, to quote the descriptor 
earlier, they should be at the most advanced frontier of a field of study. 

With these two axes now defined we can move to the contextual construction of the hypothesis. 
If we can understand the connections (the coordinated planes) in a learning journey that take into 
account the representative locations of delivery alongside the representative levels of education, then 
we can construct a global terrain of ear training before, in, and beyond higher education. This is 
because we can chart through a random sampling of institutions the delivery of ear-training courses, 
modules, and programs that will indicate their representative value within and across institutions. 

It is worth saying before we progress any further that this capture of data took place in 2020 but 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, which caused the rethinking of educational delivery across the 
globe. Singing became one of those activities that was under debate as to its being a contributing 
factor to transmission of the virus ( Hamner et al., 2020 ;  Ministry of Housing, 2020 ;  Moss, 2020 ), 
and many institutions at the time of writing are considering how to teach aural training in environ-
ments that are either online or socially distanced. As such, the appearance of education activities that 
include ear training are of a landscape pre-COVID-19 but will hopefully be part of an educational 
landscape post-COVID-19. 

Test the Hypothesis and Collect Data 

In order to test the hypothesis that there is a common understanding of the value of ear training 
across institutions but there is not enough presence in the respective curricula for ear training, we 
need to find a way of populating the data between the axes of region (where these education insti-
tutions are based) and level (what level of education they offer in alignment with the EQF). To do 
this, the method employed for capture is the broad understandings of ‘not taught,’ ‘taught within,’ 
and ‘taught alone.’ While these are fairly self-explanatory, it is worth saying how they are captured, 
and that is through the information present on the institutions’ web pages. For example, a visit to a 
home page of an institution will reveal links to learning events (this is an inclusive term for module, 
course, or program, which can be specific to institutions). The home page is an information point for 
prospective students: a page where the values of the institution are shown through the modules they 
elect to publish. It was decided that if an institution had a learning event that specifically mentioned 
words that represented aural or ear training as the primary activity, that would count as ‘taught alone’; 
if they mentioned those words alongside others that included theory, musicianship, and so on, it 
would count as ‘taught within’; and if no mention of those words featured within the learning events 
for that stage of learning at that institution, it would count as ‘not taught.’ This proved a remarkably 
and thankfully surprisingly useful sifting tool for gathering the information, given the differentiation 
in words used across institutions and countries. 

The other element to consider was the representation of institutions across those defined on 
page 11 and using the EQF levels as the guide, it was settled upon five colleges (including those high 
schools that offered that level of provision), five conservatoires, and five universities from each of 
these regions. Within these 15 institutions per region, the principle of representative sampling was 

14 



    

                          

     
     
     
     
     

 

  

 

 

 

 

              

Ear Training Across the Globe 

employed, and in order to ensure a mix of institutions (for example, and in respect to the univer-
sity sector, a mix of institutions was needed in order to represent those that are ancient, civic, plate 
glass, post-92 ( UKuni, 2019 ), research intensive, teaching-focused, and Russell Group/Ivy League), 
league-table rankings were not used to form the collection list, but a wide trawl of institution types 
were considered before five were selected as the representative group to be data mined. 

What this means for both the indication of presence of an ear-training activity and the selection 
of institutions for the survey is the conscious avoidance of any bias toward types of learning event or 
particular types of institution. While such a survey is recognized by the author as not being perfect 
for the data capture needed to undertake a survey of the terrain of ear training across the globe, it 
is certainly ‘good enough’ (Winnicott,  2000 [1964 ]) in terms of what is practicable while having 
enough value to be able to proceed with confidence upon data collection (see Table 1.2) and would 
also have enough value to be able to slice the data capture to compare the three types of institution 
(see Table 1.3) and the five geographical regions (see Table 1.4). 

There are some initial reactions to the tables just presented, most notably the difference in West-
ern and Central European institutions when compared to the other regions (72.5% of these Euro-
pean institutions present evidence of teaching ear-training events alone as part of their curriculum 
offerings). But mining such data is the task of the next section, so let us move to that part of our 
scientific model and analyze this data capture with the use of graphs for visual as well as numerical 
representation. 

Table 1.2 The presence of ear-training learning events across 75 institutions (percentages rounded to one decimal 
place) 

Not Taught Taught Within Taught Alone Total * 

Level 3 11 (34.4%) 10 (31.3%) 11 (34.4%) 32 
Level 4 12 (17.1%) 18 (25.7%) 40 (57.1%) 70 
Level 5 18 (26.9%) 10 (14.9%) 39 (58.2%) 67 
Level 6 45 (69.2%) 8 (12.3%) 12 (18.5%) 65 
Level 7 52 (82.5%) 7 (11.1%) 4 (6.3%) 63 

*  This is the total number of institutions (college, conservatoire, and university) across the 75 surveyed that offered 
that level of education. For example, 32 of the 75 institutions surveyed offered Level 3 education, of which 31.3% 
of them taught ear training within their learning events. 

Source: Author. 

