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Article 

Kirstin Anderson | Lee Willingham 

Environment, intention and intergenerational music 

making: Facilitating participatory music making in diverse 

contexts of community music 

 

Abstract 

Current conversations and debates amongst community music and music educational practitioners 

have engendered the need to identify and describe qualities and leadership strategies that could be 

expected essential for those in teaching, facilitating and/or working in diverse settings, including 

carceral environments. Common areas are first explored: where are we working (context)?, with 

whom are we working (people/community)? and given an understanding of the first two questions, 

how do we do it (strategies)? These framing questions assist in locating common characteristics of 

making music in various settings, but also point to the distinctive features of each of the three 

contexts. By establishing conditions for authentic experience, safety in exploring and risk-taking as 

well as defining key strategies for successful engagement, instructional approaches are identified and 

applied. Pedagogical practices that include instructional strategies such as guided discovery, 

collaborative learning and narrative dialogue are identified. Facilitation processes such as, for 

example, demonstrating/modelling, coaching, Socratic direction and facilitating/enabling are models 

of musical intervention that create space for acquiring and using lifelong skills in participatory 

contexts. Whether in schools, communities or prisons, the positive experience of music making 

thrives where the flexibility of the teacher/facilitator, the reflexivity of the innovator, the 

foundational knowledge that research and practice provide and the ultimate enhancement of the 

community are fully in place. 
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Introduction 

Current discussions amongst community musicians have revealed the need to identify 

and describe qualities and leadership strategies that might be expected to be essential for 

those teaching, facilitating and/or working in a variety of music contexts. This article, 

therefore, seeks to examine how facilitating participatory music making in diverse 

contexts takes place. Particular consideration is given to carceral environments as spaces 

where traditional concepts of community music (e.g. hospitality) must acknowledge 

elements of carceral power. We explore the contextual settings for participatory music 

making, the motivating strategies that support the work, based on inclusion and welcome, 

and finally, the diverse range of participants who engage in the process. 

The first author has taught music in community centres, schools, universities and 

prisons for over seventeen years and is currently a lecturer in Criminal Justice. The 

second author has taught, both at the secondary and tertiary levels for several decades in 

the areas of music education, choral music and community music and for the past fifteen 

years has been a professor in areas of music education and music leadership. Common 

areas shared by the authors’ practice are first explored in this article: where are we 

working (context)? With whom are we working (people/community)? Given an 

understanding of the first two questions, how do we do it (strategies)? These framing 

questions assist in locating common characteristics of making music in various settings, 

but also point to the distinctive features of each of these contexts by establishing 



conditions for authentic experience, safety in exploring and risk-taking. Key strategies for 

successful engagement and instructional approaches are identified and applied. 

Context: Where are we working? Community music settings and 

music in prison communities 

Community music as a field of practice has steadily garnered interest in the academic 

world with the emergence of degree programs and funded research projects (Willingham 

and Carruthers 2018). As a field set within a broad notion of music education, 

foundational principles that privilege participation, accessibility, diversity, lifelong 

learning along with informal and nonformal pedagogies provide opportunities for people 

of all ages and abilities to deepen their relationship with music. 

A prevailing belief that music instruction must begin at an early age, and if 

neglected, a window of opportunity closes, is challenged as adults engage in intentional, 

nonformal and semi-structured learning experiences in a number of community settings 

with great success. Pedagogical approaches for the instruction of music in classroom and 

studio settings proliferate with a focus on early childhood and youth. As an increasingly 

healthy and aging population seeks to add meaning and value to their lives, post-career 

and retired participants may find themselves with opportunities to participate in music-

making activities with those much younger and with a wide range of experience and 

abilities (Coffman 2018). This is also seen in music projects in prisons and other secure 

settings, where it is not uncommon for participants to state that they had rarely, or in 

some cases, never participated in music in their community outside the prison walls 

(Anderson et al. 2011). 



