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Abstract 
  
This article draws on principles of educational psychology as a theoretical basis for supporting 
teaching strategies in the area of marching percussion.  To this end, this article considers  
Reimer’s (2008) views that (a) theoretical frameworks in music education should expand to 
include a broader array of disciplines and (b) the “practice [of music education] without theory is 
blind” (p. 193).  In the first part of this article, a theoretical framework is developed.  In the 
second part of the article, teaching strategies are described.  The article concludes with 
implications.   
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Introduction 
 
Marching percussion sections usually are associated with colleges, universities, high schools, and 
middle schools; or they are related to community youth organizations that have educational 
missions, such as non-profit organizations that sponsor indoor drumlines and drum and bugle 
corps.  Marching percussion, then, is inherently an educational activity.  In several ways, though, 
the milieu of marching percussion often contradicts the inherent connection to education.  
Because the marching activity is historically tied to military traditions, for example, teaching  
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often manifests itself in the form of directions and orders.  A leader, sometimes even given a 
military title like “drum sergeant,” orders other performers through a command—“keep your 
inner beats down.”  As a result, the performers change their behavior through neither thought nor 
contemplation.  Even as the marching activity has left behind some of its historical military roots 
and moved toward artistic and pageantry-based approaches to performance, the directive 
approach to teaching has remained and is not always recognized as insufficient. We cannot fully 
blame instructors for this lack of recognition of pedagogical failure.  After all, instructors often 
are not professionally-trained educators; rather, they often are organizational graduates who were 
successful performers.  Still, successful performance skills (e.g., being an expert performer on 
snare drum) do not necessarily translate into knowing how to teach and help student performers 
learn (e.g., ensuring the snare drumming skills of others).  

Percussionists who specialize in the marching activity, then, must have more than 
performance skills; to fulfill the mission of the organizations for which they work, marching 
percussion instructors must be well-versed in solid educational principles.  The purpose of this 
article is to provide a substantive theoretical framework for addressing teaching and learning 
within the context of marching percussion.  Then, this article explicates teaching strategies that 
are consistent with the framework. 
 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 
The description of one-way directives from an instructor to performers is based on the 
Educational Psychology view of behaviorism, which calls for “explicit directives and positive 
modeling” of performance skills (Taylor, 2006, p. 231).  A behaviorist view of learning requires 
only correct behaviors from student performers, who follow the instructor’s directives or imitate 
a model performer.  Focusing solely on correct behaviors ignores the need for percussion 
students to develop strong thinking skills.  Yet, thinking skills within the domains of music will 
be essential as performers move to more mature ensembles and experience increased demands on 
their skills (Blocher, Greenwood, & Shellahamer, 1997).  In fact, “[t]he ability to generate and 
use mental representations efficiently is the hallmark of expert performers” (Davidson, 2006, p. 
216-217).  Unfortunately, even when some percussion literature references performer thinking, 
that thinking is immediately shunned and connected back to behaviorist-types of learning:  
“[T]he musical ideas originating in the mind of the percussion student will not be adequately 
communicated without attention to proper technique” (Mixon, 2002, p. 54).  An essential 
theoretical base of this article is the view that the teaching of marching percussion must evolve 
away from behaviorist tradition, which leaves the student performer as a passive recipient of 
teaching, and toward cognitive innovation, which allows performers to become active 
participants in the learning process and allows teachers to become “diagnosticians of musical 
thinking” (Elliott, 1995, p. 75).  Three aspects of cognitive teaching are emphasized within the 
strategies that will be presented in the second part of this paper.  Those aspects include the 
importance of flexible mental models, language as a thinking tool, and reflection.   

 
Flexible Mental Models 

Cognitive research suggests that mental models are essential components of helping 
students understand how to execute any physical task (Morrison, Ross, & Kemp, 2000).  If true, 
then marching percussion instructors must teach in ways that help students construct internal 
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models of various aspects of percussion performance.  Focusing on mental models shifts 
emphasis away from teaching and toward learning.  To believe that we can teach performers to 
play in ways that are technically proficient, musically expressive, and communicative is a 
disservice; we only can help performers develop a mental model that will support their learning 
of concepts that are essential to being a well-rounded marching-percussion performer.  Good 
performance begins in the mind’s eye of the performer.   