Table 1.3 The presence of ear-training learning events across all colleges, conservatoires, and universities (percentages 
rounded to one decimal place) 

Not Taught Taught Within Taught Alone Total** 

College (Levels 3–5) 41 (27.7%) 36 (24.3%) 71 (48%) 148 
Conservatoire (Levels 3–6) 82 (39%) 37 (17.6%) 91 (43.4%) 210 
University (Levels 4–7) 116 (48.1%) 39 (16.2%) 86 (35.7%) 241 

** This is the total number of institutions (in the United States of America, Canada, United Kingdom, Western 
and Central Europe and Australia) across the 75 surveyed who offer those levels of education. However, out of 
the 75 institutions who offer Levels 3, 4, and 5 (theoretically 225 data capture points) in reality not all institutions 
offer all levels. So, to avoid misrepresentation of the data and skew, the percentages of the total figures column 
was adjusted on the principle that if one institution did not offer one level then the total would be reduced by 
one, and so on. 

Source: Author. 
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Table 1.4 The presence of ear-training learning events across the United States of America, Canada, the United 
Kingdom, Western and Central Europe, and Australia (percentages rounded to one decimal place) 

Not Taught Taught Within Taught Alone Total*** 

United States of America 36 (54.5%) 13 (19.7%) 17 (25.8%) 66 
Canada 41 (60.3%) 6 (8.8%) 21 (30.9%) 68 
United Kingdom 22 (46.8%) 13 (27.7%) 12 (25.5%) 47 
Western and Central Europe 1 (2%) 13 (25.5%) 37 (72.5%) 51 
Australia 38 (58.5%) 8 (12.3%) 19 (29.2%) 65 

*** This is the total number of institutions in each region across the 75 surveyed that offer all levels of education. 
However, out of the 75 institutions (theoretically 75 data capture points) in reality not all institutions offer all 
levels. So, to avoid misrepresentation of the data and skew, the percentages of the total figures column was 
adjusted on the principle that if one institution did not offer one level then the total would be reduced by one, 
and so on. 

Source: Author.

  Analyze Data  

The title of this chapter does promise much, but with the methodology just explored, we can pro-
ceed toward a global understanding of ear-training provision across institutions while noting the 
definitions of such terms (see Graphs 1.1 and 1.2). 

Whether the reader’s preference for understanding is by numbers within the institutions surveyed 
(Graph 1.1) or by percentage of those numbers within the institutions (Graph 1.2), 3 the analysis 
remains the same. At Level 3 there is an equal representation of the three variables, but as the generic 
global music student progresses to Level 4, the split between ‘taught alone’ and ‘taught within’ wid-
ens, and the number of learning events that are labeled as ear training or aural training dramatically 
increases. We then recognize this as the first element of significant variation (SV) in the data to con-
sider: (SV1): at Level 4 there is a noticeable increase in the number of specific ear-training learning 
events. From Level 4 onward, this number of ‘taught alone’ declines at Level 5 slightly by a rebalance 
of increased ‘not taught’ and a decrease of ‘taught within.’ However, from Level 6 to Level 7 the shift 
is dramatic, and there are far fewer ear-training events present in the curriculum. This we would 
recognize as our second element of significant variation: (SV2): from Level 5 to 7 there is a decline 
in ear-training events both ‘taught alone and within.’ At a global level then, we can ask why there is a 
sudden increase in advertised ear-training modules at Level 4 when we recognize that ear training is 
a lifelong skill. But before we begin pointing fingers at those involved in education at that level, we 
must also ask why there is a sudden drop in aural training from Level 5 onward following the same 
rationale (see Graphs 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5). 

There are several mitigating factors to this understanding of SV1 and SV2. At Level 3 the ear-
training learning events may well take place but are hidden to the published curriculum, but as was 
said on page 14 a measure of importance by the institution on ear training can be gauged by their 
use of learning event titles. As such, we can say with relative confidence that ear training in Level 3 
is not given the place in the curriculum either in identified modules or within learning events as 
it is at Level 4. Given that many of the surveyed institutions have Level 3 and Level 4 within their 
offerings, this is not a simple case of, to give a deliberately dramatic example, a university blaming a 
college for not preparing students. Not only is that not helpful, as was previously discussed, from the 
data gathered we can safely say that it is not representative and therefore not a safe enough basis on 
which to propose an argument. If we are being sympathetic to Level 3 education, then we can sug-
gest that ear-training events are present in two-thirds of the programs offered, and this does not seem 
an unhealthy position. For example, if we were to do a similar survey on cultural studies learning 
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Graphs 1.1 and 1.2. Numerical and Percentage representation of ear-training learning events by the variables 
‘not taught.’ ‘taught within,’ and ‘taught alone’ from Level 3 to Level 7 across all institutions 
surveyed. 