We suggest that while there are many areas, such as engagement and instructional 

approaches, where community music practices in prison overlaps with community music 

practices in non-incarcerated community spaces, there are significant differences in a 

carceral environment where music making takes place and how power roles can play out 

in these spaces (Sparks et al. 1996; Foucault 2000; Ugelvik 2014). Recent research 

considers how practices of hospitality within community music making in prison 

environments can often be ‘disruptive’ and ‘extremely challenging’ to sustain (Urie et al. 

2019: 77). Urie et al. (2019) suggest that hospitality ‘interrupts ourselves and disrupts our 

social settings’ (2019: 80), a disruption that is necessary for participants in the sessions to 

imagine something different. This recognition of music making in prisons being 

‘disruptive’ or ‘challenging’ is important as Henley and Parks (forthcoming 2020) 

suggests that much research on community music in prisons has a history of ‘over 

positivity’ due to the evaluation culture of arts in prisons programmes; a culture that is 

engrained within the ‘what works’ agenda of criminal justice. 

Principles and practices of community music may also inform formal education 

pedagogies along with a wide array of diverse settings where people and music come 

together. The principles and practices outlined in this article are adaptable and relevant 

for most settings where facilitation is reflexive and participants are engaged, settings that 

may include faith-based, seniors’ communities, youth centres, and of course prisons and 

schools and many more. 

People and community: With whom are we working? 

The question arises as to how best to facilitate music making in intergenerational and 

diverse settings. How are musical skills acquired and nourished? (Pitts 2016). How might 



facilitators demonstrate flexibility and creativity in building lifelong musical skills 

amongst participants representing different skills and varying ages? As the styles and 

strategies of leadership are explored, approaches based on instructional intelligence 

principles (Bennett and Rolheiser 2002) yield a range of models for establishing optimal 

conditions for learning. From direct instruction to guided discovery to free creative 

exploration (Mosston 1992) music participation draws upon the expertise and reflexivity 

of the facilitator to manage the learning environment. 

Intergenerational settings often include a wide spectrum of learner types. Most 

educational approaches focus on the young learner. Because of living longer and having 

many life changes throughout the lifespan, it is noted that older participants’ interests are 

wider and more varied than younger learners (Pitts 2016). It holds that the formal 

instructional approaches that permeate school music may apply to aging populations, but 

in a similar vein, instructional theories such as constructivist models that encourage 

informal and nonformal learning may be even more useful as they encourage multiple 

dimensions of understanding and skills development. 

For music practitioners and musicians working to support music making in prison 

environments, the ability to be flexible and creative in how to structure and deliver 

sessions is also needed. It is not uncommon for prison populations to have an 

overrepresentation of people with mental illness (Kennedy-Hendricks et al. 2016), low 

literacy skills (Cai et al. 2019) and experiences of abuse and trauma (Baranyi et al. 2018). 

That being said, arts practitioners find that it is also common to find people reawakening 

musical skills they had started before incarceration (Kyprianides 2019) and those who 

continue to be experienced musicians. The community music principles of lifelong 



learning and intergenerational experiences open up limitless space for various 

combinations of ages, cultural backgrounds, and levels of ability, with the capacity for 

enhancing the lives of individuals in community (Higgins and Willingham 2017). 

Each community is unique, complete with its own sense of history, cultural 

practices and traditions, language, song, and above all, aspirations. Flexibility and 

adaptability are essential attributes of this type of facilitation. Following is a brief 

summary of some of the strategic tools for reflexive practice in diverse community music 

contexts. 

Theories and rationale for facilitation approaches 

Informal and nonformal learning are terms that have emerged in community music 

research and writings and in this context have developed specific meanings. The mode of 

learning that is frequently known as informal can occur ‘anywhere, in any order, with or 

without sequence, agency or guidance’ (Higgins and Willingham 2017: 32). In fact, 

informal learning is the lifelong process by which virtually everyone acquires knowledge 

and skills. It opens up the possibilities of unintentional learning, unsought outcomes or 

even self-taught concepts. Informal learning ‘is nothing new; it is almost older than 

formal learning’ (Jenkins 2011: 180). Informal learning is often social in nature and it is 

within this social setting that community music serves as a means of acquiring skills, 

knowledge and engaging in creative practice. 

