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Abstract 

Western classical music institutions have, in recent years, been forced to contend with the weight 

of their long traditions of white hegemony, patriarchy, and ableism (see Kajikawa 2019; Nettl 1992; 

Younker 2014). While there have been discussions about the ways in which repertoire might be broadened 

to reflect a sense of inclusion and diversity, less has been explored vis-à-vis what a movement away from 

Eurocentric musical processes might look like. 

This thesis reports on a research-creation project designed to reimagine the relationship between 

composers and singers in choirs. Whereas traditional models of choral performance focus on the 

reproduction of existing work, the alternative model that I designed and implemented explores the 

possibility that choirs can, with the help of a facilitator, self-compose music. With much choral repertoire 

currently reflecting its colonial, hierarchical, and Eurocentric roots, this project also aims to rethink the 

kind of music that choirs can sing, placing the narrative in the hands of the choir itself.  

 My “creation-facilitator model” reveals ways that this process of shared artistic leadership has the 

potential to disrupt traditional Eurocentric compositional and performance practices by dissolving the 

hierarchical structure usually observed between composer and performer. An Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) of participant interviews, along with composition session observations, 

and e-journal entries reveal insights into participants’ perceptions of composition and creativity, along with 

the ways in which my creation-facilitator model may challenge traditional compositional practices. The 

benefits to participants of engaging in collaborative creation vis-à-vis well-being is explored, along with 

best practices for facilitating collaborative songwriting. Additionally, I discuss the potential of this model 

to create dynamic, accessible environments that encourage musical play. Finally, I present significant 

challenges and limitations of this work, suggesting areas of future research.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction & Project Overview 

1.1 Introduction 

Singing in a choir has been explicitly shown to have positive personal and social benefits central 

to supporting well-being across diverse cultures and contexts (Creech et al. 2014). Such benefits include 

increasing or modulating mood (Kreutz et al. 2004), decreasing stress (Keeler et al. 2015), increasing self-

esteem (Bailey and Davidson 2005), having positive effects on well-being (Daykin et al. 2018) and 

emboldening a sense of belonging (Williams, Dingle, and Clift 2018) - particularly with at-risk groups 

(Harley 2017; Bailey and Davidson 2005). Additionally, group singing has been shown to have positive 

effects on those living with chronic health conditions (Reagon et al. 2016), supporting the recovery of those 

living with cancer (Fancourt et al. 2016), and improving lung related health (Lewis et al. 2016; McNaughton 

et al. 2017). Group singing has also been revealed to support the well-being of adults with mental health 

conditions (Clift, Manship, and Stephens 2017; Williams, Dingle, and Clift 2018; Coulton et al. 2015), and 

there is a growing area of research that suggests that participating in musical activity can provide protection 

against cognitive decline (Mansens, Deeg, and Comijs 2018), supporting well-being in later life (Creech et 

al. 2014).  

There is little doubt that singing in a choir has myriad benefits. What is less clear is where these 

benefits may expand when the scope of participation in group music making is altered. When we examine 

the organizational structure of choirs, we see that the fundamental musical practices of these groups — in 

so-called Western countries at least — have remained mostly the same since the 1800s. Choirs typically 

engage in a model of rehearsal and performance where singers practice and perfect music over an extended 

period with the aid of a musical leader — most often a conductor. The process of music making is oriented 

towards creating a polished musical product for performance. There are, of course, some notable exceptions 

to this. Choir! Choir! Choir! is an un-auditioned, drop-in choir, usually held in a bar or pub in Toronto, 
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where participants pay a nominal fee to receive a lyric sheet and sing arrangements of pop songs (Bolden 

2014). Similarly, virtual choirs, made famous by Eric Whitacre, have interrupted traditional models of 

rehearsal and performance. Now in its 10th year, Eric Whitacre’s Virtual Choir Project has seen more than 

35,000 singers from 145 countries join virtually in song. Participants rehearse in isolation and then upload 

videos of themselves singing a song that is later synchronized with thousands of other video submissions 

from across the world (Whitacre 2021). However, what is common to all these instances is that choirs are 

rehearsing and performing a piece of music that already exists — music composed by someone who has no 

explicit connection or attachment to the performing group. In other words, choral groups are communities 

of singers performing music written by someone from outside of their community and often from a different 

historical period and context. This current model separates the tasks of musical performance and musical 

composition within a hierarchical structure that commonly places the composer as the sole author of a 

musical work. In all but exceptional circumstances, the composer is divorced from the performers, and vice 

versa.  

Having worked for the past decade as a choral conductor, I have become increasingly interested in 

how we might bridge, and ultimately remove the gap between composer and performer by marrying the 

tasks of composition and performance. While the knowledge that participation in group musical 

performance can create a sense of community and support well-being, the value of collaborative musical 

composition or creation has been less widely espoused, though it is undoubtedly present in the literature 

(see Baker 2015; Baker et al. 2008; Clark et al. 2020; 2021; Friedman 2011; Allison 2008). In response to 

these issues, this research-creation project explores an alternate compositional concept that sees singers 

collaboratively compose music with the help of a facilitator. I believe that incorporating collaborative 

songwriting within choral practice will encourage the broadening of how we come together as musicians 

and as a community, examining how, what, and who can compose, and increasing the relevance and 

connection that music has to those participating, and potentially, society at large.   

In addition to this desire to explore the benefits associated with a scope change for participants, this 

research-creation project is inspired in part by the work of Loren Kajikawa, who critically examines the 
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relationship between race, politics, and music. Although Kajikawa’s work is situated mainly within the 

field of music education, much of their thinking can be extended into conversation concerning music and 

society at large. Kajikawa’s work speaks profoundly to the disconnect between the hierarchical structures 

in music and general society. Kajikawa reveals the need to reimagine our ways of teaching and making 

music away from the elitist, hierarchical, and colonialist musical practices seen in North America. They 

close their chapter in Seeing Race Again with the following:   

 

“We can no longer tolerate a discipline [music] that prioritizes aesthetic objects over the people 

who create, perform, and listen to them. As a discipline, music needs not only to become more 

diverse and inclusive but also to come out into the world and help to create spaces for everyone 

to play” (Kajikawa 2019, 171). 

  

This research-creation project aims to create such a space – a space where individuals can play with 

music, empowering musical performers to consider the possibility that they can also be actively engaged in 

music creation. Direct engagement of performers in creating music rather than solely focusing on 

performance may create such playful space by enabling participants to see their own voices and values 

reflected in the creative process. Through a greater emphasis on music creation, and more specifically the 

process of musical creation, I believe we can move away from the prioritization of aesthetic musical objects 

and situate composition as a site for musical play, accessible to a greater number of people. Through this 

process, we relocate music creation to within communities, further creating the possibility that people may 

see themselves in the music they are creating and performing and asserting that anyone can play and have 

a voice in this space. Additionally, with the broader understanding that creativity in general is key to 

personal and professional success (Glăveanu and Kaufman 2019) and has historically been an agent for 

societal growth and development (Hennessey and Amabile 2010), encouraging and facilitating creative acts 

of all kinds seems a useful, and necessary pursuit.  
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1.2 Project Overview 

Through a model that I have named the “creation-facilitator model,” I design a context and process 

in which a group of singers can work with a facilitator to create a co-authored work, reimagining the 

traditional relationship between composers and performers. I propose that a creation-facilitator model can 

offer a concrete answer to Kajikawa’s call for inclusive musicking as it disrupts traditional systems of 

musical creation and performance, and in doing so, creates space for musical ‘play’. 1 This reprioritization 

of musical creativity is seen in other research as well. For example, a report by The College Music Society 

entitled A Manifesto for Progressive Change in the Undergraduate Preparation of Music Majors highlights 

the importance of relocating musical creativity as a central tenant of music education. The authors argue 

that a greater emphasis on musical creativity, diversity, and integration and a move away from a focus on 

musical performance will serve to “engage students more fully with the world in which they live and will 

work” (Campbell and Myers 2016, iii). This redistribution of priorities to focus more on creation encourages 

a more balanced approach to music education and practice.  When considering choral music, applying this 

approach can increase access to and the sustainability of choral musicking, as groups of people can come 

together to explore, perform, and create in alternative ways that do not focus solely on performance.  

Extending past this value shift towards musical creativity, this model may additionally act as a 

solution to help diversify choral repertoire that could more widely reflect the lived experiences of a greater 

number of people from different races, genders, abilities, socio-economic backgrounds, and histories, as 

more people are encouraged to try their hand at composing. Furthermore, I posit that group music creation 

can support well-being in similar ways to group musical performance as a fusing of the roles and tasks of 

the performer and composer may create meaningful, multifaceted musical experiences for participants. 

Such a shift will aid in dissolving historical notions of who can or how people can compose, ultimately 

leading to a more diverse and collaborative engagement in music.  

 

1 Musicking in this context refers to anyone who may be connected with the making of music, and extends to 

performing, listening, rehearsing, dancing, and all other acts that may connect with musical performance (Small 1998). 
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A significant influence on my research is my experience as a choral conductor and music educator. 

For the past eight years, I have held a faculty position at The DAN School of Drama & Music at Queen's 

University, directing the university's choral groups. Additionally, I am the Artistic Director of the Kingston 

Chamber Choir and a choral singer with the Canadian Chamber Choir. My extensive work within choral 

music in professional and educational settings has led me to reconsider choral repertoire and the traditional 

concept of what a choir can and should be. While my musical education in the U.K. followed a traditional 

approach, I am increasingly becoming cognizant of the gap between choral practices and the communities 

in which it is practiced. Like Kajikawa, I believe that many musical structures and organizations are often 

incompatible with the wider social climate in which they exist, and join Sarath, Myers and Campbell in 

suggesting that musicians must be “innovative artists whose work embodies the larger concerns of music’s 

relevance within the dynamic sociocultural and political complexities of a global society” (Sarath, Myers, 

and Campbell 2017, x). My research has led me to become invested in exploring ways in which music may 

be more accessible, reflective of global society, and a vehicle for self and community growth. Indeed, this 

research-creation project is part of my ongoing exploration of the possibilities that group singing may hold 

outside of traditional performance practices.  

It is important to situate my research geographically, historically, and within the context of choral 

music in Canada. This research-creation project was conducted in Kingston, Ontario, on the unceded 

homelands of the Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee peoples. Kingston is a medium-sized city with a 

significant choral history and is home to upwards of twenty choral organizations. While there is no shortage 

of choirs to join in Kingston, these groups operate and follow almost exclusively a traditional approach to 

group singing born out of the English choral tradition, with only limited exceptions. Since the 1800s, which 

saw mass immigration from Britain to Canada, and the subsequent establishment of Canada as part of the 

British Empire and later Commonwealth, Canada, as it is today, has been highly influenced by British 

traditions and values. British, and more specifically English choral music, born out of Judeo-Christian roots, 

has greatly influenced group singing in Canada, with most choral organizations following this traditional 
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approach. 2 What is problematic is that this approach to choral singing is very narrow in scope, and as 

Durrant describes it, represents a “fragment of an elitist model of choral singing perpetuated by an 

intellectual Christian minority” (Durrant 2017, 1–2). What is limiting here is that this over privileging of a 

certain kind of group singing born out of a particular history persists today in Canadian choral organizations 

in spite of the fact that Canada is growing ever more diverse. While many choirs have thrown their doors 

open to people from all walks of life in a movement away from choirs being places of exclusivity, most of 

these organizations still follow the practices born out of its English, Judeo-Christian rooted origins that 

result in a certain kind of group music making. I hope that a project such as this may highlight to choral 

communities that there are alternative ways of choral musicking that lie outside of traditional English 

practices. Reimagining these traditional approaches may afford the opportunity of increasing participation, 

the diversity of participants, and shifting the relationship that a group has with its music, its members, and 

the wider community.   