By pointing to mental models as a key cognitive approach to teaching, I am suggesting 
that instructors must help performers “share elements of creativity with the mind that forms the 
work of art” (Copland, 1972, p. 42).  These minds include those of other performers, instructors, 
arrangers, judges, and audience.  One key aspect of sharing creativity is flexibility in thinking 
(Brookfield, 1987).  Performers who can think flexibly are more likely to develop stronger 
performance skills than performers who think rigidly.  Because of the clear connection among 
creativity, flexible thought, and musical performance (see, for example, Boyd, 1992; Finney, 
2003; Hargreaves, MacDonald, & Miell, 2006), the notion of flexible mental models becomes 
even more important.  Any pedagogically-useful approach toward helping performers develop 
appropriate mental models, then, will require performers to think in flexible and creative ways.     

 
Language to Promote Learning 

Marching percussion performers must learn to use language in order to develop 
appropriate mental models that will help them perform.  That is, the mental model in a 
musician’s brain will only take that musician so far toward developing performance skills.  
Performers must learn to articulate their mental models in order to improve performance 
(Morrison, Ross, & Kemp, 2000). 

In some respects, the old adage of “if you can sing it, then you can play it” is consistent 
with this cognitive view and thus has a psychological foundation.  Gordon (2007) has made clear 
connections among audiation, performance, and thinking.  When performers are singing a 
passage of music, they are using language to share their mental model of how that music should 
sound; often, in fact, vocalizing a passage of music can actually help the performer form a 
mental model of how that music should sound.  Said differently, the reciprocity among language, 
thought, and performance is undeniable and must be the basis of sound teaching (Byrne, 2006; 
Morrison, Ross, & Kemp, 2000).  Importantly, Elliott (1995) might disagree with both Byrne and 
Morrison, Ross, and Kemp.  Elliott would note that verbal constructs actually interfere with 
musical performance, and thus hinder musical growth—a point that seems to be directly rejected 
by others (see, for example, Gruhn, 2005).  In spite of Elliott’s prominence in music education, 
this paper adopts the perspective that generating language serves as a type of impetus toward 
learning within a marching percussion ensemble. 

If the words of the performer are necessary for strong music education, then it should be 
clear that the type of one-way directives that were described earlier in this paper are counter-
productive to performer learning.  When instructors dominate the instructional situation through 
teacher-centered explanations, performers are deprived of the opportunity for cognitive learning.  
Indeed, cognitivists believe that discussion leads to learning (Brookfield & Preskill, 1999), and 
this concept can be traced to the view that “private speech” (e.g., people talking to themselves as 
a means of problem solving) serves as a means for human beings to refine (Piaget, 1962) and 
create (Vygotsky, 1986) their own mental models.  Shifts must be made toward performers 
talking about music and performance techniques.  Importantly, for learning to occur, the 
performers must be using their own words and language that is comfortable to them.  In short, a 
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performer’s own words are indicative of that performer’s own thinking (Thomeczek, Knowlton, 
& Sharp, 2005).  

 
Reflection 

As has been argued, performers in marching percussion ensembles must form and 
articulate their mental models of performance techniques and musical concepts.  Forming and 
articulating mental models are necessary for a cognitive approach to learning, but they are not 
sufficient.  A cognitive perspective on teaching and learning also must involve processes that 
heighten performers’ awareness of their own learning through the development of flexible 
mental models and language.  This idea of performers becoming aware of their own thinking and 
their own approach to learning is best labeled as “supervisory musical knowledge” (Elliott, 1995, 
p. 66) or the a metacognitive perspective (Lin, 2001).  A cognitive approach is based on 
performers thinking about an aspect of performance (e.g., I am playing an open roll) or a musical 
concept (e.g., the nature of musical expression); the metacognitive approach shifts toward 
performers considering themselves as performers and music learners (e.g., What is my own level 
of confidence and awareness in playing this open roll?  What techniques for producing musical 
expression am I not comfortable with?).  The metacognitive perspective provides performers 
with tools to support reflection, and reflection is a necessary part of musical learning from a 
cognitive perspective (Byrne, 2006; Pogonowski, 1989).     
 