Nonformal learning is intentional learning but does not necessarily take place 

within an organized or structured educational setting. The learner wants to know or learn 

something, but does not register for a course and undergo an evaluation. Rather, the 

learner sets out to find a way to garner this knowledge or skills set by engaging another to 



help them or with the support of a facilitator in a community music setting. It is important 

to note that theories of learning support the notion that social interaction is an important 

factor in cognitive development (Vygotsky 1978) and hence, the seemingly organic 

connection of nonformal learning to community music practice is evident. Nonformal 

learning, unlike formal instruction, is usually voluntary rather than mandatory as the 

learner works towards a pre-planned outcome without the formality of required 

assignments and assessment and evaluation processes. 

While these approaches to experiential learning (‘hands-on’ learning where the 

learner is active in meaning making through doing) may seem rather unstructured or 

random, they find a natural home in constructivist theory. Constructivism, a theory about 

knowledge and learning draws upon cognitive psychology, philosophy and anthropology. 

It defines knowledge as temporary, developmental, socially and culturally mediated and 

non-objective (Brooks and Brooks 1993: vii). Constructivism supports the notion that 

meaning is constructed as the result of prior experiences, interests, social connections and 

contexts in which these are situated. Key ideas that inform this theory include that the 

lives of children and adults are inextricably intertwined, that patterns of relationships 

form the primary bases for human growth and development, and that diversity provides 

the complexity and multiple perspectives to relationships, thereby extending human and 

societal possibilities (Lambert et al. 1995: xi–xii). This approach to experiencing and 

meaning making applies to both the participants and the facilitator(s) who are providing 

the intervention. Adults learn through processes of meaning construction and this requires 

participation and reflection. Facilitators, usually adults, are creating knowledge and 

acquiring skills while engaged in their practice of leadership, a means of meaning making 



and experiential knowledge construction. Leadership can transcend traditional 

hierarchical roles whereby any participant in a community music workshop can engage in 

leadership actions. Constructivist theory in practice flatlines the hierarchical structures as 

participants invest in their musical development as co-creators and co-constructors of 

meaning. An example of this might take place in a song-sharing workshop. The facilitator 

invites a participant to share a song that has meaning to them, or even one that they know 

well and like a lot. The volunteer participant sings the song. The facilitator invites the 

participant to teach the song to the whole group. The leadership role has now shifted to 

the participant, who holds the group’s attention and provides direction for full 

participation. It might end there, or, the participant who shared the song may be invited to 

rehearse, shape, revise or even amplify the song. New meaning making takes place. 

Authority is shared. The welcome to participate is evident. 

It is important to note that these pedagogical theories and approaches are tried and 

proven conceptual models presented in the interest of understanding human practices, or 

mobilizing people and in this case people and music into action. Theories in this context 

are not meant to be rule bound or followed robotically. Flexibility and adaptability in 

leadership build the capacity for individual and group success and the skills and strengths 

of the facilitator contribute to the overall impact of the experience. In a general sense, 

practice theory (Bourdieu 1977) connects to community music practice to the degree that 

there is an underlying belief that human agency creates change within a context or 

setting. For example, in the context of a prison environment, Anderson (2015) suggests 

that engaging with the arts ‘can challenge the one-dimensional “prisoner” view of 

identity by creating pathways for [independent] development and change’ (2015: 381). 



The notion that human agency and social structure are intertwined leads us to 

understand that human action acts to subvert or reproduce social norms, or to improve the 

overall quality of life. Peter Block raises the idea of social capital as focusing on the 

assets or peoples’ gifts in building community, rather than on deficiencies (2018). Social 

capital within community, in Block’s view, is ‘the quality of relationships, the cohesion 

that exists among its citizens’ (2018: 18). In the interest of acting on and affecting change 

for the enhancement of community, i.e. the building of social and cultural capital, the 

focus in this article is on leadership by presenting strategies that have been shown to 

engage participants in a variety of settings for the purpose of creating space for cohesive, 

shared experiences in music to take place. Let us consider the role of facilitator more 

specifically as a pivotal actor in this drama of music, meaning and community contexts. 

Strategies: How do we do it? 