In response to this need for a practical approach that increases participation in musical creation, I 

have developed a toolkit that provides a framework for collaborative songwriting. Through this research 

project, I developed this toolkit further and explored its possibilities for facilitating collaborative and 

genuine engagement with a group of singers. Specifically, I explore participants’ preconceptions of 

composition, the extent to which they felt able to participate in the compositional process, if participation 

in this project has changed participants’ thoughts on composition, and the extent to which participation may 

encourage participants to compose in the future. Additionally, I use the Positive Emotion, Engagement, 

Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishments (PERMA) Model (Seligman, M. E. P. 2010) to reveal 

insight into the potential benefits to well-being that participation in collaborative composition may yield, 

and seek to understand how these benefits may differ from the benefits of engaging in group musical 

performance. 

 

2 This traditional approach to choral music is explored more fully in Section 2.1.  
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Chapter 2 

Guiding Literature and Rationale 

2.1 Historical Context 

To understand the current landscape of choral music, it is crucial to explore its historical context.3 

Throughout the nineteenth century in Europe and its settler colonies, musical composition, as an activity or 

profession (and often understood as a higher order “calling”) evolved to become thought of as a specialized 

task — an elite creative act that only the most gifted and inspired could undertake (Kemp 1996; Piotrowska 

2007). While musical performance has experienced some democratization in Western cultures in a 

movement outside spheres of privilege and into community and amateur settings (such as in the American 

Gospel tradition), musical composition and models of music education have seen far less movement. In 

general, composing is still regarded as a highly specialized task requiring advanced study, with prevalent 

views of the composer frequently rooted in historical figures revered and deified for the complexity and 

often mysterious nature of their work (Kemp 1996). Additionally, since the nineteenth century, composition 

has been considered separate from the task of performance (Hayden and Windsor 2007). As Cook describes 

it, there is a clear distinction between the role of ‘author’ and ‘reproducer’ (Cook 2000).  

Although Western choral music has its roots in medieval churches and Renaissance choir schools, 

choral music as we consider it today “emerged from seventeenth-century European liturgical and secular 

life” (de Quadros 2014, 171). It was the eighteenth century, however, that saw some of the most dramatic 

changes in choral music as amateur choirs and choral societies started to form across Europe and in the 

United States (Carrington and Vodicka 2017). Simultaneously, musical compositions became more widely 

published and available on a large scale, resulting in a growing catalogue of choral music and forming what 

 

3 In this research project, when referring to choirs and choral singing, I am referring to the tradition of group singing 

within Western Art Music that has become the dominant aesthetic in group singing across Europe and North 

America. While I recognize that numerous other forms of group singing exist, I focus on this particular style due to 

its global pervasiveness and centrality to music education in Canada. 
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is known today as the traditional choral canon.4 This collection of works makes up a disproportionate 

percentage of the repertoire performed by choirs across North America today. Moreover, it was throughout 

the nineteenth and twentieth century that “the works of European composers were enshrined as the epitome 

of civilization” (Kajikawa 2019, 158). De Quadros (2014) notes this over-privileging, commenting that the 

development and canonization of notated choral repertoire is a “product of colonization, Westernization, 

Christianization, and now globalization” (de Quadros 2014, 71), where ensembles strive for the perfect 

realization of a piece from this musical catalogue through practice and performance (Elsner and Ramsey 

2011). 

While Canadian choral music in recent decades is seeing some movement that challenges these 

historical ideas, it is important to understand and acknowledge that many Judeo-Christian traditions and 

values still exist within choral music practice today. Laurier Fagnan, a Canadian choral conductor of note 

and editor of Anacrusis, a publication by Choral Canada, opened the Summer 2021 edition with this 

optimistic view of choral music.  

Choral singing is, after all, one of the great equalizers in our society. It is a place where mutual 

respect and equality must reign if true ‘choir magic’ is to occur. As an organization, we believe 

that all voices, and therefore all people, are equal in importance and can and should sing 

together in harmony. While the whole is often understood to be greater than the sum of its 

parts, all of those parts are equally essential as they blend together into one common voice, 

forming a beautiful human and musical kaleidoscope, which is never limited by the colour of 

one’s skin, by one’s disabilities, cultural or socio-economic background, or gender identity. 

(Fagnan 2021, 6) 

 

While Fagnan touches on many admirable aspects of choral singing, his approach neglects to address 

that choral music is traditionally rooted in an exclusionary, hierarchical, and ultimately problematic system. 

Although choral singing may and should seek to obtain these ideals in 2021, historically, choirs were places 

of exclusion, operating on hierarchical structures that revered those that were successful in auditioning for 

these ensembles. Choirs were inaccessible to women, religious and racial minorities, and anyone else not 

 

4 The “choral canon” is a term used to describe regularly performed and highly valued pieces of choral music from 

the western musical tradition. Famous examples would include Handel’s Messiah (1741), Bach’s B-Minor Mass 

(1749), Mozart’s Mass in C (1783), and Faure’s Requiem (1890), to name a few.  
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identifying or passing as a cis, white male, owing to choral music’s religious lineage and associated values. 

Additionally, while different kinds of choral singing have emerged more recently in Canada, including 

secular choirs, non-auditioned ensembles, rabble singing, and pick-up choirs, for the most part, these groups 

still conform to traditional models of rehearsal and performance. Success is commonly measured by the 

choir’s ability to translate the musical score into something that the audience can enjoy, often focusing on 

musical accuracy and skill to preserve the authority of the musical score and the composer’s wishes (see 

Kingsbury 1988). Furthermore, and perhaps most significantly, choirs are, in large part, reproducing and 

telling a story (often of Christian, and liturgical origins) that is inevitably not their own. While there has 

undoubtedly been a movement over time into the composition of secular music for choir, and while 

repertoire has broadened, much of choral music’s traditional history and canonical repertoire remain clear. 

Noteworthy is the fact that well-known composers within the choral music canon are, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, generally white, male, and upper/middle class (N. T. Smith and Thwaites 2019; Robbins 

2019; Parsons and Ravenscroft 2016; Bennett et al. 2018) and that institutions and music programs still 

privilege the music of “white European and American males” (Kajikawa 2019, 156). 

This overrepresentation in today’s choral repertoire of Christian, European, and colonialist rooted 

content raises the following questions: Whose voices and stories are missing from choral music and how 

do we include them? What might be the potential in diversifying the backgrounds of those composing to 

uncover new and valuable narratives that might then be shared and sung by others who may also relate to 

these diverse perspectives? What story might a choir tell based upon their own collective experience, and 

how might this new work be accomplished? How can we intensify the overall experience and sense of 

belonging for singers in choirs? 

 

2.2 How do choirs commission new work? 

How choirs commission new works plays a role in the content and structure of what is performed. 

Historically, the most common way for a choir to sing new work is to commission a piece (Marlatt 2016). 
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This process usually sees a composer write a piece for an ensemble based on a given subject or for a specific 

occasion. Hayden and Windsor (2007) discuss variation in the commissioning process, distilling these 

possibilities into three scenarios. They describe these categories as directive, where the traditional 

composer/performer hierarchy is maintained; interactive, where there is a greater degree of discussion 

between composer and performer about musical content, but authorship still lies with the composers 

themselves; and, collaborative, where there is shared compositional authorship and where a “collective 

decision making process” is employed (Hayden and Windsor 2007, 33). Although there have been recent 

changes in the openness of composers to engage in a more collaborative process, there are inherent 

challenges in the commissioning process, not least of which is the financial cost to the commissioning 

groups.  

When considering the cost of commissioning new works, The Canadian Composers Guild suggests 

a minimum composing fee of $485 per minute of music (Canadian League of Composers 2020), meaning 

a five-minute piece of music would cost over $2,400. This fee would usually be based upon the directive 

compositional scenario described above. It is generally accepted that commissions with specific parameters 

or those needing more significant consultation and collaboration with the ensemble will necessitate higher 

fees due to the composer's increased time commitment. Unfortunately, this fee is an obstacle to many choral 

organizations who rely on volunteer boards, grants, and ticket sales to exist. While I am not suggesting that 

collaboration be avoided because of financial obstacles, these genuine concerns need to be acknowledged 

as money becomes the gatekeeper to engaging a choir in a compositional process.  

More recently, there has also been an alternative option available to choral organizations that can 

afford to invest in commissioning new works. This practice, known as the composer-in-residence model, 

sees an ensemble work more closely with a composer as the composer is embedded within the organization. 

In this process, a composer is commissioned to create a piece or pieces on a specific theme that are bespoke 

to the commissioning ensemble (Perry 2007). A benefit of the composer-in-residence model is the increased 

dialogue and engagement between the choir and composer. This process usually takes place over an 

extended period and involves developing a deeper working relationship with the ensemble (Levine 2014; 
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Elsner and Ramsey 2011). However, despite this more significant level of engagement, this process very 

rarely includes the performers in the compositional process itself. While there are notable exceptions, such 

as John Burge’s A Prairie Tribute (2008) and Matthew Emery’s We Grow Strong (2019), where the 

commissioning ensemble itself provided the text for a section of the composition, for the most part, existing 

models still result in single-author pieces concerned with aesthetic autonomy of the composer and thus 

maintain a clear division of responsibility between the composer and the performers.   

 

2.3 What are the benefits of participating in collaborative composition? 

It is important to consider the possible benefits to the participants of collaborative composition 

when examining a changed dynamic of compositional power and narrative. Not only does collaborative 

composition suggest alternative options for the generation of new musical works, but there has also been a 

proliferation of research over the last ten years on the positive outcomes that collaborative musical 

composition can afford participants. This research has been most extensive in the area of music therapy, 

where collaborative songwriting (known better in music therapy as therapeutic songwriting or TSW) has 

been shown to have noteworthy results (Baker 2015). A review of the existing literature on therapeutic 

songwriting by Baker et al, reported that this intervention was used as a way for participants to experience 

mastery of a task, develop self-confidence, experience agency through choice and decision making, 

externalize and express thoughts, fantasies and emotions, and to tell one’s story (Baker et al. 2008). These 

uses of collaborative composition are compelling in that they show benefits in diverse therapeutic settings. 

Noyes & Schlesinger (2017) discuss the benefits of collaborative songwriting in alleviating the symptoms 

of those living with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Further research has also explored how group 

songwriting can be beneficial to improving the cognitive function of those living with dementia (Hong and 

Choi 2011).  Additionally, research has shown how group songwriting can be used as a tool to allow carers 

of those living with dementia to collaboratively explore their caregiving identity (Baker and Yeates 2018), 

and help alleviate caregivers depression and anxiety (García-Valverde et al. 2020) through a process that 
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generates a sense of connection, is motivating, empowering and meaningful, promotes emotional 

connection in a personal space and increases well-being (García-Valverde, Badia Corbella, and Orgaz Baz 

2021). Likewise, Clark et al. (2020) suggest collaborative songwriting that engages both the person living 

with dementia and their caregiver may help to alleviate depression in both those living with dementia and 

improve the quality of life for their caregivers.  

Further extending the therapeutic range, others have observed the benefit in youth-focused 

environments. Songwriting was used effectively by music therapist Sheri Robb with adolescents 

experiencing trauma in order to help them process their feelings towards others (Robb 1996). Significantly, 

Robb’s research comprised a group collaboration which offered the opportunity for participants to “share 

and affirm feelings, socialize within a peer group setting, receive peer approval, and express feelings in a 

safe and confidential environment” (Robb 1996, 34). Robb comments that “as portions of the song are 

written, group members discuss their experiences and feelings related to those experiences” (Robb 1996, 

34). Recent research has also explored the potential for collaborative songwriting as an intervention 

protocol for adolescent bereavement (Myers-Coffman, Baker, and Bradt 2020), and McCaffrey et. al. 

