
 

 

Collaboration, Learning, and Connect  

 

HELOISA FEICHAS (University of Minas Gerais, Brazil) 

ROBERT WELLS (Guildhall School of Music and Drama, UK) 

 

Abstract 
Between March and June 2009 music students at the Federal University of Minas Gerais, 
Brazil, will participate in a new programme exploring how participatory arts projects can be 
led using highly student centred, creative approaches. Students will develop skills in leading 
‘real time’ composition processes, moulding musical ideas created by participants into new 
pieces and performances. The course, jointly designed and delivered by staff from Minas 
Gerais and the Guildhall School of Music & Drama’s Connect programme, re-defines the 
work of Connect for the Brazilian context. The course sees students developing their thinking 
about student centred learning through a series of collaborative tasks that lead towards the 
delivery of projects in favelasi around Belo Horizonte, Brazil. Research underpins the course, 
exploring how students’ identities alter as they engage with the new approach. Research 
methods include interviews, observations and recording of the sessions. The presentation will 
describe the projects, discuss the data and explore the preliminary findings. 
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Foreword 

This paper focuses on a course delivered between March and June 2009.  It takes the form of 

a reflection rather than a more rigorous academic research paper. 

 

Introduction 

 

This case study explores the experience of 24 undergraduate students from the Music School 

at the Federal University of Minas Gerais (EMUFMG), Brazil, enrolled in the optional course 

"Music Education and Social Projects". Designed around principles developed by the 

Guildhall School’s Connect team, the course had three related aims: 

 

1. To encourage students to consider the variety of roles musicians can have 

society; 

2. To train undergraduate music students as creative music facilitators able to 

work in a diverse range of social contexts; 

3. To create sustainable links between the University and social projects. 

 

The course was delivered by Robert Wells from Guildhall School of Music & Drama and 

Heloisa Feichas, lecturer at EMUFMG.  

 The idea of bringing this project to a Brazilian reality came from our questioning of the 

gaps in undergraduate music student's learning. The music school at EMUFMG is based upon 

on the European Conservatoire model, a system which is both chronologically and culturally 

displaced within modern Brazil. The 'master/apprentice' hierarchy, which can encourage 

reliant behavior in students, is pervasive. The study of performance, composition and 

conducting are decontextualized; routed in the European classical tradition students explore 
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only a fraction of the diverse musical life of Brazil. There are scarce opportunities for 

students, including those studying Music Education, to engage practically with the wider 

society. Collectively these issues frequently prevent students from developing into conscious, 

self aware, creative musicians who can positively add to the society of which they are a part 

(Feichas, 2006). We felt it essential to develop new opportunities for students so that they 

could explore the connections between their musical interests and the social and cultural 

landscape of contemporary Brazil. 

 The introduction of Connect's practices was one way of doing this. Guildhall Connect's 

work focuses upon collaboration.  Participants engage in group composition tasks, 

collectively creating the music that they perform1. These sessions expand a range of 

intelligences, for instance their interpersonal and musical intelligences (Gardner, 2006). 

As students gain a practical and theoretical understanding of Connect's processes there 

is a natural development of their leadership skills. These skills are transferable to a number of 

musical, educational and social contexts. This is particularly relevant in Brazil where there 

has been a steady increase in the number of Brazilian NGOs supporting social projects 

involving music. These projects frequently engage communities through musical activities, 

however in many cases the pedagogical approaches are based on old models, frequently 

involving the reproduction of existing music. We hoped that engaging students in this project 

would make them re-consider the role of a leader / teacher within both the formal and non-

formal educational environment. 

 

Connect in action: the course in UFMG  

 

The group consisted of 24 undergraduate students in their early 20's. There were 10 male and 

14 female. 14 students were registered in the Music Education course whereas eight were 
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doing Bachelor degrees in Performance; one was doing Composition, one was enrolled in 

Conducting, and one was on a vocal studies programme. Officially those registered on the 

Bachelor in Performance play the following: Percussion (1); Flute (3); Harp (1); Piano (2); 

Cello (1). However, most of the students are multi-instrumentalists, the range of instruments 

being diverse and including different types of percussion, recorders, escaletta, accordion, 

cavaquinho, bandolim, viola caipira (10 strings) and glockenspiel. 