Source: Author. 

events, it would be surprising if the number of events was equal to that of ear-training events at that 
level. If we are being sympathetic to Level 4 education, then the presence of over half the institutions 
offering “taught alone” ear-training events in their programs would seem to be a reaction to a rec-
ognized skill set that is needed by the student to engage with their other modules and so is boosted 
upon their entry to degree-level study. If we are to consider the two sides of SV1, then looking 
backward we might argue that the student is underprepared, and looking forward we might argue 
that there is not enough space in the curriculum to place such emphasis upon ear training. And this is 
where a solution can be found, by thinking of the position not from a curriculum point of view but 
the student point of view. If the Level 3 provision is suitably balanced, then perhaps it would make 
sense to integrate ear training into the learning events across Level 4 rather than having a significant 
number as ‘taught alone.’ By doing so the integration of skills would become explicit and implicit 
to the students and it would also remove this spike in learning that goes against the principle of it 
being a lifelong skill. Further, the integration of skills would speak to the concern of differentiation 
across a cohort’s aural abilities upon entry to the same education level (as mentioned on page 10). By 
embedding the skill within practice, the differentiation can be placed not on the skill itself but upon 
its application, and rather than streaming the groups at the same educational level (which can cause 
inequalities in the learning experience, and there is evidence of this in pre-HE education [ NEU, 
2019 ]), all would be present and developing the skill at the same time but applying the skill to their 
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Graphs 1.1 and 1.2 (Continued) 

own level of practice); this area will also be discussed in the following chapters by Stillie and Moir, 
Francis, Price, and Stevens, Duker, and Shafer. 

Similarly, the decline of ear training as a ‘taught alone’ and ‘taught within’ variable in this data 
capture (SV2) is not an accurate representation of the practice being employed. I firmly believe that 
many an educator, and the same educators who were part of ear training at Level 3 and Level 4, 
continue with the teaching of such skills but in an implicit way. In other words, while these skills 
are continued, they are not externally published to the students as such, and the understanding by 
the cohort of ear training being a lifelong skill diminishes at a greater rate rather than the training 
itself. Of course there are nuances to such suggestions, and without the many years to undertake a 
rigorous desk-based survey (which would itself become redundant given the time it would take to 
do such a task leading to the data first captured becoming out of date) and interview every educator, 
we cannot know the conclusion just made for sure. However, I am convinced that many of those 
responsible for ear training and those that are reading the words in this chapter will find themselves 
nodding in agreement at the positions described here. By making this explicit, and from the data 
capture previously presented, we can then make some suggestions for change that will be explored 
under the next subheading. 
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Graphs 1.3 ,  1.4 , and  1.5 Percentage representation of ear-training learning events by the variables ‘not taught.’ 
‘taught within,’ and ‘taught alone’ shown as Level 3 (see Graph 1.3), Levels 4–6 (see 
Graph 1.4), and Level 7 (see Graph 1.5) across all institutions surveyed. 

Graphs 1.3 ,  1.4 , and  1.5 (Continued) 
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Graphs 1.3 ,  1.4 , and  1.5 (Continued) 

There are two other ways we can extract information to help us unpack the matter of ear-training 
provision across the globe before, in, and beyond higher education. The first is to understand the 
data by types of institution: college (remembering that this includes high school as a similar level of 
provider in certain regions), conservatoire, and university; and the second is by region: United States 
of America, Canada, United Kingdom, Western and Central Europe, and Australia. 

What is interesting to note when we consider the pattern of teaching ear training according to 
our three variables (‘not taught,’ ‘taught within,’ and ‘taught alone’) is the similarity in profile (see 
Graph 1.6). If we consider the institutional offering, when the student is undertaking the program 
that is typically greater than just one year, we find that there is balance between the ear training being 
and not being taught but there is a significant variation when it comes to ear training being part of a 
module/course/mode of delivery (SV3). 

One reading of the data in Graph 1.6 informs us that out of the three variables, the category of 
‘taught within’ is the least represented (I am being careful here, as I have throughout, not to take 
too much heed of the actual numbers, as these are indicative, but I am basing these positions on the 
trend of these numbers relative to each other, which is more reliable) and runs against the evidence 
we as a community of ear-training scholars promote and publish. It would seem therefore that we do 
not, on the whole, find the practice in what we preach. There is strong evidence for the benefit of 
teaching aural skills within other modules ( Fieldman, 2008 ,  2015 ;  Herdener et al., 2010 ;  Karpinski, 
1989 ;  Mayfield, 2002 ) for the reasons of connection to practical application, deeper understanding of 
musical materials, and to the improvement of compositional, analytical, and performance activities, 
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Graph 1.6 The pattern of ear-training learning events separated by types of institution. 

Source: Author. 

to quickly summarize these selected publications. Indeed, in the following chapter, Simon Parkin 
argues for a ‘true synthesis with other aspects of the curriculum,’ and that is a position that many of 
the contributors to this volume uphold. SV3 is therefore linked to SV1 and SV2, and it is not that it 
is a particular institution’s fault about the weighting or presence of the skill sets a musician needs to 
be taught and encouraged to develop. No, it is our collective problem to solve, and we might sug-
gest one solution would be to not have a such a high concentration of ‘taught alone’ study at Level 
3 (SV1) and not let the presence of aural training diminish through the academic journey within an 
institution (SV2). Instead, we could rethink the whole provision of ear training away from the polar 
positions of ‘taught alone’ and ‘not taught’ (SV3) and move more toward the inclusive position of 
aural skills being ‘taught within.’ 