(2021) explore the potential of group songwriting in recovery-orientated mental health services. 

Additionally, research by Silverman (2019) shows the potential for collaborative songwriting to relieve 

cravings in patients on a detoxification unit by engaging participants in an “engaging, motivating, and 

creative intervention” (Silverman 2019, 241). Outside of acute interventions, the SongWriting Works 

Model in the USA has seen over 3000 participants engaged in collaborative songwriting groups across the 

country. While this project does offer several programs open to the broader community, eighty percent of 

their projects take place within healthcare settings (Friedman 2011), with their research mainly focusing on 

the benefits of  collaborative songwriting as a tool for quasi-therapeutic intervention. Again, it is important 

to note that the focus here primarily involves songwriting in therapeutic settings. 

The successful use of collaborative songwriting in various music therapy setting does, however, 

demonstrates that there is inherent value in this process and opens the door for us to consider the benefits 

of collaborative songwriting outside of a music therapy environment. What might be the benefits of 
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collaborative songwriting within the general population? Given the positive impact of collaborative 

songwriting within a music therapy context, what benefits might participants experience from being 

involved in such a project? Many of these questions remain unanswered due to limited research on the 

benefits of group songwriting outside of a therapy setting, save a few notable exceptions. Research by Baker 

and Ballantyne (2013) looked at the possible benefit of engaging in collaborative composition within a 

retirement community (average age 80) and found that group songwriting “increased possibilities for retiree 

participants to experience a pleasant life, a life of engagement and a meaningful life.” Similarly, Allison 

(2008) reported that group songwriting within an ageing community (average age 87) could engage and 

animate participants towards a creative goal. Haddox (2019) researched place-based songwriting with 

youth, working with students at two summer camps in West Virginia to develop a process of collaborative 

songwriting. The purpose of this project was to engage students in a conversation about the challenges that 

they faced living in their hometown and to imagine a better future. This qualitative study revealed that 

participants were eager to contribute and readily engaged in the collaborative composition process. 

Additionally, Scrine (2019) used songwriting to engage young people in exploring ideas around gender and 

sexuality. While this is evidence of limited research in this area, these studies still focus on specific 

populations as a method of specific intervention and not on the possible benefits of collaborative 

songwriting in general.  

In addition to the personal benefits that may be afforded through collaborative songwriting, I 

believe that there may be a greater scope of value and broader applicability that can be found in the process 

of collaborative composition than has been considered, with a collaborative process ultimately leading to 

greater inclusion, and diversity amongst those that compose, and the stories presented. As Cheng (2016) 

and Kajikawa (2019) have argued, a move away from aesthetic autonomy in music means ultimately a less 

exclusive musicking practice. Collaborative songwriting could thus be considered a concrete form of choral 

musicking that denies the frames of elitism, hierarchy, and colonialism, so deeply entrenched in the 

practices and traditions of this genre. 
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Setting aside the need for these compositions to have commercial value in this context, I am 

interested in examining what other kinds of individual or group value may be derived through engagement 

in a creative musical collaboration such as this songwriting process. Indeed, this project builds on the work 

of Baker and Yeates (2018), who found that the experience of co-creating a song exceeded participant 

expectations, that the song as a product in itself was meaningful, that participants were able to learn through 

the songwriting experience, and that participants were empowered as they felt their voices were 

heard. Going further, Kajikawa comments that “the conventions of music instruction, which focus primarily 

on reproducing past works, prevent imagining alternative ways of coming together as musicians and as 

people” (Kajikawa 2019, 157) and are contributing to a system that is separating music from the world at 

large. I hope that this project will encourage the broadening of how we come together as musicians and as 

people, re-examining how, what, and who can compose, and considering alternative forms of creativity 

with a focus on process and meaning, rather than aesthetic autonomy and performance.  
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Chapter 3 

Changing Our Tune Through Research-Creation 

3.1 Research Objectives 

In this research-creation project, I tested a toolkit designed to facilitate collaborative composition 

with three distinct groups. Whereas typical Western models of composition and performance place the 

composer as the primary voice, this project situated the performers along with a facilitator as a collaborative 

unit in the shared creation of a work. By consulting the literature on collaborative composition and 

creativity, and by extending Sam Hayden and Luke Windsor’s (2007) theories on the commissioning 

process to explore different models of collaboration in the creation of new works, I theorize that the use of 

this toolkit has the potential to revise the traditional power model of composer and performer.  In doing so, 

we can remove some of the parameters of exclusivity and inaccessibility that characterize Western classical 

music and choral singing in particular. I posit that this relocation has the potential to elevate collaboration, 

give value to all those involved in the compositional process, and could ultimately result in a fundamental 

change in the relationship a choir has with its musical material. I tested the toolkit by employing Interpretive 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) — a research methodology focused on the examination of how people 

make sense of their experiences (Tuffour 2017) — in order to balance my reflections on the process with 

the experiences of my participants (choristers). 

My research explores the following research questions:  

1. What are participants’ perceptions of composing and creativity?  

2. To what extent is collaborative songwriting possible, and what are some emergent best practices 

for collaborative songwriting using a toolkit and creation-facilitator model?  

3. What are the benefits vis-à-vis well-being for participants of being involved in collaborative 

songwriting? 

4. To what extent does this collaborative songwriting model have the potential to shift traditional 

perceptions and methods of composing and creativity? 
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3.2 Methodology 

I utilized a mixed-methods approach of semi-structured interviews, e-journaling, and ethnographic 

observations in this research project. The project was organized into three distinct parts.  

 

1. Introductory Interviews 

2. Project Observations combined with E-Journals 

3. Exit Interviews 

 

Throughout the project, I used IPA as a guiding methodology in the collection and analysis of data. 

IPA is a research methodology focused on examining how people make sense of their experiences (Tuffour 

2017). Originating in the field of psychology, this approach is increasingly being used within the humanities 

and social sciences where there is an interest in examining the ways in which people understand and make 

sense of their experiences (J. A. Smith, Larkin, and Flowers 2009). IPA, therefore, is an ideal fit in this 

project, where I aim to understand participants’ experience of engagement within a creative process. As 

Smith, Larkin, and Flowers note, this is an appropriate methodology when interested in “the detailed 

examination of lived experience”. Indeed, “IPA is committed to the detailed examination of the particular 

case. It wants to know in detail what the experience for this person is like, and what sense this particular 

person is making of what is happening to them” (J. A. Smith, Larkin, and Flowers 2009, 3), in a particular 

time and context. For example, in research by Clark et al. (2021), IPA was used to examine the potential 

for collaborative songwriting to increase the well-being of those living with dementia and their caregivers. 

Inspired by the use of IPA in this study, my research further contributes to the literature on the effectiveness 

of this methodology when aiming to understand participants’ experiences.   

It is also essential to highlight the limitations of the project design. Because IPA is primarily 

concerned with understanding how a small group of participants understand and make meaning from an 

event in relation to their lived experience, the ability to make larger assumptions or extrapolations is limited 

as the data is connected to specific events in particular times and places. However, because this research 
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aims to understand how we can make composition more personal and accessible, it is arguably the most 

appropriate tool for the task. Additionally, “…as more IPA is conducted, it will make sense for researchers 

to conduct studies where sampling is defined in relation to a previous study on the topic. And so it will be 

possible to gradually build a picture for larger populations” (J. A. Smith, Larkin, and Flowers 2009, 49). 

Using an IPA methodology also necessitates a small participant size to allow for depth rather than breadth 

of engagement.  

 

3.3 Project Structure 

Changing Our Tune took place in Kingston, Ontario, in the spring of 2021 during the COVID-19 

global pandemic. Provincial and federal lockdowns, social distancing, and numerous other health and safety 

guidelines necessitated this research project take place entirely online. Additionally, as choirs could not 

meet to engage in their usual practices of rehearsal and performance, I was further motivated to explore 

what choral singers could do at this difficult time. Participants were recruited through emails to choral 

directors, social media posts, and word of mouth, with interested individuals signing up at the project’s 

website - www.changingourtune.ca. I designed and built the project website as a central point for 

participants to register interest and later act as a place where the collaborative compositions could be shared. 

Participation was open to anyone over 18 who resided in the city and had recently sung in a group setting. 

Nine participants were selected at random from eleven applicants to form three groups of three participants. 

No descriptive data were elicited from participants. However, from participant self-identification, it is clear 

that participants represented a diversity of ages, including students, working people, and retirees. 

Participants also had diverse musical experiences, including a professional composer, students with formal 

music education, and those who stated they had little to no music training. In some cases, participants knew 

another group member from singing together or from events in the wider community. However, for some 

participants, they were meeting each other for the first time. No compositional experience was required to 

be part of the project.   

http://www.changingourtune.ca/
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3.3.1 Introductory Interviews 

Individual interviews took place with the nine participants over Zoom, both pre-project and post-project 

participation. Introductory interviews of approximately twenty minutes revealed participants’ 

compositional and musical experience, thoughts on composing more generally, along with their perceived 

benefits and motivations for singing in a choir.  All participants answered the same interview questions.  

 

• Have you ever composed anything before? If not, why not? If so, do you mind telling me a bit 

about it? 

• What do you think of when you think of a composer? 

• What do you as a singer think about composing? 

• Tell me about the last time you were creative.  

• What do you enjoy most about singing in your choir? 

• How would you describe the music that you sing in your choir? 

• Do you think anyone can compose music – why, or why not? 

• Why do you think composers compose? 

• What are the barriers to composing? 

• Why are you interested in being part of this project?  

 

3.3.2 Exit Interviews 

Exit interviews focused on participants’ experience of the compositional process, their input to the 

project, and their experience of collaborating with a group. All participants answered the same interview 

questions.  

 

• How would you describe the overall experience of participating in this project? 

o What did you find most rewarding about this experience of composing? 

o What did you find more challenging about this experience of composing?  
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o Do you feel you were able to contribute to the composition? 

o Have your thoughts about composing changed because of this project? 

o Would you participate in a project such as this again?  

o In what way is the experience of writing together different from singing together?  

o Is there anything that I could do more or less of to facilitate participation?  

 

• What was it like composing as a group? 

o How do you feel towards your fellow teammates? 

o Was this project a positive experience for you overall? Why, or why not? 

o Did you feel your group worked well together? Why, or why not?  

o Were there parts that worked more easily than others? 

 

• How do you feel about the song we wrote? 

o What are your feelings towards this piece of music? 

o Do you see yourself as a composer? 

o What do you take away from this experience? 

 

All Interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed. 

 

3.3.3 Collaborative Songwriting Sessions 

For the compositional portion of the project, the same nine participants (three groups of three) met 

with me to use the toolkit that I had developed to collaboratively write a song – one song per group. Each 

group met three times over Zoom, once a week for three weeks. Sessions were approximately 45 minutes 

in length. While the composition sessions themselves were not analyzed using IPA, the sessions were 

recorded, and verbatim quotes are used to support findings. The toolkit involved the use of theme prompts 

for initial ideas, lyric creation tools, and melodic creation techniques. This process allowed the group of 
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participants and myself as the creation-facilitator to collaboratively compose a song. The toolkit is described 

in detail in Chapter 4. At the end of the project, participants were provided with a recording and a musical 

score in the form of a lead sheet of their composition.5 All participants shared the authorship of the finished 

song. Due to COVID-19 and the social distancing restrictions in Ontario, it was impossible to have the 

singers record their compositions themselves. However, I hope that this will become a possibility soon, in 

an extension of this research. 