 
Instructional Strategies for Marching Percussion 
 
In the previous section of this paper, a cognitivist approach for the teaching of marching 
percussion was defined in terms of three broad constructs—the development of mental models, 
using language to support learning, and reflection.  This section of the paper operationalizes 
these constructs in the form of strategies for teaching marching percussion.  This section is 
organized around strategies for prompting performers to think about execution, ensemble, and 
general effect.  Using execution, ensemble, and general effect as an organization for this section 
is purposeful.  Such an organization does seem to lay parallel with a view of music as a creative 
endeavor, as Hickey and Webster (2001) suggest the need for musicians to think from a person, 
process, product, and place perspective.  Furthermore, a focus on execution, ensemble, and 
general effect seems to match closely a common approach for judging marching percussion.  To 
best implement the strategies, music instructors must aim to find “a balance between [teacher] 
guidance and [student] exploration” (Byrne, 2006, p. 310).  While this paper values this type of 
balance, it errs more toward notions of student exploration.  Indeed, “guiding students toward 
artistic and creative achievement seems to call for a music teacher-as-coach, adviser, and 
informed critic, not teacher as proud mother, stern father, or know-it-all big brother” (Elliott, 
1995, p. 234).  Table 1 enumerates the specific strategies that are described within this section of 
the paper. 
 
Thinking about Execution 

Execution refers to the individual performer’s interactions with the musical instrument.  
Execution is mechanical, with focus on stick heights, the amount of turn in the wrist, the degree 
of tension at the fulcrum, independence among the hands, and so forth.  Mental model 
development is essential toward improving a student performer’s execution (Woody, 1999).  In  
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fact, the more fine motor skills required of a task, the more essential a mental model becomes 
(Morrison, Ross, & Kemp, 2000).  Specifically, a mental model that promotes execution is one 
that will help a student performer consider the relationship between the thoughts required to 
execute a physical sound (music cognition) and that performer’s own control over those thoughts 
(metacognition).  One strategy that will be particularly useful in promoting thought about 
execution is discussion.  In general, discussion is a radically under-utilized teaching strategy 
(Brookfield & Preskill, 1999).  This section advocates discussion that comes in “short bursts.”  
Such discussion creates interaction that goes back and forth from a performer to instructor and 
even among performers.  The pacing of this type of discussion helps avoid social loafing, which 
can be a problem in some ensembles (Atik, 1994).  Using discussion to teach execution requires 
a careful consideration of integrating a counting system and asking convergent and divergent 
technique questions. 

Counting System.  Some research suggests that it is the inexperienced music teacher who 
focuses on rhythm and demonstrates for students how to count specific musical passages 
(Goolsby, 1996, 1997).  Yet, sequencing of instruction is important to music learning (Gordon, 
2007); and particularly in marching percussion, rhythmic accuracy is the basis of execution.  
Importantly, then, counting rhythms using a system that focuses on rhythmic accuracy will be 
most useful.  Two systems fill this criterion.  The first is the traditional western counting system 
(e.g., 1 e & a, 2 e & a); the second is the Takadimi system as described by Hoffman, Pelto, and 
White (1996).  Two considerations can help make the use of a counting system more cognitivist 
and produce more learning.  First, it is not the instructor who should be counting the rhythms.  
Rather, it is the student performer who should be counting the rhythms.  Second, asking 
performers to count rhythms should be integrated into brief interactions where the students work 
together to determine how to count a rhythm and how to physically execute what has been 
counted.  Sometimes this collaboration can be achieved during the flow of a rehearsal by simply 
asking students to count a passage in unison.  Other times, though, instructors might need to ask 
one student to count and then ask others whether or not the counting was correct.  By asking 
students to engage in collaborative counting, an instructor is helping students form their mental 
model of a given passage of music. 
 