I do not want to sum up this section quite yet, as we should now move to the cutting of the data 
by region, as the position just mentioned is related (see Graph 1.7). We find similar extremes to the 
aforementioned binaristic positions of ‘taught alone’ and ‘not taught’ when we consider the ear-
training events by region. 

From a quick reading it may be tempting to single out the learning events that are found in the 
data representing ear training in Western and Central Europe. Should we exalt their delivery in 
recognition of the high percentage of learning events that are taught alone and very little that are 
not taught? If so, should we at the same time disparage the learning events in Canada, Australia, and 
the United States of America for their high rate of ‘not taught’ ear training? A commonsense check 
would tell us that this is not a good idea, and in discussions within our ear-training learning com-
munity across the globe I am sure not many would recognize this pattern as being indicative of one 
region having the correct approach and another the incorrect approach. Further, we should be highly 
skeptical of any suggestion that the results of these approaches could be backed up with the result of 
excellent ear-trained musicians from Western and Central Europe but not from Canada, Australia, 
and the United States of America. Then what does this graph usefully tell us? 
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Graph 1.7 The pattern of ear-training learning events separated by region. 

Source: Author. 

From an inclusive position, the practice is unhelpfully varied across the globe, and none of the 
regions have the best practice. If we agree with the position outlined on page 9 that ear training 
is not equally represented across other skills within musicianship, then we can recognize that the 
development of aural training within institutions has changed organically within each institution, and 
there has not been centrally agreed curricula beyond subject benchmark statements such as ‘Demon-
strate the ability to recognize and respond to aspects of musical organization, whether aurally or by 
studying a written score.’ ( QAA, 2019 ). Perhaps it is time to formalize this skill, not as the valuable 
outsider to our music education but as a core competency. Perhaps we can agree to come together to 
propose a set of useful criteria with which to enrich the general curriculum. But I am getting ahead 
of myself, and there will be more on this matter in the next part of our adopted scientific enquiry, 
and more specifically in the ‘coda’ section of this book, ‘The Future of Aural Training:  Clausula Vera 
(True Cadence).’ 

To return to the information provided by Graph 1.7, we have discussed earlier that ‘taught within’ 
would be a preferred model of delivery, yet this is the most consistently poor in representation across 
the regions (SV4), and in four of the five regions (although in that fifth region it is only by 2.2%, 
which is not statistically significant against the trend) ‘taught within’ is the least represented. We have 
now seen this position from two different viewing angles, when looked at by the types of institution 
(SV3) and by the difference by region (SV4). While it is the same underlying data that is driving both 
views, it is significant that there are no outliers to this position in the sense of a particular institu-
tion or region bucking this trend. Therefore, what we can safely say is that it is the same issue that is 
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present globally and that the issue is not dependent upon institution or region; no one is to blame for 
the previously fitted boiler – we are all to blame. 

  Draw Conclusion  

Before reaching for the metaphorical birch rod, let us revisit the four significant variations in the 
data and then move toward a position that takes us forward as a community of educators. The first 
significant variation we encountered from this data collection was the jump from Level 3 to Level 4 
in the number of specific ear-training learning events (SV1). This was then followed by the second 
significant variation in the gradual and then rapid decline of ear-training learning after Level 4 (SV2). 
If we plot this information on a simple line graph by percentage by combining ‘taught alone’ and 
‘taught within,’ then we can see that this trajectory of provision is not something we can ignore if we 
are to maintain our value of ear training being a lifelong skill (see Graph 1.8). 

So what pattern would we hope to see five years after the publication of this book, or realisti-
cally in ten years, within music curricula and its practical realization? Certainly not a rising line, as 
this would then place ear training above the other musical skills. While those of us invested in such 
training are keen to speak up for its value, we recognize that it is a strength among others and a fun-
damental skill that underpins our practice as musicians and musicologists. The pattern should be that 
of a steady line, one that does not dramatically rise or fall as the student progresses on his or her edu-
cational journey but remains constant as supported training for a lifelong skill. This is a position that 
can be further strengthened by reference to the data when we move from a global position to casting 
the spotlight on the types of institutions that deliver the ear training. Colleges, conservatories, and 
universities are equal in their delivery model of having ear training least represented ‘within’ mod-
ules/courses/modes of delivery (SV3). Finally, when focusing on regions we find significant variation 
between modes ‘not taught’ and ‘taught alone,’ but we find a common element in our research-driven 
preferred model of delivery, ‘taught within’ being the most consistently least represented across the 
regions (SV4). To be blunt, no matter how you look at the data, it is screaming at us to take action. 