 

3.3.4 E-journals 

Throughout the project, participants kept an e-journal (online journal) of their experience. This e-

journal was private to each participant, and general guidelines were offered regarding the intended content 

of e-journal entries. E-journaling was a complementary research tool capable of revealing “deep levels of 

participant experience” (Bracken 2015, 309) by affording a space for participants to reflect privately. In a 

research-creation project primarily interested in understanding participants’ experiences, this research 

method is a complementary fit with session observations and interviews.  

 

Participants were asked to reflect upon any of the following questions in their e-journal entries:  

 

• What did you think about today’s composition session? 

• How did you feel about group collaboration in the online environment?  

• What do you think worked well for you in today’s session?  

• What did not work well for you in today’s session?  

• What questions do you have about the process?  

• What are you looking forward to in the next session?  

• Is there anything that you are apprehensive about regarding the next session?  

 

5 A lead sheet is a form of musical notation that includes a notated melody line, often with an accompanying harmony 

notated as chord symbols. It is a short form of notating musical ideas without having to write an entire accompaniment.   
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• Did anything surprise you about today’s session? 

 

E-journals captured individual thoughts after and in-between compositional sessions. As in the 

recorded composition sessions, e-journal data was not been formally analysed, but verbatim quotes from e-

journal entries are used to support findings further.   

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

A holistic analysis of interviews, e-journals, and session observations was central to understanding 

participants’ experiences of engaging in this project. Specifically, all interviews were transcribed and 

analyzed using the six stages of IPA outlined by Smith, Larkin, and Flowers (2009):  

 

1.  Reading and rereading of interview transcripts 

2.  Initial noting of ideas 

3.  Developing emergent themes 

4.  Searching for connections across emergent themes 

5.  Moving to the next case 

6.  Looking for patterns across cases 

  

In order to maintain confidentially, all participants were assigned numbers to protect anonymity 

(e.g. P1, P2 etc.).   
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Chapter 4 

The Toolkit 

4.1 Toolkit Design 

This toolkit for collaborative songwriting with a creation-facilitator is a series of specific activities 

and processes used to compose a song with a group. I designed the toolkit from my experience working 

with choirs, informal interviews with composers, and participant feedback. This toolkit is also informed by 

the work of Barrett (2003), Gould (2006), and Bolden (2007) and their writing on composing in a school 

setting. My toolkit is designed so that the participants do not need to have any formal musical training. 

Additionally, this toolkit can be delivered by a facilitator who needs only basic knowledge of tonal harmony 

and keyboard or fingerboard skills. As I was the facilitator in this research project, it is essential to note that 

I am not a composer. I do, however, have experience as a choral director and accompanist. The toolkit uses 

non-technical language to make the process more accessible to many participants with different levels and 

kinds of music education and experience. 

I first designed the toolkit in 2019 and conducted a small-scale trial with a chamber choir. After 

participant feedback and further development, I piloted a partial version of the toolkit in 2020 with an online 

collaborative project. The research-creation project that forms the basis of this thesis was the first time the 

whole toolkit was utilized entirely in the online environment. The overall structure for my toolkit was also 

informed by a set of Songwriting Protocols by Krout, Baker, and Muhlberger (2010), designed for 

collaborative songwriting in a music therapy setting. Their songwriting protocol was developed to test the 

possibility that collaborative songwriting could be achieved in both the in-person and online environment. 

They developed a ten-step plan that could be followed to facilitate the composition of a song that is outlined 

here.  
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Figure 1: Songwriting Protocols (Robert E. Krout, Baker, and Muhlberger 2010; R. E. Krout 2005) 

Step 1 Decide who is leading the songwriting experience. For this project, students are co-writing 

songs in a collaborative manner. However, one student may assume a leader role in the 

process, which is fine if that occurs naturally. 

Step 2 Determine focus/theme of song. For this project, we are looking at exploring feelings and 

issues regarding experiences (perceived successes and challenges) in clinical placements 

(practicum). You may wish to identify and then explore one or more (but not too many) 

feelings/issues relating to your clinical placement experience. We suggest that you write one 

song about success and one about challenge, with one session per dyad devoted to each. It is 

not necessary to complete a song during the session, as the focus is on the process, not 

product. As far as you get in one session is fine.  

Step 3 Determine which will come first, lyrics or music. This can be jointly decided, but lyrics may 

well come first as a result of your verbal processing around the topic of clinical placement 

experiences. 

Step 4 If lyrics are first, take the discussion/verbal exploration of theme(s) for song and begin to 

rough out lyrics without worrying about exact word rhythm or rhyme. A verse and/or chorus 

may emerge ~ if so, this is fine, but not required.  

Step 5 Select a musical style and feel for the song, using the rough lyrics as a starting point.  

Step 6 Craft and design lyric rhythm and rhyme if desired - this step is optional - some participants 

may desire to rhyme lyrics.  

Step 7 Explore chords and progressions and use lyrics to talk over chords. 

Step 8 Explore melody and add melody over chords.  

Step 9 Combine 7 & 8 above in song form, which could include a verse-chorus form of some sort -

- again, this is optional and leaders should gauge participant's interest in this aspect of song 

structure. 

Step 10 Add any additional accompaniment and stylistic features to make the song unique if desired 

by participants.  

 

To test these songwriting protocols, Krout, Baker, and Muhlberger formed compositional dyads 

consisting of two music therapists in training that worked together to compose a song. The first two dyads 

were composed of people studying at the same university who met face-to-face to compose their songs. At 

the same time, the other two groups were comprised of students studying at different universities that used 
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Skype technology to collaborate. This research demonstrated that there was success in composing using 

these protocols both online and face-to-face. However, Krout, Baker, and Muhlberger conclude by 

suggesting that future research could examine how these protocols might be adjusted to be bespoke to the 

online environment. The toolkit that I have developed does precisely this. As an extension of Krout, Baker, 

and Muhlberger’s work, my toolkit is highly structured and includes specific exercises, timed tasks, and 

processes designed to facilitate collaborative composition in the online space. Specifically, several 

processes and activities were designed to address the challenges that video/audio lag over online software 

can create.  

Firstly, rather than using solely verbal communication, a collaborative online document is used 

alongside the toolkit. Here, ideas are recorded by all participants in real-time within the sessions, as musical 

and lyrical ideas can quickly be noted, discussed, and shared. Secondly, a rigorous turn-taking protocol for 

offering feedback and a voting process is used where participants vote on several options after initial 

musical and lyrical ideas have been gathered. Although there is still room for the organic development of 

ideas in the initial conceptual stages, concrete ideas are formed quickly. The facilitator presents these to the 

group for validation, veto, discussion, and finally, a vote. Participants are also asked to feedback in different 

orders after each activity to ensure that one person is not always the first to contribute to the discussion.  

Additionally, in Krout, Baker and Muhlberger’s research, both music therapists in training who 

formed the dyad composed the piece collaboratively, with neither acting in a facilitatory role. This premise 

is quite different from my deployment of the toolkit, which sees a creation-facilitator working through the 

compositional process with a group of participants. Finally, whereas Krout, Baker and Muhlberger’s 

songwriting protocols were offered as a guide that did not need to be strictly adhered to, for my research 

project, the toolkit was more closely followed to understand the usefulness of this specific tool in the online 

space. The steps of my toolkit are as follows. 
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Figure 2: Toolkit for Online Collaborative Songwriting with a Creation-Facilitator (Christie 2021) 

Step 1 Narrative Gathering 

• Participants are given 60 seconds to write down a phrase, story, or idea that comes 

to mind 

• All participants share these thoughts with the group 

• All ideas are recorded in the collaborative document 

• Participants spend five additional minutes writing down short phrases, stories, or 

ideas that relate to anyone’s initial idea 

• Each person feeds back with responses recorded in the collaborative document 

• Ideas are discussed and participants vote on which path they would like to pursue   

• Participants write down additional words, phrases, or stories about their chosen 

theme 

• Ideas are written into the collaborative document as participants feedback their 

ideas 

Step 2 Sound World Mapping 

• Participants are asked to write down words that come to mind given their now 

chosen theme in 5 minutes 

• Participants are asked to use non-technical language that comes to mind. 

Conversation often centres around mood, shape, density, or colour 

• Participants are encouraged to think of other existing songs, artists, and genres as a 

point of departure for their thinking 

• Participants feedback their ideas and they are recorded in the collaborative 

document  

• The creation-facilitator works with the group to synthesize and draw together some 

overarching sound world guidelines for their piece based on how popular different 

ideas are within the group 

Step 3 Musical Structure 

• With an understanding of the sound world and theme, participants are asked to 

discuss the overall shape and possible structure of the piece 

• Does the thematic content suggest a particular form or shape?  

• Will there be repeated sections of the music? 

• Participants discuss how the different musical ideas might fit together  

• Several options are discussed and voted upon 

Step 4 Lyrical Ideas 

• Given the chosen theme, participants write down stories, memories, and ideas about 

the chosen theme 

• Participants are encouraged to write down anything that comes to mind, even if 

these ideas are only fragments 

• Participants are not encouraged to try and write lyrics, but rather to just write down 

ideas 

• Ideas are shared in the collaborative document and discussed 

• Participants read each other’s contributions and identify a phrase or word that they 

think could act as a hook for the song  

• Participants discuss whether the lyrics to the song should rhyme or not  

• Participants look back on their sound world exercise and begin to flesh out their 

chosen stories into lyrical shapes together. In this stage of the exercise, participants 
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are encouraged to contribute verbally, while the creation-facilitator records the 

ideas in the collaborative document 

• Lyrical ideas are attached to the musical structure created in the previous step 

• Participants are encouraged to re-read lyrical contributions between sessions and 

make edits 

• At this stage, it is common to have too much lyrical material. Participants discuss 

and vote on which lyrics resonate most with them. These are highlighted in the 

collaborative document.  

Step 5 Rhythmical Ideas  

• Participants are each asked to read different lines out loud, starting with the hook 

established earlier, and to try different pacing of the text 

• The facilitator records different rhythmical ideas expressed by participants 

• Different rhythmical ideas are included from each participant 

• The participants come to consensus or vote on their favourite rhythmical setting of 

key lines 

Step 6 Melodic Ideas 

• Using a randomizer (this could be pulling numbers out of a hat, or an electronic 

method such as www.random.org), the following scale degrees are randomized (1, 

1, 1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, 8). The first seven numbers of each sequence are used, 

discarding the last five numbers of each sequence  

• For example, randomizing the above pitches gave me this sequence: 

o Option A: 3, 7, 1, 6, 4, 5, 5, 2, 3, 1, 1, 8 

• Only the first seven numbers in the sequence are used, so Option A would be: 

o Option A: 3, 7, 1, 6, 4, 5, 5 

• This process is repeated a total of five times, to provide five different options 

(Options A-E), each comprised of 7 notes  

• Using the rhythmic hook that was decided upon in Step 5, the creation-facilitator 

plays and sings the chosen text and rhythm to each one of these five sequences of 

notes 

• Participants vote on their favourite pitch sequence for this hook 

• Other rhythmic ideas that were set to text in the previous step can be trialled out 

with the remaining four sequences of notes 

• Now that a minimum of one line has been established, lyrically, rhythmically, and 

melodically, participants and the facilitator use call and response to see where 

different melodic lines lead  

• Ideas are noted down and played back by the creation-facilitator 

• Musical ideas are discussed, vetoed, approved, augmented, and finally voted upon  

Step 7 Harmonic Ideas 

• Now that the melodic lines have been developed, the group discusses the harmonic 

speed of the piece – how quickly the chords should change beneath the melodic line 

• The melodic lines are trialed with a number of chord sequences that predominantly 

focus on chords I, IV, V, and VI.  