 

Marching Percussion Perspective Cognitive Strategy Used 

 
Execution 

 
Counting Systems in Collaboration 
Convergent Technique Questioning 
Divergent Technique Questioning 

 
Ensemble Cognitive Modeling of Listening and Awareness 

 
General Effect Communication model Heuristics 

 
Table 1.  Teaching approaches aligned with cognitive strategies 
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Convergent Technique Questions.  Requiring student performers to respond to technique 

questions is more cognitively substantive than telling performers about technique.  Consider the 
following illustrative questions that could be asked to ensemble segments as a means of helping 
performers develop a mental model of technique:   
• “Snares, you need to keep your inner beats lower.  Is that best achieved through wrist motion 

or finger control?” 
• “Tenors, what is the height of rise in count four of measure 31? 
• Bass drums, what part of your arm should be providing the motion within the stroke? 
• Keyboards, on what part of the accidental bars should you strike?   
Clearly, when an instructor asks questions like these, that instructor has a “correct” answer in 
mind.  Student performers can respond to such questions briefly and with a few words, or even a 
single word.  Admittedly, correct, short, and direct answers only elicit lower-level thought.  Still, 
by phrasing the instruction in the form of a question, the instructor is eliciting more thought from 
the performers than would be elicited through simple directives (Byrne, 2006).  Importantly, 
even when asking these lower-level questions, instructors should phrase them in ways such that 
answers are about the mechanics of performing, not answers of “yes,” “no,” or other non-musical 
answers.     

Divergent Technique Questions.  Instructors should not spend substantive time in 
engaging student performers in dialogue where students are responding to convergent questions 
that are close-ended and have one correct answer.  Such questions only check students’ 
knowledge and basic understanding.  Divergent questions, on the other hand, are more open-
ended and allow student performers opportunities to analyze and evaluate elements of execution 
by responding to questions.  Analysis and evaluation allow for higher levels of thinking than do 
questions that only examine knowledge and understanding.  Therefore, instructors can base 
questions on a short performance by a member of the ensemble.  This strategy will elicit 
discussion on a more substantive level.  For example, ask an experienced player to perform a 
passage of music, either from the show or from a warm up.  Based on the demonstration by the 
performer, instructors can ask for brief comments from others about the various techniques and 
approaches used.  The instructor should guide the discussion through questions.  The questions 
should be open-ended:  What did you notice about her wrist turn?  What did you notice about 
stick heights?  Beating spots?     

These more open-ended questions should provide non-judgmental opportunities for 
student performers to think in physical terms that are deeper.  For example, instructors might 
help performers better conceptualize the movement of the drum stick as a “rebound.”  
Furthermore, instructors might begin helping students understand the connection from technique 
(e.g., describing stick height in inches) to musical content (stick height has an influence on 
dynamics).  While time consuming, the “case for encouraging more descriptions and 
interpretations of musical interactions between pupils and teachers and between pupil and pupil 
is strong” (Finney, 2003).      

 
Promoting Ensemble Awareness 

While execution deals with a performer’s mental model of a single stave (i.e., the 
horizontal musical line), ensemble awareness deals with a performer’s understanding of the 
relationship among staves (i.e., the vertical score).  Simply defined, ensemble awareness is a 
performer’s recognition and understanding of the various musical elements occurring within (and 
across) the ensemble.  These elements might include balance, blend, compositional intent, 
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dialogue, and voice leading.  Pogonowski (1989) has noted that student performers often do not 
exhibit high levels of ensemble awareness:  Students sometimes can “sit through an entire 
rehearsal and only be aware of their own parts” (p. 10).  Instructors, then, must be well-versed in 
cognitive strategies for helping performers think more broadly as they construct a mental model 
of the ensemble.   

Ensemble awareness is essential toward the goal of student performers achieving a “peak 
experience” as described by Maslow (1987) or “flow” as described by Elliott (1995).  Boyd 
(1992) came to the conclusion that a peak experience can occur only when the performer “is 
totally in the ‘here and now.’ It is a time of complete concentration [and a] way of thinking 
[indicated by] the coming together of the conscious and the unconscious” (p. 159). Through a 
cognitive approach to teaching ensemble awareness, instructors can help student performers 
become “totally absorbed in the music” (Boyd, 1992, p. 160).  Both Morrison, Ross, and Kemp’s 
(2004) approach to teaching interpersonal skills and Bandura’s (1977; Bandura & Jeffery, 1973) 
Social Learning Theory can work in tandem to create a five-step outline that provides student 
performers with the opportunities for absorption, as described by Boyd (1992).  The absorption, 
however, is achieved actively because the student performers come to understand how to use 
language to talk themselves through a musical idea.  Each phase of the model is listed in Table 2. 