 The course was divided into three parts: 

1. Introduction of philosophies underpinning the programme - led by Heloisa 

Feichas; 

2. Intensive month of sessions (8 hours per week) culminating in the delivery of a 

short project with young people from a social project at the University- led by 

Robert Wells; 

3. Continuation of practical work with increasing reflection, leading to delivery of 

a second short project, this time a part of a visit to a social project - led by Heloisa 

Feichas; 

 

The structure of the programme was in part determined by Robert's availability to travel to 

Brazil. In an ideal world the theoretical and practical aspects would have been more 

interconnected and the pacing of sessions slightly different. We were concerned about having 

too much theory at the start of the course and by the timing of the first project.  

 

Students’ Expectations and Identities  

 

In the first session students sat in a circle and were asked to talk about their expectations of 

the course and question their musical identities. What they expected to develop during the 
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course in terms of knowledge and skills, who they are as musicians, and their future career 

goals were all explored. They were given time to think about the questions and everyone had 

his/her turn to speak out. Their responses were recorded. Students were also asked to keep a 

diary during the course in order to be aware of their learning process and observe their 

changes. 

The students had been told about the aims of the course prior to its commencement, so 

they had a general idea about its aims. According to their personal musical experiences and 

backgrounds their expectations and musical interests varied. However, some categories 

appeared similar for many students. From their responses it was clear that most of them were 

motivated to develop aural skills. They seemed aware of the need to improve their listening 

skills including picking music up by ear.  All students, even those enrolled in the classical 

course, expressed high motivation for playing and listening to popular music expanding their 

knowledge of popular styles. Those students with a particular interest in popular music also 

tended to stress the importance of performing in groups and made clear that they saw the 

course as an opportunity to acquire and develop ensembles skills. Actually thirteen members 

of the group were already engaged in ensembles of different types and stated the benefits of 

playing together.  

Education and social transformation were frequently discussed. Six students were 

already engaged in different social projects; eight students talked about their interest in music 

education believing that music to be a powerful tool for changing societies. Interestingly some 

students who had begun on performance courses had already been considering developing as 

teachers having engaged in optional music education courses. 

Seven students discussed the need to improve composition/creative skills. Few of the 

students had experience as individual composers. The idea of composing collectively was 

quite new for the majority, as was the concept of leading an ensemble engaged in this 
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practice. Improvisation was mentioned as a skill for musicians to develop. 

When asked about “who are you as a musician”, most of the students talked about 

their musical tastes. Out of twenty-four students only one affirmed being a “classical” 

musician and stated a wish of playing in classical orchestras. All of them are passionate about 

popular music, especially Brazilian popular music. Many students also had mentioned their 

“passion” for music. Some of them had started another course in the university but the 

“passion” for music was stronger and led them to change courses. “Passion” was often related 

to playing an instrument and listening to music. They were asked to keep thinking about their 

musical identities throughout the course in order to be conscious about who they are, what 

they would like to change, which skills and knowledge they would like to acquire and how 

they were changing. 

 

The Challenges  

 

Students faced a number of challenges during the course.  The programme was demanding in 

terms of the diversity of skills needed, and the group’s lack of experience in this area of work.  

Based upon the experience of delivering similar courses at the Guildhall School and other 

similar institutions certain issues were expected to arise, others were rather more unexpected. 

Throughout the course situations challenging students most were considered, by the tutors, 

areas for learning.  These became topics for and helped to shape the practical content of the 

course. 