• The creation-facilitator creates some possible options for participants, and 

participants develop and vote on desired options 

 

 

http://www.random.org/
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Step 8 Draft Creation 

• The creation-facilitator sings through the draft sections of the song with the chosen 

melodic lines and harmonic progressions 

• Participants make suggestions for changes that are discussed as a group 

• At this point, participants are also invited to indicate any additional features that 

they may want to include in the music. This may include changes in tempo, key, 

held notes, etc.  

• The facilitator creates a first draft of the composition by creating a lead sheet and a 

recording that is shared with participants to review, discuss, and edit.  

 

To more clearly demonstrate the use of the toolkit, the following figure shows how this toolkit was 

used by one group to write the song “I Feel The Power.” The participant contributions are indicated in 

italics and include both spoken suggestions and ideas input into the collaborative document. Suggestions 

are not recorded verbatim but rather in bullet form.  

 

Figure 3: Songwriting Steps Used in “I Feel The Power” 

Step 1 Narrative Gathering 

• Participants jotted down the following initial themes 

• Peter, Paul, and Mary like music  

• Connection and reconnection  
• Rise-up 

• Uplifting  

• Something uplifting about connecting with other people 

• The pleasure and joy from meeting up with people and making music again 

• COVID connection, or virtual COVID connection as we figure out how to 

connect in a time of COVID 

• Exploration of self-growth during this time 

• Stay away from a specific mention of COVID as that makes it kind of a 
novelty song 

• Two out of three participants mentioned a theme Connection, and this was approved 

by the third participant. The theme of “Connection” was chosen as central to this 

song. The group developed consensus that they wanted the piece to be specific 

about connection and reconnection in the time of COVID, but without mentioning 

the word COVID.  

Step 2 Sound World Mapping 

• Participants mentioned the following in describing what they wanted the song to 

“sound” like: 

o Upbeat, driving rhythm  

o A choral chorus – maybe a spiritual or gospel sound  

o The song should have a circular movement to it so it feels connected 



 

28 

o The music should rise, like a wave, but underneath there is also a blues 
downbeat  

o Maybe a quieter beginning – lamentation about past isolation  

o Building towards a soaring chorus – a dramatic chorus 

• The group decided that they wanted a quieter beginning reflecting on isolation, but 

building to a more jubilant chorus that is a celebration of connection 

Step 3 Musical Structure 

• Participants suggested the following in terms of musical structure: 

o Multiple people should be singing as we are talking about people coming 

together and connecting  
o We have totally different experiences and so to put together a song by all 

three of us - it should have multiple voices  

o One person leading the slower section  
o More upbeat chorus, with a choir coming in either singing the chorus, or 

repeating lines in a call and response  

o Harmonies could be included in the chorus  

o It would be interesting to repeat the last couple of words of a line again 

o At the end we can all be in harmony together 
o One line should build on the other 

o We could start in a minor key as we are lamenting and move to a major key 
o The key should move from low key to high but it should build and stay up 

at the end  

o In terms of colour, the entire thing should perhaps be different shades of 
the same musical colour, rather than having big shifts in the song = growth 

o End triumphantly  

• The group decides to have a lamenting opening followed by a verse chorus structure 

that builds through repetition 

Step 4 Lyrical Ideas 

Participants wrote down the following lyrical ideas:  

 

I held a fear of connection and a sense of safety in my isolation,  

Now alone I desire a connection 

 

I’d love to hug my newborn grandchild 

To feel her warmth and hear and burble of her voice  

I want to feel the power of my friends’ voices raised in song  

Let me laugh at the dinner table as we (feast)  

 

Connection - people - spiritual connection - nature  

The waves and the sky connecting me to the people who are gone and all of us in the 

world 
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Looking for love in the dollar store  

How are you going to find it if you don’t know what you’re looking for  

More longing for connection with others. 

 

Reach out...I’ll be there... 

Join hands together.  Let it sing, let it shine... 

Let the children come...Believe... 

 

I want to feel the power of my friend’s voices raised in song 

Feel the power of our song (voices) together... 

 

Bored with myself, I haven’t gotten any wiser 

Feeling lost and disconnected 

Like I’ve landed on a distant planet 

Time and the river have swept me away 

When you’re feeling downhearted 

When you’re languishing alone 

 

I held a fear of connection and a sense of safety in my isolation  

Now alone I desire a connection 

 

I’d love to hug my newborn grandchild 

To feel her warmth and hear and burble of her voice  

 

So far away from everyone 

I hear my baby child’s burbling song 

But she’s not here… 

 

The strings are broken, words unsung, 

We’re here, but miles away from everyone 

Praying for revival, praying for better days 

And now you’ve come…” 

 

I long to see you my sweet grandchild 
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Hear the burble of your baby voice 

To hold and hug you 

Feel the warmth of your little arms 

 

Singing to be human, singing to feel alive.  

I feel the power, I feel the love, the power coming from above. 

 

Voices muffled, lives reshuffled, disconnection looms  

The world has changed in so many ways, I hold onto my memories made  

 

Praying for revival, praying for survival, praying for beautiful days   

 

Through a process of elimination, discussion, workshopping, and voting, the final lyrics 

were settled upon: 

 

(Verse 1) 

Too many voices muffled line   

Within the darkness of our rooms 

Too many lives reshuffled line   

And disconnection looms 

  

(Verse 2) 

Although the strings were broken 

This guitar has been restrung 

We miss the words unspoken 

They must again be sung 

 

(Chorus) 

I feel the power, love abounds 

Response: (Stand up!) 

I feel the power all around  

Response: (Reach out!) 

Now come together, join our voices in song  
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(Bridge)  

We just won’t stay shackled 

And the music will not die 

The isolation has been battled 

And the revival’s ridin’ high 

 

(Chorus) 

I feel the power, love abounds 

Response: (Stand up!) 

I feel the power all around  

Response: (Reach out!) 

Now come together, join our voices in song  

 

(Verse 3) 

I long to hold you, grandchild  

And hear the burble of your voice  

I’d love to hold and hug you,  

And then we could rejoice.  

 

(Chorus) 

I feel the power, love abounds 

Response: (Stand up!) 

I feel the power all around  

Response: (Reach out!) 

 

(Ending) 

Now come together, join our voices in song  

Connect and grow as one!  

 

 

 

Step 5 Rhythmical Ideas  
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Participants spoke different lines from the text out loud and settled on the rhythm for the 

hook of the song:  

 

The following rhythms were also decided upon for the first line:  

 

 

Step 6 Melodic Ideas 

The following pitch sequences were created:  

 

Full Sequence: 1, 1, 1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, 8 

Random Generation Option A: 3 1 5 2 3 7 6 

Random Generation Option B: 1 1 4 3 2 1 5 

Random Generation Option C: 4 5 1 4 1 2 5 

Random Generation Option D: 5 8 3 5 1 4 3 

Random Generation Option E: 3 1 4 5 3 8 6 

 

The group decided that Option B should be utilized for the opening line: 

 

The group decided upon Option D for the opening of the second line:  
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Rather than selecting from one of pre-generated options, the participants liked the idea of 

using strong repeated notes in the chorus, and so the main line of the song chosen to be:  

 

 

These three melodic ideas became the anchors of the piece with the lines in between 

developed through call and response, and improvisation with the group.  

Step 7 Harmonic Ideas 

Participants felts that the harmonic pacing of this piece should be slower and grounded. 

Several options were discussed for the chorus and voted upon.  

Step 8 Draft Creation 

• A draft was created of the piece and distributed to all participants for their review.  

• A follow up session will take place in September 2021, where participants can 

provide feedback and second draft can be created.  

• For the full draft of the song, please see Appendix A.  
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Chapter 5 

Findings 

5.1 What are participants’ perceptions of composing and creativity? 

Before engaging participants in collaborative composition, I wished to more clearly understand 

participants’ thoughts on composing and creativity more generally. Interview questions revealed 

participants’ musical backgrounds, including experience of musical performance and musical creation. 

Additionally, I sought to understand further participants’ perceptions of what a composer is and does. The 

three following key themes emerged as a result of an IPA analysis. 

 

5.1.1 Distancing oneself from musical creation 

Out of the nine participants, one individual self-identified as a composer (P5), having completed 

graduate studies in composition and is currently an active composer in the field. Two other participants 

described how they had tried to write songs to differing degrees of success in the past. The remaining six 

participants spoke in-depth about their musical performance experiences but did not identify with the term 

composer. Interestingly, this rejection of the term composer was observed despite six participants disclosing 

that they had actively composed or arranged music in the past. For example, Participant 1, who composed 

a theme and variation for piano and flute as part of an undergraduate class in music, referred to the 

composition as “a little thing I wrote - nothing major,” asserting that “I wouldn’t consider myself a 

composer, or anything like that” whilst also adding that they “do like composing.” Participant 4, who was 

a member of a band and helped compose original tunes by experimenting with chords and lyrics, rated their 

compositional experience as “practically zero,” and Participant 8, who arranged songs for an acapella group, 

referred to their composing experience as “minimal.” While it might be possible that such comments 

resulted from participants’ attempts to be modest and therefore downplay their compositional experience, 

the same could not be said for their performance experience. When speaking about musical performance, 

participants spoke openly and confidently about the instruments they play and their experience in singing 
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or playing with different groups. In general, participants distanced themselves from ideas of musical 

creation. Those that had composed questioned their composing experiences, labelling them as “nothing 

elaborate” (P3) and commenting that “nothing [was] written down” that their work was “nothing formal, 

[with] no training” (P4), and that perhaps they were not really composing as they “weren’t actually making 

anything to be performed” (P1). Even though more than half of the participants revealed that they had 

composed in the past, only two participants identified with the term composer. All but the professional 

composer downplayed or dismissed their composing as something trivial or of low importance.  

Participant 8 provided some fascinating insight into this apparent disconnect, commenting that 

despite their musical experience as a singer, pianist, and composer, their first reaction is to reject all these 

labels as they feel that such titles need qualifying with professional accolades or training. Rather, they 

would identify as someone who “enjoys composing,” going on to say that they “would never feel 

comfortable calling [themselves] a singer, or a composer, or even a musician” even though they recognized 

that they had received musical training in the form of piano lessons. When asked to describe why they did 

not identify with the idea of being a singer, composer, or a musician, they commented that these titles feel 

like they come “with a whole lot of expectations that I’m not prepared to live up to, for someone else.” This 

statement raises the question; What are the expectations one needs to live up to if one labels oneself a 

composer? What does successful composition look like? Moreover, does the process of composing need to 

result in specific outcomes for one to consider themselves a composer?  

It is interesting to consider these questions in relation to the fact that seven out of nine participants 

believed that anyone could compose. However, while commenting that composition was an activity that 

participants believed anyone could engage in, there was much discussion about the kind of music that could 

be composed, focusing on the quality of the end musical output of the process. Participants commented that 

anyone could compose if you take away “certain rigid expectation of what the end product needs to be” 

(P8) and that while composition as a process was possible, that it would be up to others to “determine if the 

composition is actually valid, valuable, or music” (P1). Here we see a significant focus on musical products 

and an expectation that the outcome of composing must have inherent value to someone else. The idea of 
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musical value is an interesting one to unpack here. When considering other artistic endeavours, the same 

focus on the value of the ‘product’ does not seem to apply so strongly. For example, I am not sure that an 

amateur painter who paints a watercolour at home sets out to produce a piece of value to others. Indeed, 

there are many forms of artistic creation that people readily participate in – pottery, drawing, dancing, 

flower arranging – many of which I would argue people engage in for the pleasure of creating something 

that they themselves value, or perhaps even for the joy of engaging in the creative process alone. However, 

with music creation, there seems to be an alternate standard that one must obtain, centering around creative 

outputs and the value of these to others.   