Music settings, including that include multiple ages, ranges of experience, varying levels 

of confidence and abilities present challenges for the facilitator as well as the participants. 

A competent and creative facilitator has acquired, developed and adapted tools for the 

task at hand. These skills may include, but are not limited to: 

• Instructional tactics such as simple structures, graphic organizers and mind 

maps; 

• Instructional skills such as checking for understanding, processing time, 

modelling and framing questions; 

• Instructional organizers the help in overall planning, for example Bloom’s 

taxonomy1 or Gardner’s multiple intelligences;2 and 



• Group management skills, knowing how to navigate the personalities and 

building inclusive and safe spaces for both the confident and those feeling 

vulnerable. 

Furthermore, community music facilitation might well take a page out of the 

traditional classroom teacher’s playbook, where the cycle of planning, implementing, 

reflecting, revising-refining, re-implementing, outcomes assessing, results evaluating, 

repeat and repeat are included in the strategic construction of teaching and learning. Not 

necessarily sequential in process, nor relegated to the completion of a section, this 

cyclical set of actions takes place simultaneously with the facilitation delivery, echoing 

Donald Schon’s (1983) notion of ‘think-act’ or reflecting in action as a two-step in one 

process. Meta-cognitive approaches with the intention to think about the thinking that 

underpins the actual practice(s) of facilitation gives pause to the rush of always doing 

where often the reflective-evaluative piece is not addressed. 

But, let us take a step back. Facilitation is nuanced and extremely personal. There 

are three questions that are essential for a music leader to answer to enable them to move 

into action. (1) Where am I? (2) Who am I with? (3) What am I good at? 

Where am I? demands that a sense of place be addressed. What is this place? 

What is the room design? How are things done here? What are the traditions and what 

stories inform this context? Are there protocols or traditions that are dear and near to this 

place that the leader must honour and respect? How do I privilege the cultural memes that 

give this place its identity? Or, is this a place ready for radical change? Am I able to be 

creative and work at the boundaries here? 



Who am I with? demands that I have researched the participants who are coming 

and that I have as much information about them as possible. What is the age span? What 

have they done recently? With whom have they worked? What are their aspirations and 

goals? Why have they invited me? Must I be cautious and safe, or can I push and 

challenge? 

And this leads finally to, What am I good at? demanding that I know myself. We 

learn very quickly that we must know and be ourselves to be authentic and effective. As 

much as I wish I could be more like this or that person, I need to develop my own best 

practices that are adaptable, flexible and most of all successful in diverse settings. This 

question is overlooked in many training institutions and professional development 

workshops. Not everyone will be successful in every approach, yet ‘experts’ are invited 

to show us their methods and practices; practices that have been honed and polished over 

the years and that are extensions of their own personalities and influences. There is much 

to be learned from these experienced trainer-teachers, but one of the keys is to be able to 

discern what areas are strengths worth developing. 

When confronted with new or challenging concepts we either interpret what we 

see to conform to our present knowledge and set of rules, or we explain and order our 

world by generating a new set of rules that better explains what we perceive to be 

occurring. Here are some instructional concepts, borrowed from the field of formal 

education that music facilitators might employ as they discern the progress and 

engagement of participants. 

• Transmissive instruction (detailed sequential instructions) 

• Guided discovery (some basic instructions) 



• Exploration and discovery (experiment) 

• Collaborative learning (working with another) 

• Engaged (motivated with clear goals) 

• Narrative and dialogue as meaning constructors (tracking one’s journey through 

reflection and focused discussion). 

These approaches are derived from Mosston’s (1992) model that describes the 

spectrum of instruction from command to independent learning. In a community music 

context, transmissive instruction would include precise details of what the participant is 

expected to do. Instructions such as, ‘do this’, or ‘do something like this’ or ‘do 

something very different than this’, are transmissive but not restrictive. The participant 

still has a role of co-creating. Transmissive instruction may also include modelling the 

process; showing it, doing it for the group. 