The ability to make decisions and find consensus was a cornerstone of the course. For 

many students the level of freedom being encouraged was challenging. Students frequently 

looked to the tutors for ‘the answers’ rather than finding their own solutions at the start of the 

course. They struggled making independent decisions, and failed to recognizing the impact of 
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their decision making approach on others. There was often an overemphasis on verbal 

communication leading to unnecessary debate.  Rather than trying an idea, the group 

preference was to debate it over a protracted period, slowing the pace of session, and reducing 

the overall creativity of the group. Even non-musical tasks, such as separating into small 

groups, took large amounts of time early on. As these issues arose and students reflected upon 

them they became increasingly aware of the affect interpersonal skills had on the work they 

could produce and consequently on their own role within the group. 

Structuring ideas and develop musical material also proved challenging. Whilst most 

students were comfortable composing in the moment, improvising, and ‘jamming’ together, 

they did not have the skills needed to create fixed musical ideas. In the first few composition 

sessions students produced lots of sketches and musical ideas, unfortunately few of these were 

in any sense ‘finished’. Students also found it difficult to conceptualize how different musical 

ideas could relate to each other or be shaped to create larger musical structures.  

Conflicts also arose between students based upon their differing approaches to music.  

Classically trained students were happiest using questions such as ‘which scale should we 

use?’ as the starting point for collaborative composition tasks. In contrast, students with a 

popular music background preferred to play, allowing the musical direction to be led by the 

sound of the music being created. As students with different backgrounds were mixed 

together this frequently led to students complaining about the approach used by others2.  

These issues reduced as students took a more practical approach towards decision making, the 

classically trained students spending less time discussing theoretical issues, and all students 

being more accepting and aware of differences.   

A big challenge, and area of much debate, was gaining a clear understanding of the 

role of the leader. At first they associated the concept of leadership to authority; the leader 

was the person who made decisions. This concept transferred into the classroom, many 
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students considering the role of a teacher to be the person with the answers.  In this course 

emphasis was placed upon student’s ideas, their challenges set the agenda for further 

exploration, and the tutors more frequently asked questions than gave solutions. Because of 

this many of the students came to challenge their preconceptions of leadership and the role of 

the teacher in an educational context.   

 

Working with social projects  

 

First experience: at Music School3 

We had planned to work with two different social projects to deliver a one-day workshop at 

the University.  During the day students would work with young people from the social 

projects Projeto Cariúnas and Projeto Corpo Cidadão, leading an entire day of activities 

culminating in an early evening concert at the school’s concert hall. Due to problems of 

schedules, Projeto Corpo Cidadão could not take part and Projeto Cariúnas could only attend 

during the afternoon. This was a significant constraint which added significant pressure on the 

undergraduate students to produce something in only a very limited amount of time. 

After a collective warm-up the group divided in two. The young people from the 

social project were quieter than expected, making it difficult to centre the creative process on 

the young people’s ideas; this was particularly apparent in one group where the students 

struggled to create a melody. Time was a significant factor here, it was difficult for the 

students to build the relationships necessary to solicit ideas from the young people and 

consequently there was a tendency from the students to put forward their own ideas. This 

tested the student’s burgeoning interpersonal skills as they attempted to make the young 

people feel more comfortable.  
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This was the first time students had led a creative workshop, and despite a number of 

challenges, the session was a success. By the end of the creative session strong musical 

material had been created. The additional time constraints had focussed students thinking on 

their own interpersonal skills, reinforcing the work done in preceding lessons. The ability to 

share leadership and trust each other had been critical to the success of the workshop. The 

following day a session to reflect upon the workshop and it was clear that although the 

workshop had been quite stressful students had learnt a lot from the experience.  

 

Second experience: at Projeto Cariúnas 

The first experience with the Social Project Cariúnas marked the end of the course with 

Robert. Students however continued their collaborative composition work, further developing 

their skills in preparation for a second project, this time visiting Cariúnas. 

During the second experience all of the students noticed that their skill levels had 

improved. The sense of collaboration was stronger, they were able to enjoy the process far 

more and were more satisfied with the musical results. Despite this they still had questions 

about shared leadership.  Even where clear roles had been decided prior to the workshops, 

those involved felt challenged by the situation.  The lack of a central figure was hotly debated, 

many students felt that there needed to be a single person leading the process others thought 

that taking collective responsibility strengthen the sense of group.  