Such thinking is also present in the literature on creativity. Gardner states that “Creativity is 

inherently a communal or cultural judgement” (1993, 36), and therefore for something to be creative, it 

would have to be displayed and scrutinized. Bishop rejects this idea separating creativity from originality, 

commenting that “Creativity is a component of cognition, while originality and value are evaluations made 

by others in the context of their own cultural experiences” (Bishop 2018, 2).  Boden (2004) takes a different 

approach again, dividing creativity into two categories: psychological creativity (P-creativity) and historical 

creativity (H-creativity). As they describe it, “P– creativity involves coming up with a surprising, valuable 

idea that’s new to the person who comes up with it. It doesn’t matter how many people have had that idea 

before. But if a new idea is H– creative, that means that (so far as we know) no one else has had it before: 

it has arisen for the first time in human history” (Boden 2004, 2). This reasoning, however, seems to leave 

an ample space in between. Can a musical creation be valuable to more than just the person or people that 

engaged in the creative process, but perhaps not to human history in its entirety? It seems that a third 

category may be of use here and would apply to this project as communities compose and share music that 

has value to them and their community, but not necessarily universal value.  

Despite most of the participants thinking that anyone can compose music, they were personally 

hesitant to label their own compositional experiences as having significant value, supporting their identities 

as performers, and distancing themselves from the idea of composition. To encourage more people to 

embrace creativity and the creative processes, I believe we must deliberately call into question the idea that 
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creativity needs judgement and external validation. Instead, we should adopt the approach that creative 

processes and possible creative products can, but do not need to have value to anyone other than the 

creator(s). Additionally, just because the roles of ‘author’ and ‘reproducer’ have been historically separated 

in the context of Western Art Music (Cook 2000), there seems little good reason to uphold this division in 

an era of increasingly interdisciplinary study, research, and practice.  

 

5.1.2 The solitary genius 

When asked to describe a composer, there was much difference of opinion amongst participants. 

Some spoke of images of Beethoven with bedraggled hair (P8), and other old white men (P1), prone to 

flights of fancy and frustration (P8), while others referred to the process of composition as “inspired” (P6 

& P1), “remarkable” (P6), and even a skill that you are born with (P9). Other participants painted 

composition in somewhat more of a negative way describing composition as “like a disease” and “an 

obsession” (P2). Participant 4, who knows a composer personally, spoke of witnessing them “playing the 

same piece over and over again, trying to get it right,” commenting that they “know a little bit from a 

distance of what a composer goes through.” Participants 3, 5, 7, and 8 spoke to the compositional process 

requiring someone to be “calm” (P8), able to hear music inside your head (P7) and to balance the technical 

and creative, requiring a lot of hard work (P3). While these ideas of what a composer is, or does, are very 

different, one common theme was that to be a composer is to work alone and in isolation. No participant 

mentioned collaboration or shared experience. The process of composition was described as a discrete task 

undertaken by an individual that might necessitate both positive and negative experiences. The descriptive 

words used by participants such as “inspired,” “remarkable,” “disease,” and “obsession” harken back to 

perceptions of the composers as “an isolated, possibly unhinged genius, struggling alone at the piano or 

desk” (Hayden and Windsor 2007, 28). Participant’s language demonstrated that, for the most part, 

composers are still perceived as “singular geniuses” (McAndrew and Everett 2015), often isolated and 

struggling to compose using an “almost god-like power” (Piotrowska 2007, 229). This perception reinforces 
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the idea that composition is inaccessible and unobtainable for most people and further removes composition 

from general society. 

 

5.1.3 Tools, education, and vulnerability as barriers to composition 

With the knowledge that most of the participants believed that anyone could compose music to 

some extent, I was interested in understanding what they believed were some of the barriers to engaging in 

composition. Understanding the perceived challenges to composing will help inform ways in which this 

toolkit and model may lessen or remove some of these challenges. Participant comments varied, although 

most centered around not having the tools to engage in composition. Participants 1, 3, 6 and 7 focused on 

a lack of music education or knowledge of the process as a barrier to composition, commenting that “if you 

don’t learn music theory, then it can be very hard to compose” (P6) and that to compose “you have to know 

something about the instruments you’re composing for” (P6). Participant 7 commented that this lack of 

skills might be due to the diminishing focus on music education in the school system.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the two participants that identified as having some compositional 

experience had a different view of the process. Participant 3 commented that composing is “not rocket 

science – it is something that can be easily taught, but it just takes those steps,” with Participant 5 adding 

that “a lot of composition is a lot of just skills. So those are skills that you can teach. But what’s the 

expression? 10% inspiration, 90% perspiration? Something like that.” Participant 5 additionally 

acknowledged that the public perception of composing is “very arcane” and something that people are 

afraid to try as there is a perception that composing “is just something that people with talent do.” 

Participant 7 echoed this sentiment, commenting that “I think in Western, European culture, music became 

something that a small group of people do.” Interestingly, Participant 7 spoke not to the divide between the 

composer and performer but between the performer and audience. They commented that in Western 

European music, there is often a divide between performer and audience, which has entrenched the idea 

that to engage in music that “you need to have a certain skill set, a certain background, a certain training to 

be able to do it” discouraging society in general from participating in musical activity.  
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This exclusionary perception is made worse by the fact that participants believed external validation 

of compositions was necessary for the music, and by extension the creative process, to have any significant 

value. Many comments returned to the idea that composing would ultimately lead to others evaluating their 

work, putting the composer in a position of vulnerability. Participant 8 commented that “[it] can be quite 

vulnerable because you're showing sort of a part of yourself and your expression and opening that up to 

criticism or critique or whatnot from others.” Participant 7 added that through composing one must “expose 

themselves to a judgement.” Composing was seen by most of the participants as a risky activity with 

participation in composition opening up the possibility that one may experience rejection, hurt feelings, and 

high levels of vulnerability.  

In summary, while many participants expressed that access to tools and music education were 

barriers to composing, the two participants who self-identified as having compositional experience viewed 

the process as a much more stepwise method that could be learnt. These comments set the stage favourably 

for a facilitated compositional process that utilizes a specific tool with concrete steps and activities. 

 

5.2 To what extent is collaborative songwriting possible, and what are some emergent best 

practices for collaborative songwriting using a toolkit and creation-facilitator model? 

 

During the three one-hour compositional sessions, each group composed the first draft of an entire 

song. The songs, entitled “Takin' a Trip”, “Strong & Bold”, and “I Feel The Power” are attached in 

Appendices A, B, and C. Each contains a melody, lyrics, and harmonic chord progressions. Participants 

were keen to contribute ideas within the composition sessions and were surprised by the toolkit's efficacy 

and the compositional process. Analyzing the interview data, e-journal entries, and my observations of the 

composition sessions reveal the following major themes. 
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5.2.1 The centrality of the creation-facilitator role 

While the toolkit used in this project was specifically designed to be implemented by a musician 

rather than a composer, interviews reveal that participants placed a high value on the role of the facilitator 

within the compositional process. Central to the balance of this project, and future uses of this model, will 

be to ensure that the facilitator does not lead the composition process but rather works through the toolkit 

with participants to record, organize, and mediate participants’ ideas and suggestions. While it would likely 

be impossible for a creation-facilitator to bring no compositional thoughts to the group, the creation-

facilitator must contribute only an equal or ideally less amount of musical content than the other 

participants. In a collaborative model such as this, it is expected that each group, depending on the musical 

tastes, background, and experience of the group members and facilitator will produce different songs, it is 

vital that the participants feel central to the compositional process and that the facilitator’s role stays as 

facilitatory and not the lead composer. This scenario is similar to how the chair of a meeting should facilitate 

a discussion without overcontributing to the narrative. Gould (2006), in their recounting of the experience 

of a teacher leading a collaborative compositional project, also identified that a challenge was to keep a 

balance between the ideas of the teacher and those of their students. I was eager to explore participants’ 

thoughts on the balance of influence exhibited by the facilitator in exit interviews to discover best practices 

for using this model. 

In general, participants commented that they were “unsure how it would have gone without me” 

(P5), saying that “it would have taken, I think a great deal more time, had we not had the moderator, to say 

…well, let's try it this way” (P4). Participants believed that the role of the facilitator was essential in 

allowing everyone to be included (P2), eliciting positive interactions from group members (P1), keeping 

everyone focused on the big picture (P2), and was central to pulling participants’ ideas together (P2, P4). 

This idea of inclusion was stated clearly by Participant 7 who said “[I liked] that you reversed the order that 

contributions were made in, so it wasn't always that one person was waiting till the very end and had to 

listen to other ideas - there was the opportunity to present.”  
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Group facilitation centered around asking open-ended questions, turn-taking, and having participants 

vote on their favourite musical or lyrical ideas to narrow down options. There were, however, moments 

when I offered some musical or lyrical suggestions to the group. As one participant commented, “when I 

was drawing a complete blank on words, I was grateful that you stepped in and made some suggestions” 

(P6). Conversely, it is worth noting that one participant was surprised about how directive I was, which, in 

turn, highlights the importance of understanding the line between facilitation and leadership. These 

comments indicate that some participants may have benefitted from different styles or approaches, perhaps 

requiring the facilitator to offer participants alternate ways to contribute to the project. Significantly, even 

though participants believed that the creation-facilitator was central to the process, when reflecting on the 

songs, all participants believed that their input was present in the songs that were created. Everyone thought 

they could contribute to some degree, with many participants naming particular musical or lyrical moments 

that they had personally offered. 

It is also worth noting here that while the toolkit was designed to use non-technical musical language, 

a review of the composition sessions revealed that there were times when the participants and myself used 

technical musical language due to our familiarity with this vocabulary. Concerningly, this was at the 

exclusion of one group member who commented that they were unfamiliar with the language that we were 

using. Exclusionary practices within music are not uncommon, and as Bailey & Davidson suggest, while 

many cultures take a more inclusive and participatory view of music, “the musical elitism that has evolved 

in the Western world intimates that musical ability is specific to a talented minority” (Bailey and Davidson 

2005, 221). Often this musical ability is characterized or demonstrated in part by proficiency with the 

technical language and vocabulary of Western Art Music. Here, one’s ability to engage in music making is 

often limited by an individual’s understanding of the technical language pervasive in music.  This finding 

is important to note as it speaks directly to the need to ensure inclusive environments in collaborative 

atmospheres to guarantee all voices are heard and can fully participate. 

Despite the feedback on leadership style and plain language, participants did not perceive me as the 

lead composer rather than a project facilitator. That being said, I believe that going forward, it will be 
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helpful for the toolkit to clearly articulate the roles and responsibilities of the creation-facilitator to ensure 

that the balance of musical creativity stays firmly weighted amongst all collaborators. In response to the 

challenges that I experienced, I have created a set of guiding principles and included theses as Appendix F 

to articulate the role and responsibility of the creation-facilitator more clearly. This document also offers 

some suggestions for facilitation based partly on the successes and challenges of my experience delivering 

the toolkit. Additionally, as I explore further in Section 5.2.4, I believe that having an additional session to 

complete the toolkit would allow participants to contribute more to the overall process. Step 7 of the toolkit 

focuses on the harmonic development of the piece, and it is one of the last steps of the creative process. 