 
 

Model Phase Description 

#1:  Select Passages for Analysis Instructor selects passages for analysis 
 

#2:  Instructor models Ensemble Awareness Instructor uses metaphor, connections to pop 
culture, and audiation 
 

#3:  Performers Describe Instructor Analysis Performers explain the instructor’s modeling 
from phase #2 
 

#4:  Performers Analyze Musical Passage Performers analyze a passage of music in 
ways that are similar to the instructor’s 
analysis from phase #2 
 

#5:  Performers Reflect Instructor prompts performers to review the 
process of this model 
 

Table 2.  Phases of the ensemble awareness model   
 

 
Phase #1:  Identifying Two Passages for Analysis.  To prepare for rehearsal, instructors 

should identify sections in the score that can serve as the basis for analysis within this model.  
Passages should illustrate both various ensemble elements that are written into the score (e.g., 
dialogue, textures created through combinations of instruments) and opportunities for strong 
ensemble performance (e.g., musical phrasing and expression involving more than one segment 
of the ensemble).  By considering passages that illustrate both written and performance elements, 
student performers will be exposed to broad notions of ensemble awareness. 
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Phase #2:  Instructor Modeling of Ensemble Awareness.  Using one of the sections 

identified during phase one, the instructor serves as a model during an ensemble rehearsal.  The 
purpose is to model a personal understanding of the ensemble elements within the musical score. 
Analysis should begin by having the ensemble perform a passage of music that was identified in 
phase #1.  After the performance of the passage, the instructor should point out the various 
ensemble elements that are inherent to the score or the performance.  The exact ways that the 
instructor uses language to point out the elements of the passage may vary; still, three specific 
approaches might be particularly congruent with this paper’s theoretical frame. 

First, when modeling ways to articulate an understanding of ensemble awareness, it is 
cognitively useful to make connections to the types of music that the performers listen to 
regularly.  For example, instructors might compare an aggressive passage of music to a Metallica 
song or a lighter passage to an Alicia Keys ballad.  These types of comparisons are cognitively 
useful because they help performers connect new content (the chart that they are learning) with 
familiar content (the music that they commonly listen to).  

Second, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) suggest that metaphors are inherent to our lives.  
People think in metaphor so naturally that they often do not even recognize that their thoughts 
are metaphorical.  Therefore, while offering an analysis of the passage of music, metaphors can 
be useful.  Crescendos might be described as “a racecar revving its engine at the starting line.”  
Legato passages might be explained in terms of a “gentle breeze blowing through flowers.”  By 
modeling ensemble awareness through metaphor, instructors are helping student performers 
connect the music to other aspects of the performer’s life.     

Third, singing multiple voices from the score as a single line of music might help student 
performers understand the various ways that the ensemble is constructed.  For example, in a 
section of dialogue between, say, bass drums and tenor drums, an instructor might sing the 
rhythmic parts as a single line while pointing at the bass drums during their contribution and then 
pointing at the tenor drums during theirs.  This helps students hear and see the relationships 
among the ensemble voices.  In explicating strategies for teaching execution, this paper 
advocated a mechanical counting system; conversely, when modeling ensemble awareness, more 
expressive approaches to vocalizing the music might be suitable (Dalby, 2005).  To this end, 
instructors of more advanced drumlines might use a system of “diggi,” “dugga,” “dats,” and 
“gocks.”  While commonly used in practical settings, this system of rhythm audiation has been 
theoretically under-explored.      

Phase #3:  Students Develop a Mental Model for Describing Ensemble Awareness.  
Engage members of the ensemble in a short discussion about the analysis that the instructor just 
performed during phase #2 of this model.  A simple prompt can begin this discussion:  “I have 
been talking about the music for three or four minutes.  What have I been ‘doing’ in that talking?  
What was my purpose?”  Using this broad question as a starting point, instructors can guide the 
student performers toward the goal of identifying the strategies for building an understanding of 
ensemble (e.g., singing, making connections to popular music, and generating metaphor).  The 
point of identifying the strategies is to help students form a mental model of how to analyze a 
passage of music in the marching percussion genre.  Through forming this mental model, the 
performers are preparing themselves to overtly analyze music from an ensemble perspective.   