 

Outcomes from evaluation: students’ responses  

 

There were two formal moments of evaluation. The first one was after the initial project with 

Cariúnas. Students were asked to divide into three groups and create mind maps focusing on 
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what they felt they had learnt during the course. The main categories that came up from the 

analysis of the mind map are in the following table in a hierarchical order: 

 

Table 1: Categories arising from student groups’ mind maps of learning benefits 

 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

Composition Composition Composition     

(collective) 

Leadership Leadership General learning 

Group working Music Group working 

Concentration Teaching Leadership  

Informal learning Group feeling Teaching 

 

Within the Composition category there were sub-categories such as creativity, originality, 

connection of ideas, innovation, adapting musically (acceptance of unusual/ unexpected 

material), sense of collective, detaching from your own ideas, language adaptation, and 

contextualization. Improvisation was also mentioned as an important area that had been 

developed. 

When discussing leadership students pointed out the importance of learning about 

humbleness, patience, sharing, to make mistakes, to know when to be passive and active, to 

be ready to act, to develop commitment, listening to others, knowing the limits of leading and 

being led. 

When talking about group working students considered all the stages of the process 

including warming-up, collaborative composition and performance. They learned about 

humbleness, the importance to get on well with each other, to have a good atmosphere, 



Heloisa Feichas & Robert Wells                        Collaboration, Learning and Connect                                                            179 
 

 

compromising, to have responsibility towards the group, to cope with adversity, to trust and 

respect each other, to be comprehensive, tolerant, sensitive to the group, the ability of 

listening, knowing the limits of one’s action, positive attitudes, sense of unity, putting 

yourself in somebody else’s place, sense of commitment, development of a sense of group 

(group feeling), musical and technical issues. Students also mentioned the pleasure and 

satisfaction of working in a group.  

Other issues mentioned as important in their learning included concentration, teaching 

strategies, an awareness of their learning processes, body consciousness and music. They also 

pointed out some characteristics from informal learning practices such as playing by ear, 

improvisation, sense of liberty and spontaneity.  

The second moment for the course’s evaluation and their self-assessment was in the 

last session. In circle again, as in the very first session, each student talked about the impact of 

having taken part in the course. They were required to reflect upon the process and speak 

about what they considered most important. The process of collaborative composition was 

mentioned as the most important thing learnt by most of the group. They stressed many 

related skills that had been acquired such as being spontaneous, having the freedom to create, 

improving their listening and compositional skills and respecting others ideas. Almost all the 

students who already teach have been trying to apply the Connect and described their 

experiences as positive though challenging.  Leadership concepts are still not clear for the 

majority of students and in most of the discourses they showed doubts about the leader’s role. 

Despite this most students were highly motivated to keep using the ideas explored during the 

course. 
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Conclusions and future plans 

 

The course was initially intended as a single semester programme. Long before the course had 

finished students asked if it could be extended for a second semester.  Students were keen to 

develop the ensemble that had been created in class wishing to compose and perform together 

more regularly. A number of the students, who had become very interested in working in 

social contexts, had begun volunteering to lead music sessions on social projects.  A second 

semester course has now been written and 22 of the initial 24 students have elected to take the 

programme. 

Connections between the university and several social projects have also been 

developed.  During the second semester programme it is hoped that students will engage in 

longer placements increasing their skills and creating further links between the young people 

in the projects and the university. There are also increasing opportunities for leaders from 

social projects to meet and share their practices due to this work, creating a more 

interconnected community of music leaders across Belo Horizonte. 
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Endnotes 

                                                
1 Refer to the Musical Futures website for further information: http://www.musicalfutures.org.uk/resource/27245 

2 These kinds of conflicts were also found in Feichas (2006, pp. 114-146). 

3 Footage of the session is available at: http://www.youtube.com/user/CulturalAdventurer 