In an acknowledged mix of metaphors, it would not be helpful to shout ‘I am Spartacus’ ( Kubrick, 
1960 ) and continue marching toward our collective voices being silenced. Rather, I would not 

Graph 1.8 The variables of ‘taught alone’ and ‘taught within’ combined and plotted along the progression of 
educational levels. 

Source: Author. 
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suggest that we extinguish the candle from our music stands in the style of Haydn’s  Farewell Symphony 
( Church, 2003 ) but that we take that light from our commitment to ear training and return to our 
practice. We can find solidarity in this data and take stock of the current situation in general. We can 
understand the terrain we find ourselves working within, and work toward setting the ear-training 
learning events we value within a mutually agreed collective framework of understanding within our 
respective institutions across the globe. We cannot do this as individuals. By exploring the good prac-
tice and gaining perspective on the relative variations on training throughout the following chapters, 
you will encounter voices and ideas from those that are keen to change the curriculum, and they 
offer practical and guided solutions that we could agree to collectively adapt or adopt. 

If time is tight and you plan to dip in and out of this book over a period of time, then the next 
logical chapter on your reading list is the coda, ‘The Future of Aural Training:  Clausula Vera 
(True Cadence).’ In this closing chapter of the book, we will return to the main ideas of collec-
tive and inclusive education in ear training, or to be as clear as possible, thinking of its teaching 
as ‘within’ rather than ‘alone’ or ‘not.’ It will also end with a manifesto for ear training: a short 
position piece that sets out the values of ear training that have been gained from the encounters 
in this journey with the people who traveled to that symposium in 2017, then agreed to be part 
or help inform the chapters in this volume from the subsequent call for papers, until this point 
in which its publication marks the first collective voice for aural training before, in, and beyond 
higher education. 

Notes 

1. If the reader can hold their excitement, on reaching the final chapter in this volume (Coda, ‘The Future 
of Aural Training: Clausula Vera (True Cadence’) they will find a methodology and a manifesto that moves 
towards answering exactly these questions. 

2. The campaign poster from the College of Humanities at the University of Utah is no longer available through 
their .edu site but can be found on Pinterest: www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/482377810062102452/. 

3. Please note that on the graph the percentage figures may seem to not add up exactly to 100%, but this is due 
to the rounding to one decimal place.

 References 

Agawu, V. K. (1991). Playing with signs: A semiotic interpretation of classic music. Princeton, NJ; Oxford: Princeton 
University Press. 

Americas, S. A. o. t. (2020). About the Suzuki method. Retrieved from  https://suzukiassociation.org/about/ 
suzuki-method/ 

Biggs, J. B., & Tang, C. S.-k. (2011).  Teaching for quality learning at university (4th ed.). Maidenhead: McGraw-
Hill/Society for Research into Higher Education/Open University Press. 

Castillo, M. (2013). The scientific method: A need for something better?  American Journal of Neuroradiology, 
34(9), 1669. http://doi.org/10.3174/ajnr.A3401 

Church, M. (2003).  The story behind: Haydn’s Farewell Symphony. Retrieved from  www.tes.com/news/ 
story-behind-haydns-farewell-symphony 

Covington, K., & Lord, C. H. (1994). Epistemology and procedure in aural training: In search of a unifica-
tion of music cognitive theory with its applications.  Music Theory Spectrum, 16(2), 159–170. http://doi. 
org/10.2307/746031 

European _Union. (unknown).  Description of the eight EQF levels. Retrieved from  https://europa.eu/europass/ 
en/description-eight-eqf-levels 

Fieldman, H. (2008). The complete musician: An integrated approach to tonal theory, analysis, and listening. 
Music Theory Spectrum, 30, 366-U125. 

Fieldman, H. (2015). Aural skills in context: A comprehensive approach to sight singing, ear training, harmony, 
and improvisation.  Music Theory Online, 21. 

Hamner, L., Dubbel, P., Capron, I., et al. (2020). High SARS-CoV-2 attack rate following exposure at a choir 
practice – Skagit County, Washington, March 2020.  MMWR Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, 69, 
606–610. http://doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6919e6external 

24 

https://suzukiassociation.org
https://suzukiassociation.org
http://doi.org/10.3174/ajnr.A3401
http://www.tes.com
http://www.tes.com
http://doi.org/10.2307/746031
http://doi.org/10.2307/746031
https://europa.eu
https://europa.eu
http://doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6919e6external
http://www.pinterest.co.uk


 

   
    

 
 

  
  

 
  
  

  

  
 

  

   
  
  

   

   
  

  

Ear Training Across the Globe 

Herdener, M., Esposito, F., di Salle, F., Boller, C., Hilti, C. C., Habermeyer, B., Scheffler, K., Wetzel, S., Seifritz, 
E., & Cattapan-Ludewig, K. (2010). Musical training induces functional plasticity in human hippocampus. 
The Journal of Neuroscience, 30, 1377–1384. 

HMC. (unknown).  The British education system. Retrieved from  www.hmc.org.uk/about-hmc/projects/the-
british-education-system/ 

Karpinski, G. (1989). Ear training and integrated aural skills: Three recent texts.  Journal of Music Theory Peda-
gogy, 3, 127–149. 