Guided discovery implies that there will be clear instructions, but the process will 

be driven by the learner with some gentle nudging or intervention by the facilitator. For 

example, a melody may be forming through discovering what is possible with a 

pentatonic scale, and the facilitator might intervene by saying ‘I wonder what it would 

sound like if this note were up here?’. The participant may agree, or after trying it suggest 

that the original formation was more desirable. This relationship between facilitator and 

participant is dynamic and gentle. There is a sense of common purpose and trust evident 

for guided discovery not to become directive and driven by the ‘expert’. 

Exploration and discovery is usually found in collaborative learning groups where 

a few participants are working on a task and experimenting with ideas and components of 

creative processes. In this setting, little intervention required and the discovery is the sole 



purview of the explorer. Often less time efficient, this model encourages blue-sky 

brainstorming, trying various ideas and usually results in some sort of consensus to 

achieve an outcome. 

Engaged is not an instructional model but rather, a quality that is an essential 

ingredient for success. An engaged participant is invested in the process and will take 

risks to achieve goals. Motivation may come from various sources, but in constructivist, 

nonformal contexts, motivation is intrinsic, that is, the value or the quality of the 

experience is likely to be in the process of doing itself and in the relationships that are 

produced. 

Narrative and dialogue as meaning constructors provide means of meaning 

making through engaging in discourse and reflection. As facilitators work within the 

community music principles and guidelines they are encouraged to think in and through 

the music they are working with. Principles such as inclusivity and hospitality, lifelong 

learning, wholeness and wellness, activism and social justice, are signposts for meaning 

and the development of values within the music. How can music enhance lives? How can 

it contribute to social cohesion? What are some benefits of music participation for the 

community of participants and beyond? 

For community musicians, the instructional intelligence principles include a range 

of facilitation strategies. Drawing from Phil Mullen’s adaptation of John Townsend’s 

‘facilitraining rainbow’ (Veblen 2009) there emerges a sequence of tactics that in their 

own unique approach result in engaged and meaningful learning. There is overlap with 

Mosston’s models but there are also some features that more precisely describe a 

facilitation role in community music. Here is a brief overview of these: 



• Presenting (contextualizing with examples); 

The facilitator creates a conceptual frame for what is about to take place. This 

situates the experience in a context provided for the participant. 

• Demonstrating – modelling (showing what could happen); 

The facilitator provides examples of what could take place. 

• Instructing – transmitting information (clear direction… here’s what to do); 

The facilitator provides precise instructions of what is expected. 

• Coaching – guide by side (offering intervening support as needed); 

The facilitator scaffolds, re-directs, provides missing information, suggests ideas 

as needed. 

• Socratic direction – probing directed questions (checking for understanding 

through probes); 

The facilitator undertakes informal diagnostic measures to determine if everyone 

is on board. Do they understand the tasks? Is there confusion anywhere? Is 

anything else needed to move forward? 

• Facilitating – enabling process (scaffolding and lubricating the process); 

Similar to coaching, but less directive. The facilitator creates space for the 

participants to reach their potential within the circumstances. Facile (Fr) 

means easy. To facilitate is to help the participants be at ease without 

stress or anxiety in order to achieve their best. 

• Stimulus provider – re-directing (rescue if stuck, focusing or reframing); 

Here, a group may be stuck or at an impasse, and the facilitator intervenes to 

enable the process to continue. 



• Guardian of the process – (standing nearby but not directly involved in action). 

The facilitator’s presence is evident, but there is no intentional intervention. 

Space does not permit a thorough illustration of this sequence of strategic 

principles, but here is a brief and hopefully adequate scenario. A group of participants is 

sitting in a circle. Children, their parents, and even some grandparents are present, so the 

facilitator is acutely aware of the range of cognitive and emotional development 

represented by those in the room. The facilitator sings a lively song and has everyone 

clap the beat (presenting–demonstrating). Then, the participants are asked to sing the first 

line of the song all together, just as the facilitator repeats it line by line. Following the 

learning of the song (socratic direction – checking for understanding) the whole group 

sings it and then are given these instructions. ‘Get into groups of 4, making sure there is a 

child in each group, and create the words to a new verse, based upon something to do 

with nature and the environment. You have 10 minutes!’ (instructing). The facilitator 

visits each group, providing encouragement and ideas (coaching). As the minutes go by, 

the facilitator is present, encouraging and only intervening as inspiration or support 

(facilitation.) One group clearly is stuck and is not progressing in the task. The facilitator 

intervenes with a comment, ‘I heard you say this, and I wonder if you would consider a 

different direction […]?’ (stimulus provider). As the process unfolds, the facilitator 

stands on the sidelines and observes (guarding the process). 