Phase #4:  Performers Analyze a Musical Passage.  Once instructors have modeled a 
means of developing an awareness of ensemble (phase #2 of this model) and student performers 
have shown understanding of that means (phase #3 of this model), student performers should 
offer their own analysis of a passage of music.  This performer analysis begins with a 
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performance of the second passage of music that was identified during phase #1 of this model.  
Using that passage as an object of analysis, instructors can guide the performers through creating 
their own analysis.   Specifically, instructors should help performers sing ensemble passages, 
create metaphors, and connect the score to other music with which they are more familiar. 

My experiences suggest that performers will have a tendency to revert to a very narrow 
and safe focus in their attempts to analyze.  This narrowness and safety typically manifests itself 
in a couple of ways, but each way can be solved through sound teaching.  The first way that 
performers demonstrate narrowness and safety during analysis is by choosing metaphors that are 
trite and expected or to simply use the metaphors that the instructor modeled during phase #2.  
Instructors must help the performers expand their use of metaphor as a means of pushing the 
performer thinking beyond the level that the performers might find comfortable. 

The second way comes through performers emphasizing their own parts when they sing a 
passage of music.  For example, when a, say, snare drummer volunteers to sing a passage of 
music, it is likely that she/he will emphasize the snare part while singing.  One way that an 
instructor can guide the performer’s focus back on an ensemble perspective is by asking other 
segments of the ensemble to play the passage and then ask a member of the non-playing segment 
of the ensemble to sing what she/he heard.   

Phase #5:  Reflection on Learning.  Not to be overlooked are opportunities for ensuring 
that performers understand the ensemble-awareness process.  Performers must recount the 
previous four phases of the model.  Importantly, as an instructor guides performers through 
reflecting on this model and its use, emphasis should continue to be placed both on the 
performers’ understanding of how to think about marching percussion ensembles and what the 
performers have learned about the specific passage of music that was being analyzed.  This 
emphasis on “how” increases performers’ metacognitive thinking.  It helps performers learn 
“how to” learn about ensemble.  In short, performers are generating their own understanding, 
which can be connected to learning music in various settings (cf., Knowlton, 2007). 

 
Thinking about General Effect 
 General Effect (GE) focuses on the romantic perspective, rather than on the classical 
perspective.  Primarily, GE deals with various factors that promote and hinder communication 
from the ensemble to the audience.  GE inherently relates to program pacing, imagination, 
creativity, aesthetics, artistry, emotion, intellect, and entertainment value.  Certainly, excellence 
in performance (i.e., execution, technique, and ensemble clarity) is valued; but it only is valued 
to the extent that the audience finds that level of excellence within specific moments of the 
program.   

Because the concepts that comprise GE are abstract and ethereal, instructors sometimes 
struggle to help performers understand and value the notion of GE.  “The essence of music is 
communication” (Sawyer, 2006, p. 53), and music communication can be understood as 
philosophical and spiritual existence (Andsdell & Pavlicevic, 2006)—abstract and ethereal, 
indeed.  GE can be taught best using models of communication from disciplines such as speech, 
rhetoric, and writing.  Some scholars have rejected the use of traditional communication models 
when dealing with music.  One reason for this rejection is because musical communication is 
defined in terms of “the ‘spark’ which occurs when the performance gives rise to a response,” 
and traditional models perhaps can be inadequate to portray the performance-to-response 
interaction (Hargreaves, MacDonald, & Miell, 2006, p. 18).  For many purposes, though, 
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traditional models of communication can serve as the basis of useful instructional strategies 
(Juslin, 2006); and teaching marching percussion may be one such purpose.   

As one example of such a model, Kinneavy’s (1980) communication triangle helps 
students of rhetoric consider themselves as writers, an audience as receivers, and the message as 
substance.  Kinneavy’s model can be adapted well as a tool to teach about GE within marching 
percussion.  An overview of this adaptation is described in Table 3.  To put this notion into 
language that is common within marching percussion, the audience will receive both a “what” 
(the content of the program) and a “how” (the means through which the performers deliver that 
content).  To teach about effect, student performers need to consider both the “what” and the 
“how.”   
 