Due to a lack of time, this step was rushed in some groups, necessitating me as the creation-facilitator to 

contribute more than would have been necessary if each group had had more time to work on their song. 

 

5.2.2 Feelings of comfort and vulnerability 

An analysis of the interview data revealed that comfort and vulnerability were central themes 

identified by participants. Participants mentioned they felt comfortable interacting as a group because of 

the role of the facilitator. Participant 9 commented that how the process was organized “allowed it to be 

comfortable right from the initial meeting,” allowing them “to step outside [their] comfort zone.” 

Participants 6 and 7 noted that the level of group comfort allowed everyone to be “equal participants” (P6) 

where everyone was able to contribute to “some good discussions” (P7). However, as participants said that 

they felt comfortable, it could be inferred that they were not necessarily expecting to feel that way. It may 

be that this theme of comfort and discomfort was due to participants being unfamiliar with composition, 

and is perhaps additionally nuanced by Participants 1’s comment as they stated “I think you're vulnerable 

when you're creative which can be uncomfortable if you let it.” 

Such comments are also echoed in the work of McCaffrey et al. (2021) where vulnerability was also 

found to be an emergent theme, as participants expressed that collaborative songwriting had the potential 

to risk emotional exposure. This idea links back to several participant’s commentary on composing and 

composition requiring external validation to be seen as worthwhile or valid as expressed in opening 
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interviews. Several participants expressed challenging emotions associated with composing, stating that 

composing required you to “get out there and bear your soul a bit” (P2) and that creativity is ultimately 

subject to scrutiny as “not everything that is creative is viewed as good or worthwhile or valid” (P1). 

Participants also offered insight into their level of perceived vulnerability when participating in 

collaborative work over Zoom. Participant 1 commented on their hesitancy when using technology, saying 

that it is “more intimidating to just speak your mind” when using Zoom to communicate. They commented 

that although they have much experience singing in choirs and even enjoy performing solos, that when we 

were exchanging melodic ideas, they were “nervous to sing in front of our group.”  

Given these concerns, it seems that a significant best practice would be to focus on the creation of 

comfort for individuals within collaborative composition sessions. This may include ensuring that each 

participant is given the opportunity to participate in a way that is comfortable to them, 

(online/offline/asynchronous/synchronously) or perhaps working with the same group on multiple 

occasions, or over a longer period so that participants can get to know one another to a greater degree. 

Additionally, it would be interesting for future research to explore how levels of comfort and vulnerability 

vary between two collaborative composition groups – one group where participants know each other, 

perhaps from the same choir, and one group where participants are meeting each other for the first time. 

The make-up of the composition group may also be significant in supporting participant’s well-being, as 

knowing one’s group members may further strengthen feelings of connectedness and community. This is 

further explored in Section 5.3.  

 

5.2.3 Perceived levels of contribution 

Participants’ perceived levels of contribution varied between group members. All participants 

reported that they could contribute to the project, and all but one participant identified specific musical or 

lyrical elements that they contributed. Participant 9 commented that they were “surprised and thrilled” that 

they felt able to contribute to the compositional process. They were surprised as they were initially 

concerned that their lack of experience may have hindered their engagement. Several participants, however, 
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expressed worry over their levels of engagement. Some participants commented that they wished that they 

had contributed more to the project, but that time and energy were the main factors limiting their 

participation – particularly in the effort they were able to contribute between sessions. Participant 1 

commented that they had the “space and ability to contribute” but “didn't take full advantage of it,” and 

Participant 6 echoed that they would have liked to have had the opportunity to contribute more to the 

process. As previously mentioned, having one additional composition session to explore harmonic elements 

more fully within each song could allow participants to feel as if they had contributed more to the 

collaboration.  

Conversely, one participant commented that they might have contributed too much and was worried 

that they had “bulldozed” others with their eagerness and excitement. Others commented that “It was hard 

not to take over” (P5), that they “tried not to dominate the conversation” (P1), and “didn't want to start 

bossing people around” (P2). It appears that more precise direction, and articulation of expectations, could 

help to alleviate participants’ worries about over or under contributing in future iterations of this toolkit. In 

response to this, as well as creating a set of guiding principles for the creation-facilitator, I have created a 

set of guiding principles for participants. This set of guiding principles can be found in Appendix G. 

 

5.2.4 Challenges with project structure and organization 

It is important to note that the online context of this research, resulting from the COVID-19 

pandemic, led to findings I would not have observed otherwise. Given that this project took place entirely 

online, one notable discovery was that the speed of composition was slower than anticipated, with all 

sessions running over time by approximately 10-15 minutes. This slowness was due to the parameters of 

Zoom necessitating that each person speaks on their own, in more of a formulaic “going around the virtual 

room” kind of way, rather than having people jump in as ideas came to them. In response to this, the toolkit 

has been updated to reflect a session length of one hour. 

Exit interviews revealed that participants also thought it would have been helpful to have more time 

to work through the toolkit, further suggesting that a fourth session would have been beneficial. When 
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considering the number of sessions, however, Participant 8 also pointed out that “the succinct nature [of the 

project] is also something that made the project manageable” (P8). Additionally, despite participants 

generally agreeing that the project was well structured and facilitated, many participants suggested that 

more structure would be beneficial. Several participants commented that they would have made more time 

for the project if there had been specific homework between sessions (P3, P9) rather than just the option to 

add to the collaborative document. Additionally, Participant 6 found that the process of collaborative 

composition was “difficult to get into” and suggested shorter intervals between sessions – a finding also 

echoed in Clark et al’s (2020) research on therapeutic songwriting that indicated that getting into the 

compositional mindset was often a challenge. A more structured approach to participant contributions 

between sessions may help participants transition into the group composition sessions more quickly and 

additionally assist in sustaining momentum between meetings. For future iterations, participants must 

review and contribute to the collaborative document between sessions and sessions will be four days apart, 

rather than seven. 

 

5.2.5 The centrality of the toolkit in facilitating composition 

Participant interviews and e-journal entries revealed positive feelings about the use of the toolkit 

within the compositional process. For the most part, participants enjoyed the process and found the 

structured approach to composition an aid in working through the process. Participants described the toolkit 

as a “very clearly laid out process” (P7) that helped to facilitate interaction between group members, 

keeping the process on track (P5). Participants also described how the toolkit was different from what they 

were expecting. Participant 8 commented that “they had anticipated something much more freeform” but 

were “pleasantly surprised about the far more structured (albeit still flexible) and guided form that was 

used.” Participants also described parts of the toolkit that they thought were particularly novel or surprising. 

Participants commented on the use of a random number generator to produce melodic ideas (P4 & P3) and 

how these melodic choices were presented, likening the experience to “going to the eye doctor” (P9) as the 

facilitator would ask, “Which one do you prefer, A or B?” It appears that this facilitated approach and the 
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use of a toolkit to aid in collaborative composition allowed participants to work through a stepwise process 

and to achieve a level of comfort with the compositional process. The surprise shown in Participant 8’s 

comments was echoed in many other interviews as participants were surprised that they could achieve 

collaborative composition within the timeframe of the project. This element of surprise was also echoed in 

findings by Clark et al. (2020) where those living with dementia and their caregivers collaboratively 

composed songs with the aid of a facilitator. Here participants were also surprised at their progress, 

attributing the success to the structured nature of the program and the supportive facilitation. 

While it seems that participants, overall, enjoyed collaborative composition, participants were also 

vocal about the challenges of the process. Participants highlighted challenges to participation, including 

unfamiliarity with the technology being used and requested even greater structure to be comfortable with 

facilitated collaboration. Further pedagogical considerations and questions regarding the toolkit’s design, 

along with suggestions from participants, can be found in Appendix E. Many of these suggestions have 

been incorporated into the best practices included in Appendices F & G. 

 

5.3 What are the benefits vis-à-vis well-being for participants of being involved in 

collaborative songwriting? 

 

To understand the possible benefits to participants vis-à-vis well-being of participating in a musical 

creation project, I chose to look at participants’ motivations for engaging in group musical performance – 

an experience held by each participant from singing in a choir. In introductory interviews, participants cited 

feelings of “camaraderie,” “community,” and “connection” as the significant benefits of group music 

making. The act of singing together made participants feel “supported” (P9), like one community (P2), and 

able to express themselves using their “whole self” (P7). Other participants enjoyed the process of group 

singing as it allowed them the comfort of singing without being the centre of attention. As Participant 3 

described it, singing in a choir allowed them to try something new in a safe space, describing the experience 

as “like riding with training wheels.” Participant 6 also commented that there was great pleasure in working 
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towards a shared artistic goal as everyone strived to sing the best that they could. The idea of harmony was 

also used both figurative and literally, as participants described singing in harmony as inducing “chills up 

the back of their spine” and experiences that were “brain tingling” and “electrifying.” Other participants 

spoke to the idea of harmony in a more figurative way, commenting that a choir is a formation of something 

“inarguably greater than the sum of its parts” (P8) able to allow people to feel both vulnerable and supported 

(P9). 

While participants did not describe the process of collaborative songwriting using the same 

language, an analysis of interview transcripts, e-journal entries, and composition session observations 

reveals that positive well-being indicators were also present during group music creation. The following 

section uses Martin Seligman's PERMA model (2010) to present some key findings of the possibilities that 

collaborative songwriting may hold in supporting well-being amongst participants.6 The PERMA model 

identifies that the elements of well-being are Positive emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and 

Accomplishment. There is precedence for using the PERMA model within research on musical experience, 

including Lee, Krause and Davidson’s (2017) research on music facilitation practice and well-being in 

Australian schools. These five categories are explored below with relation to participant engagement in this 

research-creation project.  

 

5.3.1 Positive emotion 

Participants displayed a range of positive emotions while engaging in this research-creation project. 

All nine participants continued with the project from start to finish, suggesting an overall positive 

engagement. Additionally, exit interviews indicated that all participants would be interested in participating 

in a project such as this again, describing the process as “fun” and “enjoyable” (P7), with one participant 

commenting that they “got excited and had a blast” (P8). From session observations, participants were 

laughing and making jokes, and our sessions were lighthearted and upbeat. Occasional frustrations included 

 

6 See Croom (2015) for a review of literature on the PERMA model and musical participation. 
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not hearing each other over Zoom or internet lag causing some voices to overlap. However, these instances 

were few and far between, with a positive mood prevailing. Participant 3 commented after the third session 

that “it was even more fun than the first session.” Participant 7 joked that they had booked off Fridays for 

the rest of the summer to continue to write music as a group, and Participant 9 commented that “It was great 

making music with you both!” Participant 6 stated that they “thoroughly enjoyed the process.” While it is 

clear that participants exhibited positive emotions during this short research-creation project, it would be 

interesting to discover if continued engagement in collaborative composition continues to provide a positive 

emotional experience. Future research should consider working with a group over several months on 

multiple songs to see if positive feelings can be sustained or accumulate over a more extended period. A 

structure such as this would mirror the community environment of choirs where members have often sung 

together for months or years. It is possible that this continued, and more extended engagement may help to 

engender even greater positivity through building community, shared experience, and stronger connections 

with other singers. 

 

5.3.2 Engagement 

Participants appeared to demonstrate a high level of engagement in composition sessions. 