KodályHub. (2018).  The Kodály concept. Retrieved from  https://kodalyhub.com/main-principles-of-kodaly-s-
music-pedagogy 

Kubrick, S. (Writer). (1960).  Spartacus [Film]. E. Lewis (Producer). Universal International. 
Mayfield, C. (2002). Theory essentials: An integrated approach to harmony, ear training, and keyboard skills (Vol. 1). 

New York: Thomson Schirmer. 
Ministry of Housing, C. L. G. (2020). COVID-19: Guidance for the safe use of places of worship during the pandemic. 

Retrieved from  www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-places-of-
worship-during-the-pandemic-from-4-july/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-places-of-worship-during-
the-pandemic-from-4-july#:~:text=Except%20for%20the%20limited%20circumstances,transmission%20 
from%20aerosol%20and%20droplets . 

Moss, L. (2020). Singing ‘no riskier than talking’ for virus spread. Retrieved from  www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-
53853961 

Nattiez, J.-J. (1990).  Music and discourse: Toward a semiology of music. Princeton, NJ; London: Princeton University 
Press. 

NEU. (2019).  Streaming and setting. Retrieved from  https://neu.org.uk/streaming-and-setting 
QAA. (2019). Subject benchmark statement: Music. Gloucester: Quality Assurance Agency. 
Small, C. (1998). Musicking: The meanings of performing and listening. Hanover; London: University Press of New 

England. 
Tagg, P. (2012). Music’s meanings: A modern musicology for non-musos. New York: Mass Media Music Scholars’ 

Press. 
UKuni. (2019).  Types of UK universities. Retrieved from  www.ukuni.net/articles/types-uk-universities 
Winnicott, D. W. (2000 (1964)). The child, the family, and the outside world (International Edition ed.). London: 

Penguin Books. 

25 

http://www.hmc.org.uk
http://www.hmc.org.uk
https://kodalyhub.com
https://kodalyhub.com
http://www.gov.uk
http://www.gov.uk
http://www.gov.uk
http://www.gov.uk
http://www.bbc.co.uk
http://www.bbc.co.uk
https://neu.org.uk
http://www.ukuni.net


  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 2 

AURAL TRAINING WITHIN AN 
INTEGRATED APPROACH TO 

MUSICIANSHIP TRAINING 

 Simon Parkin 

 Introduction 

This chapter originated as a talk given at the symposium  Aural Skills Pedagogy: What is to be done? held 
at the Royal Academy of Music, London, in April 2017. Speakers were chosen from a wide vari-
ety of backgrounds, some more academic than others. My own experience is that of a performing 
musician, composer, and arranger who has been involved in curriculum development and delivery 
at a UK music college (‘conservatoire’) over a long period of time. The experiences and views here 
expressed are my personal experiences and views, and I have not sought to reinforce them with 
academic citations. These could no doubt be found, along with citations supporting an opposing 
view, but my hope is that the experiences I have had will resonate with readers, both those who have 
undergone aural training in the past, those who are now involved in its delivery, and those interested 
in the way conservatoire-level musical education is developing, in my own institution at least. 

A typical UK music college may take on between 100 and 150 new students each year with 
varying degrees of proficiency on their instruments, academically and in terms of general musician-
ship skills. These skills would include aural ability and knowledge and experience of theory and 
harmony. Our task as educators is twofold: first, to prepare our students for an ever-evolving musical 
workplace, and second, to develop their intellect, sense of curiosity, work ethic, and power of self-
expression in a more general sense. Many factors have driven the evolution in the curriculum that 
music colleges provide. The increasing variety and unpredictability of the workplace has necessitated 
more flexibility and adaptability from our students, who now need a greater range of skills than ever 
before. Some formerly ‘academic’ skills such as harmony, arranging, and aural skills have taken on a 
more direct relevance as potential prerequisites for a portfolio musical career. 

This chapter will argue that these skills are better taught in an integrated way. To separate aural 
from theory, for example, impoverishes both subjects, and leads to an insular attitude where these 
subjects become ends rather than means. I will argue that aural training, being in general the most 
demonstrably relevant aspect of conservatoire-level academic provision, is now increasingly in the 
vanguard of the new integrated approach that is evolving. 

Part 1: How It Used to Be 

Approaches to aural training at college/conservatoire level are changing. Three principles seem to be 
driving developments in what we provide for students. One is a recognition that the world of work 
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is changing rapidly and constantly, and aural-skills teachers need to provide graduates with a range 
of practical skills to equip them for a professional life that will involve far more than playing stan-
dard repertoire on their instruments. The second principle is that the acquisition of these new skills 
involves forming connections between academic subjects that, in my own education, were taught 
in isolation. Finally, in my own institution at least, there is increasing pressure for academic courses 
to lead to practical outcomes – performable arrangements, recordable lecture-recitals, transcriptions, 
improvisations, and so on. This chapter will suggest some practical steps for achieving these triple 
goals of relevance, integration, and output. This section discusses some of the obstacles institutions 
will face in achieving these goals, viewed through and drawing on my experience with evolving and 
delivering a curriculum, at conservatoire level, which now incorporates aural training, improvisation, 
instrument- and paper-based harmony, composition, and arranging in an increasingly integrated way. 
Starting with an examination of my own experience of aural training, the section then discusses the 
musical goals of aural training before suggesting how it can be expanded to include, theoretically, 
any other academic subject you care to put in the mix. It is a (relatively) exciting time to be an aural 
teacher, since the relevance of what we do is becoming increasingly palpable. 