Discussion 

Earlier, it was noted that patterns of relationships form the primary bases for human 

growth and development. The oft-quoted notion that the act of making music is an act of 

hospitality (Higgins 2012) in a larger frame denotes that we value human connections. 



There is an invitation, a welcome to become, belong and to identify. Relationships or the 

lack thereof is key factors in success and failures in institutional dynamics and in 

virtually every human endeavour (Lambert et al. 1995). Patterns of relationships are at 

the very heart of successful self-renewing communities. Music making in social settings 

relies on relational interaction. Risks are taken where trust and safety are felt. Creativity 

thrives where risks can be taken without threat or vulnerability. Relationships, 

connections, interaction with others all form the basis for reflecting on and making sense 

of who we are and what we are called to do; essentially ‘the arts provide new 

perspectives on the lived world’ (Greene 1995: 4). Sometimes, the most valuable 

outcomes of an experience are measured by the quality of working relationships that are 

fostered. 

Research informs us that success in participatory music making includes 

engagement and flow in the moment, social affirmation through both giving and 

receiving, opportunities for collaboration, and joy in the experience and evidence of 

learning (Higgins and Willingham 2017). Within the practice of informal and/or 

nonformal approaches, the participants and facilitator co-create the experience of 

constructing experientially based knowledge and skills. The learning can be, as Lucy 

Green points out, personal and often haphazard (2002). Friendships and social interaction 

reinforce the experience, and this is why participatory music making is such a powerful 

forum for learning and flourishing in settings that include children and youth, adults and 

aging people whether separate or included together. Reflecting on the where, who and 

how of the process, we revisit the notion that it is in the welcome that participants will 

decide whether or not to commit to enter into the community. Inclusion and the 



importance of belonging are paramount. Peter Block offers that ‘belonging’ has two 

meanings: one, that it is to be related to and to be a part of something. An alternate 

meaning has to do with longing, to yearn to be or do or participate in something (2018: 

xvii–xviii). Belonging and inclusion are the key ingredients for engagement and social 

affirmation; the benefits of receiving from the group experience, and the satisfaction of 

contributing to the group in personal and meaningful ways. 

Conclusion 

Models of musical intervention have been described that create space for acquiring and 

using lifelong skills in participatory contexts. Along with contexts – the where it happens, 

intentions and motivations (the how) that inform strategies have been addressed. The who 

– the participants and their perspectives are included in our discussion in participatory 

music making in diverse and integrative settings. Perspectives from incarcerated settings, 

community-based contexts and the formal educational classrooms have been explored in 

the interest of providing facilitation skills and experiential value to the participants. 

Developing lifelong skills requires support from knowledgeable mentor–teacher–

facilitators who embody deeply rooted and flexible musicianship, but in addition have a 

wide range of instructional tools that maintain the process. In this process, we 

acknowledge that constructivist approaches that invite informal and nonformal learning 

environments are a means by which participants discover, explore and grow in their 

musical abilities and interests. We are reminded of the mandate of the ISME Community 

Music Activities commission that everyone has the right and ability to make, create and 

enjoy their own music. Herein lies the invitation that music making belongs and must be 

supported at all ages, all levels of society and in diverse environments. 
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Notes 

1. Psychologist Benjamin Bloom developed a hierarchy of six levels of educational 

outcomes covering cognitive, affective and sensory domains, promoting higher forms of 

thinking including analysing, critiquing and evaluating concepts, procedures and 

principles. 

2. Psychologist Howard Gardner developed a model, differentiating human 

intelligences into eight modalities, rather than seeing intelligence as being dominated by 

a single universal ability. This is outlined in his 1983 book, Frames of Mind: The Theory 

of Multiple Intelligences. 
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