Aspect of the Model Instructional Strategies 

Show as Message 
 

Developing flow charts of the program 

Performer as Communicator Discussion about (a) program flow chart and 
communication intentions (b) the relationship between 
kinesthetics and GE concepts 
 

Audience as Receiver Correlate moments from the program with audience’s 
physical and psychological reaction; judge the judge 

Table 3.  Application of communication models to teaching about GE 
 
 

Show as Message.  In terms of the “what,” the performers must understand the musical 
works that are being performed.  Elliott (1995) has suggested that there are five dimensions of a 
musical work that students must understand—interpretation, design, traditions of the musical 
practice, expressions of emotions, and musical representations.  This paper, however, offers 
language that is more indicative to marching percussion.  Namely, the performers must 
understand the emotional, intellectual, and aesthetic intent of the musical content.  It is this triad 
of intent that can result in effect.  To teach these elements, instructors might consider introducing 
the substance of the show to performers during ensemble rehearsals.  Perhaps some of this 
content can be taught only in terms of one-way information transfer from the instructor to 
students.  For example, the instructor might need to explain the historical significance of, say, 
The 1812 Overture, or the cultural significance inherent to the music of the Beatles.  Still, using 
the framework of this paper, instructors should help student performers learn about the message 
of the show in more substantive ways.   
 Common GE rhetoric deals with “moments” within a show.  Instructors can assist 
students with developing a flow chart of the show’s moments:  Such a flow chart could identify 
delicate moments, impacts, and resolutions.  Perhaps the chart could also identify the performer’s 
favorite and least favorite parts of the show.  Building upon the student-generated chart, 
instructors can guide students into considering the foreshadowing (e.g., passages that build in 
volume and momentum) into these moments and the resolutions out of these moments.  Within 
these considerations, the performers must deal with questions about whether the foreshadowings 
and resolutions might be deemed as “expected” or “surprising.”  In this way, instructors are 
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helping student performers form a mental model of the show in common GE terms—mood, 
moments, impacts, and resolutions. 

The Performer as Communicator.  To change the focus of the performers from “what” 
to “how” is to shift the performer toward a consideration of themselves as musical 
communicators.  For many performers (not to mention instructors), tension exists between the 
need for a uniform and regimented ensemble and musical communication, which is unique and 
idiosyncratic (Davidson, 2006).  This tension makes it even more important that instructors help 
performers come to understand themselves as communicators.   
 Strategically, instructors should allow open-ended and extensive discussion about 
individual performers and the collective ensemble as communicators.  After all, both the “mental 
state” and “concerns” of a performer can have an impact on the ability of the performers to 
communicate the music in meaningful ways (Hargreaves, MacDonald, & Miell, 2006, p. 16).  
Even more directly related to the theoretical framework of this paper, such discussions allow 
performers to think in terms of a “community of practice,” and framing performers as a 
community that is concerned with self-interest can have a relevant role in musical 
communication (Barrett, 2006, p. 261).  Furthermore, because music has a “floating 
intentionality” (Cross, 2006, p. 30), it is incumbent upon the performers to develop a shared 
understanding of the ways that they intend to communicate.  Consistent with the framework of 
this paper, the intentions will be realized more easily if the performers reach a clear 
understanding of those intentions through peer-to-peer discussion. 

Two specific topics for discussion can be beneficial in helping performers understand 
themselves as communicators.  First, instructors can require learners to make connections back 
to the flow chart that was referred to earlier in this section of the paper.  Given the mood, levels 
of impact and resolution, and other factors, performers can make conscious decisions about the 
intentions of their communications.  These connections and intentions should be discussed 
during rehearsals.  Second, instructors can encourage discussions about the kinesthetic aspects of 
performance, including drill moves, body work, and visuals.  Kinesthetics correlate to various, 
yet specific, levels of energy; and energy is related to emotion.  Furthermore, Davidson (2006) 
has noted that physical movement might be important to musical expression.  If these 
connections are true, then when performers consider their own kinesthetic contributions, they are 
considering the emotions that they communicate and the range of expression that they are 
attempting. 