At school and then at college, I was taught aural in the following way. At the beginning of the 
lesson, a dictation would be played, and we would attempt to write it down. After a couple of times 
through, the teacher would ask who had finished. A few people would put up their hands. The 
teacher would then play it a few more times, until either everyone had finished or nobody could 
hear any more. People who only required a couple of play-throughs were ‘good at aural’ and people 
who took longer were ‘weak.’ Everyone knew where they stood. The weaker ones were discouraged 
because they never improved relative to the better ones, who spent most of the lesson sitting around 
looking ostentatiously bored and a bit smug while they waited for the others to finish. My own 
perfect pitch was such an advantage that I’m not sure that my musical perception really benefited 
from this training beyond the mere exercising of a muscle. Sight singing and rhythm, the other two 
main components of standard aural training, were, similarly, continually tested rather than trained. 
The educational principle seemed to be that doing things over and over again made you better at 
them, which is, of course, true to an extent, though what I really missed in my own education was 
an examination of how I listened, and any strategy for improvement. While those of us who practiced 
regularly did better than those of us who didn’t, it was, in many ways, a frustrating subject to study, 
and, when I started my job, to teach. 

Shortly before graduating, I was invited to be an aural teacher at my music college. I had hap-
pened to get high grades in my aural exams, and this was presumed to qualify me to explain to others 
how they could do the same. I got good grades primarily because of my perfect pitch, which when 
I started to teach seemed a disqualification to be an aural teacher, since it made it more difficult to 
get inside the mind-set of students who did not have this mixed blessing. The initial problem for 
me was that I had always found it easy, and never had to think about how I did it. When I started to 
consider how to teach rather than test, I needed to examine my own thought processes, which was a 
little like breaking down a movie into a succession of still shots. It was at this point that aural training 
became fascinating, as it gave me the opportunity to compare how I, myself, thought to how my 
students thought. The self-reflection was a vital precursor to formulating ways to explain the process 
to my students. 

Aural was streamed and graded when I started to teach, and the attainment of a certain standard 
was a requirement for the award of a diploma. One or two students (generally singers) would come 
back to college for a chance to resit every summer for up to seven years before giving up. At that 
time there was something of a divide between instrumental teachers and academic staff. The instru-
mentalists, not all of whom had had uniformly positive experiences of training in aural, harmony, and 
essay-writing, were disheartened by the fact that students who in their view were excellent musicians 
were being denied degrees because of weaknesses in ‘academic’ subjects. 
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In subjects like history and, to a lesser extent, theory, this was somehow more acceptable than in 
aural. The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) requires a certain minimum standard of literacy, for 
example, to justify the award of a university-equivalent degree. Theory can be taught mechanically, 
with both species counterpoint and Bach Chorales being ‘solvable’ by following sets of rules and 
guidelines. They can be negotiated without requiring musical ability, demanding, rather, a certain 
level of organization and meticulousness. Although the exercises are musically sterile, they are ‘cor-
rect’ and the application of common sense and method can improve a student’s results very quickly. 
One can see the pragmatic purpose of objectifying music in this way (easy to teach, easy to mark, 
the mark unlikely to be affected by the personal taste of the marker), but since this objectification 
stifles creativity it is, by and large, demotivating to students, and the relevance to their future musical 
life is hard to prove. 

Aural is different. You can’t be a good musician if you don’t have a good musical ear, and, surely, if 
you don’t have a good musical ear, you won’t do well on aural tests. Therefore, people who get low 
marks in aural tests can’t be ‘good musicians.’ 

The problem was that instrumental teachers brought me examples of students with excellent 
intonation, sensitivity to sound, and ensemble skills who had done badly in aural tests. The top marks 
always went to those with perfect pitch, which is by no means a prerequisite for a successful career 
in music. 

We made various attempts to link aural training with the ‘musical ear’ – perceptions of intonation, 
instrumentation, performance nuance, and so on, but this didn’t prove a great success, being rather 
unchallenging and largely over-obvious. These tweaks to the curriculum didn’t address the core of 
the problem: the ‘musical ear’ doesn’t appear to equate with success in aural tests. 

Part 2: What Is Trained in Aural Training? 

Let us examine what aural actually does test. There are three principal components: structured listen-
ing, the development of short-term musical memory, and the ability to process the information that 
is taken in. 

First, let’s look at the ability to plan and prioritize your listening. Let’s assume you have 20 min-
utes to complete an eight-bar dictation exercise that will be played 15 times. How do you plan your 
listening for maximum success? Work on organization and strategy produces the most dramatic and 
rapid improvement in aural grades. Two playthroughs, for example, to determine key and meter. 
Two more to sketch in the rhythm independently of the notes. Two more to mark every occur-
rence of the tonic. There are many strategies, which should be individually tailored to each student. 
The instinct of the untrained student is to concentrate on the first few notes of an exercise, and the 
student feels unable to proceed until these notes are correct; often, they have run out of time before 
getting beyond the first couple of bars. It is more effective to get the general picture and the musical 
highlights (eight bars, 3/4, C minor, triplet in bar five, diminished seventh in bar seven, and so on) 
before focusing on the detail. This is far closer to the way in which people normally listen to music: 
forming a general impression, noting interesting details, and discovering more on each subsequent 
hearing. So in training students to develop strategies for transcriptions (number of bars first, then 
time signature, then identify tonic and key-signature, then placing significant notes and rhythms in 
the relevant bars, getting the outline before the detail), we are also training them to listen to music 
more constructively and less haphazardly. In my college we now deliver the dictation test as a sound 
file that students listen to on their phones, tablets, or laptops. This means that the strategy is chosen 
by the student rather than imposed by the examiner, since the student can determine the length of 
extracts, the number of play-throughs, and the size of the gaps between them, as well as check the 
given first note as a reference pitch whenever they like. The development of technology (universal 
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access to Wi-Fi and the ubiquity of smartphones, tablets, and laptops) has made these new ways of 
doing assessments more practical, and the enormous wake-up call given by the 2020 pandemic has 
intensified the search for more effective means of technology-based learning and assessment. 

The second ability that needs to be developed for success in aural exams is good short-term mem-
ory. The student needs to be able to retain a reference pitch for long enough to relate it to a series 
of other pitches in the course of the test. The student must be able to remember musical fragments 
for long enough to process them during the silences between play-throughs. The training of musical 
memory involves analytical listening. In the same way that we can remember a multi-digit number as 
a series of four-digit dates (much easier to remember if the dates are famous historical ones), we can 
look for patterns in groups of notes (e.g., a descending D major seventh chord, the first five notes 
of the Franck Sonata, four notes of an octatonic scale). We seek ways of forming larger units from 
individual notes, or of gradually increasing the level of detail from a general impression. These two 
techniques (micro to macro or vice versa) are fundamental to musical analysis, so this aspect of aural 
training develops an analytical way of thinking that will help musical memory and understanding. 

The third ability is that of good theoretical knowledge, or musical processing ability. Clearly, you 
can’t recognize a descending D major seventh chord if you can’t name it or don’t know how it’s made. 
The greater this processing ability is, the less likely it is that short-term memory will have faded 
before the notes have been reproduced on the page. The processing of musical information (recogni-
tion of interval size, chord types, harmonic progression, rhythmic detail) needs secure foundations in 
theory, and training in theory is fundamental to understanding how and why music works. 

So the training of aural encompasses theory, memory, and structured listening. All of these move 
into the territory of other areas of the curriculum. The necessity for an integrated approach becomes 
clearer. 

Part 3: Toward Integration 

The initial stage in an approach to integration would seem to indicate the necessity for some kind 
of liaison with the teachers of these relevant subjects (theory, in particular). Personal experience as 
‘module coordinator’ for theory and musicianship shows that if aural and theory are taught separately, 
it is very difficult to coordinate the two subjects. Aural trainers demand of theory teachers continual 
reinforcement of material theory teachers consider basic (chord types, progressions, inversions, inter-
vals, even key signatures) that has generally been covered within the first couple of weeks of a theory 
course. As aural trainers, we find that many students have not truly absorbed this basic information 
long after their theory course has moved way beyond it. Program managers need these courses to 
move in parallel; this is impracticable, because in aural training this basic theory has to be completely 
understood and ‘felt’ – in theory lessons, you write your exercise and move on to the next thing. 
What could be understood theoretically is always far in advance of what can be applied practically. 
This is not to say that advanced theory shouldn’t be taught – the information and techniques are 
always  potentially useful. There are many things I was taught as a child that I was able to apply practi-
cally only when I was an adult. For example, I was taught to resolve diminished sevenths in certain set 
ways without realizing their usefulness in (particularly improvised) modulations or their creative uses 
in nineteenth century music. In an ideal world, then, the theory needs to be taught simultaneously 
with the aural training, either by the same tutor or by two tutors in close liaison. 

As an institution, we have expressed this as an aspiration for many years, but it has always come 
up against practical difficulties. Theory and aural teachers can appear to have different priorities – to 
summarize crudely and far from impartially, for theoreticians, practice comes out of theory (or will, 
eventually!); for teachers of aural, the theory will emerge from the practice (almost immediately!). 
Theory classes work more easily to a curriculum, since there is less necessity to wait for something 
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