Audience as Receiver.  Instructors can help student performers correlate the moments of 
the show that they have identified in their flow charts with reactions that should be expected out 
of the audience.  This correlation can be developed by allowing the performers to consider two 
simple questions:  The first question can be stated thusly:  What moments within the show will 
be most comfortable (or least comfortable) to a typical audience member, whether a Friday-
night-football fan, seasoned marching percussion listener, or music judge?  When performers 
explore audience members’ potential comfort levels, those performers are possibly learning 
about the connection between performance and reaction.  To help students think about this 
question, a second question can be posed:  “What do you want to see the audience do during this 
section of the show?”  After all, “the specific link between the performance event and the 
response [is] the defining property of communication” (Hargreaves, MacDonald, & Miell, 2006, 
p. 3), and this link should “produce physical and other behavioral responses” from an audience 
(p. 12).  Common answers include providing a standing ovation and cheering, but by helping the 
student performers expand the acceptable answers—swaying, for example—instructors can 
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encourage performers to think in new ways about the potential impact of their performance.  In 
short, performers are using visualization to create a mental model of the audience.    

Sometimes, having performers envision behaviors of an audience can be an activity that 
is too abstract for it to be meaningful.  One strong proxy for an audience is a judge’s tape.  While 
any music tape might be useful, GE judges often view themselves as the ultimate audience 
member.  Therefore, one strategy might be to engage performers in meta-judging (i.e., judging 
the judge).  Gearing discussions around judge’s tapes can be useful in terms of providing student 
performers with a real audience member’s thoughts about a performance.  While listening to the 
tape, performers can be encouraged to take notes or even answer questions about the tape.  
Perhaps instructors might want to tailor the questions to their own context, but the following list 
provides numerous illustrative examples: 
• What did the judge not acknowledge at some point during the performance that you wanted 

him/her to acknowledge? 
• What comments did the judge make that you do not understand? 
• What did the judge acknowledge that shows that we are communicating clearly? 
Perhaps at other times, simply asking the performers to take notes about their observations and 
divide those notes into “movements” from the performance can be more useful than asking the 
performers to respond to specific questions.  Discussions might focus on having performers 
acknowledge the things that the judge noticed that could be built upon and to discuss what the 
judge was missing when that judge was making comments on negative things within the 
performance.   
 
 
Implications 
 
This paper has presented a theoretical framework and cognitive strategies for teaching the 
marching percussion ensemble.  On the surface, this paper has implications for the 
administration of marching percussion programs.  Instructors must be trained to teach soundly; 
and, as this paper has argued, sound teaching may be antithetical to typical pedagogy within 
marching percussion programs.  Therefore, those responsible for administration of marching 
percussion programs must provide professional development opportunities for instructors.    

Even more, this paper has implications for future research.  Traditional empirical 
investigations are needed as a means of validating the usefulness of the approaches that this 
paper has put forward.  But as Reimer (2008) has noted, perhaps those in music research define 
research too narrowly.  Case studies and phenomenological approaches might be useful to 
provide data about the attitudes of instructors and performers within a cognitive teaching 
situation.  Such research could also help researchers learn about performer thinking and 
performer responses to the strategies presentation in this paper. 

Beyond implications for research, this paper offers implications for teaching.  Clearly, a 
number of caveats might be appropriate for instructors who attempt to apply the strategies 
presented within this paper.  First, these strategies are not meant to serve as denotative and one-
size-fits-all recipes.  They merely are illustrative, and instructors should develop fluidity in 
applying them to meet the needs of a specific ensemble.  For example, more mature ensembles 
might be able to learn from the strategies, while less experienced ensembles might experience 
cognitive overload without some adjustment on the part of the instructor.   
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Second, it should be clear that the approach described in this paper is quite time 

consuming.  Often instructors respond to strategies like the ones presented in this paper with a 
concern about time management—more time in contemplative discussion means less time in 
chop building and music performance.  Such comments represent fair concerns if one simply 
watches the clock in the short run.  In the long run, however, simply having performers “moving 
their hands” does not increase their competence as a percussionist or performer.  Percussion is 
primarily a mental phenomenon.  Strategies that do not cognitively engage performers are sub-
par. 

In sum, cognitive strategies can become an aspect of a useful teaching cycle that not only 
helps student performers learn, but also provides the instructor with insights about the students’ 
ideas and thoughts.  In response to these insights, instructors can further adapt their teaching 
approach.  Teaching and learning become more of a reciprocal relationship not simply based on 
one way communication from the instructor to the student.  As a result, the strategies can lead to 
a way of thinking that shifts the culture of pedagogy within marching percussion. 
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