Participants engaged well with their groups and chatted freely with their cameras turned on. The 

conversation would often stray from the task as participants seemed genuinely interested in discovering 

more about each other and their respective musical and personal backgrounds. From a tactical perspective, 

the online environment also allowed for turn-taking to become an adopted practice. As Zoom requires that 

only one person speaks at a time, we would take the time to hear from each participant after new ideas were 

suggested or clarified, offering everyone the time to contribute, discuss, and feedback. The necessity of 

observing a strict turn-taking protocol improved the project overall as part of the challenge that this toolkit 

has had in past trials is that often one member of the group would (usually unintentionally) dominate the 

narrative or lead the project. 
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Participants did not, however, fully engage with the research project in between sessions. Although 

engagement between sessions was optional, four out of nine participants did not access the collaborative 

document. Five out of nine participants also did not contribute to their reflective e-journals. As noted in 

Appendix E, this may be due to the technological platform that was used, causing a barrier in accessing 

these resources or that participation between sessions was not made a mandatory part of the project. To 

encourage equal engagement by all participants, guidelines for participation and an articulation of 

expectations about project engagement have been incorporated in the guiding principles in Appendix G.   

 

5.3.3 Positive relationships 

Participants appeared to bond exceptionally well over Zoom. While some participants knew one 

another before this project, some did not. Despite this, participants got to know one another quickly, as 

groups “jelled instantly” (P3) and felt comfortable sharing stories about their own experiences. Words such 

as “co-operation” and “respect” were used when describing the group dynamics, with one participant 

commenting that “everyone had something entirely different to offer” (P9). While this participant was 

initially concerned that they would not understand how to contribute to the group, they later commented 

that “it was amazing to see how all of us from a different place could still like speak the same language” 

(P9). Additionally, participants in one group exchanged email addresses to continue a conversation and 

make music together in the future. Exit interviews support these observations, with participants indicating 

that they felt positively towards their teammates. 

It is worth noting that despite reporting positive feelings to their fellow team members, there were 

multiple occasions of participants being unable to remember their group members’ names. These findings 

are consistent with Krout, Berks, and Muhlberger’s research that suggested that although the process of 

online collaborative songwriting resulted in the quick completion of the song, that it would likely take 

additional time to really develop a relationship within the team (Robert E. Krout, Baker, and Muhlberger 

2010). For future iterations of the toolkit, I intend to add another step before Step 1 to formally incorporate 

some exercises that will facilitate group members getting to know one another.  This step may include each 
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member bringing a piece of their favourite music to share, the inclusion of an icebreaker game, or another 

group activity to facilitate relationship building. Including this step will almost certainly help to increase 

levels of group comfort and connection. 

 The goal of the creation-facilitator to create an environment that fosters positive relationships also 

becomes increasingly important when considering research suggesting that the formation of group 

relationships may be more central to positive feelings of well-being than first thought. Steward and 

Lonsdale (2016) sought to understand the specific benefits of choral singing over other kinds of group 

activities and solo singing. Their research showed that choral singers and people who participate in group 

sports showed “significantly higher levels of well-being than solo singers. In other words, the two activities 

that participants pursued as part of a group yielded higher well-being scores. This finding might be 

interpreted to suggest that membership of a group may be a more important influence on the psychological 

well-being experienced by choral singers than singing” (Stewart and Lonsdale 2016, 1248). This research 

is also supported by Pearce et al., who suggest that ultimately it is the “feeling of being part of a group that 

yields health and well-being benefits” (Pearce et al. 2016, 518), and recent research on choral singing in 

Norway that found that it was the social and community aspect of singing that was perceived as the greatest 

loss during the COVID-19 pandemic (Theorell et al. 2020). To this end, I believe that allowing additional 

time and providing specific exercises that allow participants to develop stronger relationships with their 

group members may be central to further supporting well-being. As Stewart and Lonsdale suggest, it is 

perhaps more important than the actual act of creating or performing music itself.  

 

5.3.4 Meaning 

The process of collaborating on a creative piece allowed for participants to share stories about their 

musical backgrounds and to connect with one another through their musical tastes and experiences. 

Participant 8 describes some of the serendipitous moments that came through conversations about 

participants’ experiences and exemplifies a moment where a group bonded through their shared love of 

music.  
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I thoroughly enjoyed that even though we kind of started out with different 

ideas, there were sort of what I would call serendipitous moments of 

alignment. Where I happened to sort of say something along the lines of 

sounds like a jazz standard or Americana, kind of older showtune, and I’m 

also awful with names, so I can't remember his name, but the one fellow 

said "Oh, that's like my total bag." And then the other fellow was like, "Oh, 

the Andrew Sisters" and got really excited and was talking about his 

grandmother and how she would play him the Andrews Sisters... and it 

was kind of like a nice way of finding that common ground, even though 

we had been, and in some ways continue to be strangers. But there was 

this very sort of niche point of intersection.  

 

We see here that the collaborative sessions provided a space for participants to discuss their likes, 

dislikes, and histories. This opportunity is not so readily afforded in music performance, where goals are 

oriented towards rehearsal and performance of chosen repertoire. As Barrett suggests, composing is an 

exercise in meaning-making and “most effectively described as a dialogue between the child as musician 

and composer, the emerging musical work, the culture that has produced the composer and the emerging 

work” (Barrett 2003, 6). Although Barrett is speaking of composition within a school setting, I believe that 

the core idea of meaning-making still resonates here. Additionally, I believe that the collaborative nature 

of this project facilitated dialogue and meaning-making through not only a relationship with the music, 

oneself, and the culture in which it was created, but also through dialogue and shared experience with other 

group participants. I believe that this meaning-making process is also central to creating the playful space 

put forward by Kajikawa (2019), as the collaborative nature of the project creates space for meaningful 

dialogue, discussion, and participation.  

When considering the possible meaning derived from this project, perhaps unsurprisingly, the three 

songs that were composed centered around the theme of the COVID-19 pandemic. While the connection to 

the pandemic is not overt in all the compositions, the current world situation was undoubtedly a central 

theme that infused the lyrical material or, at the very least, acted as a point of departure. Participants were 

able to share their experiences of the pandemic, including feelings of isolation, separation from loved ones, 
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boredom, feeling trapped, and feeling lonely. In the following lyrics, these themes are clearly present in 

“Strong & Bold” and “I Feel The Power”. 

 

Figure 4: Lyric Examples for “Strong & Bold” and “I Feel The Power” 

Strong & Bold 

I wandered lonely as a cloud as if I’d lost myself a while 

The road unfurling from its shroud, revealed the world had lost its smile 

I wandered lonely as a cloud and watched the endless shifting sky. 

For now, I have the time to think and now I have the time to cry 

 

I Feel The Power 

I held a fear of connection, but now I feel so disconnected, 

The isolation we have battled, makes me long for reconnection. 

Too many voices muffled, within the darkness of our rooms, 

Too many lives reshuffled and disconnection looms, 

 

The process of generating lyrics created a space where participants could talk about the difficult 

experience of the pandemic without directly referring to their personal situations. As noted by Cohen and 

Wilson (2017), songwriting is often able to provide a place to process challenging situations and is, 

therefore, a particularly useful tool in music therapy. Silverman, Baker and MacDonald (2016) expand on 

this further, suggesting that group therapeutic songwriting, in particular, provides an environment where 

participants can experience universalization and normalization of their emotions and narratives through a 

structured exercise that highlights that an individual’s issues and concerns are not unique to them. It would 

appear that this same process may be apparent outside of a therapeutic environment. Participants in this 

research-creation project were able to understand more about each other and their sometimes shared 
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experiences during the pandemic as composition sessions afforded a site for dialogue, and ultimately, 

meaning-making. 

Interestingly, while “I Feel The Power” and “Strong & Bold” talk about the current COVID-19 

situation, both songs develop to talk about transitioning to a brighter future – a future where we can 

reconnect and repair. Several lines of lyrics demonstrate this transitional narrative.   

 

Figure 5: Lyric Examples for “Strong & Bold” and “I Feel The Power” (continued) 

Although the strings were broken, this guitar has been restrung, 

We miss the words unspoken, they must again be sung! 

 

Life from the dark and fearsome places, 

Life from the still and the cold, 

To the burning sun we turn our faces, 

And we grow strong and bold! 

 

It is apparent in both examples that participants discussed and expressed through their lyrics their 

hopes for a post-pandemic future. Through the medium of music and the music creation process, 

participants were able to play, imagine, and positively dream about the future as participants looked to make 

sense of and move beyond the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The third song took a different approach that focused on leaving the pandemic world behind 

altogether in their song “Takin' a Trip.” This song germinated from the idea that people had been “chained 

to their desks” during the pandemic, and that there was a shared want to break free from the current 

situation. This song took a less literal approach and focused on imagery around breaking free and escapism. 
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Figure 6: Lyric Examples for “Takin’ a Trip” 

 

We’re taking a trip, to a beautiful place, 

Not chained to our desks no more, 

There is nothing to stop us, 

No reason to wait, 

Let’s go, let’s head for the door! 

 

We’ll be skipping in the sunshine, 

Tripping on a sunbeam, 

Walking on a sundae, 

Drinking up a dream… 

Clouds like soft ice-cream. 

 

The songwriting process in this particular case was able to provide a break from reality as 

participants discussed what they would do if there were no COVID-19 restrictions and what they hoped to 

do again soon. Again, this supports findings from therapeutic songwriting studies where “participants 

reported value in being able to share their stories with other participants, and emphasized how much they 

gained from hearing about others' life histories” (Baker and Ballantyne 2013, 15). It appears that these 

findings from within a therapeutic context are present again when engaging a more general population in 

collaborative songwriting. 

Another important finding was how people described their experience of musical composition as 

being very different from their experiences of musical performance. Participants commented that they were 

“not as active” when singing in a choir as when composing (P3 & P4), and that choir did not allow them to 

give as much input (P5). Participant 3 commented that they felt engaged in an active process when 

composing, describing their participation in a choir as “much more passive.” Participant 1 noted that when 
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singing in a choir, “you are usually following what's on the page and following a conductor” and that you 

are not encouraged to have “free reign.” These ideas of the roles and responsibilities in performance and 

creation were also echoed by Participant 2 who commented that when singing in a choir, “you're not 

responsible for the song.” Conversely, they believed that with composition, the song “is yours, and you sort 

of have to get out there and bare your soul a bit.” This active participation appeared to heighten the 

perception of personal agency in the process.  In turn, this may translate into increased connection with the 

compositional process. Participants commonly described that musical composition allowed for musical 

freedom that musical performance did not necessarily afford. Participants felt engaged in a decision-making 

process when participating in composition and had a level of shared responsibility over the process and 

product. Further research should be undertaken to determine the extent to which musical creation offers 

differing options for meaning-making and supporting well-being that may be different in scope or outcome 

than musical performance. 

 

5.3.5 Accomplishments/Achievements  

One of the most significant findings of this research is the high level of accomplishment that 

participants showed. Overall, participants seemed surprised, and in some instances shocked, that they had 

been able to compose a song within the time allotted. In their e-journal entries, Participant 2 commented 

that “We made much more headway than I had anticipated, going into the session, and it made me rethink 

how I've approached the idea of composition in the past.” Participant 4 commented that they “couldn't 

believe we had a song,” and Participant 9 thought it was “amazing” that we had been able to put a song 

together over three sessions. These comments further support the findings of  Baker & Ballantyne's (2013) 

study that found that participants in a group songwriting project identified a strong sense of 

accomplishment.  However, the extent to which participants expressed their achievement was particularly 

notable in my project. Participant 3 commented that “it went extremely well” and was delighted to play the 

recording for his wife, who said that the music “could be in some Broadway show.” They went on to say 

that the success of the project was “certainly beyond [their] expectations” (P3).  Participant 9 also expressed 
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surprise at the group composition and recalled that upon listening, they exclaimed, “Oh my God! That's 

actually what we made.” Participant 3 was so surprised by how the process progressed that they wondered 

if they were being set up, commenting that they thought the rest of us were professional composers. This 

level of surprise is mentioned by Clark et al (2021) in a study of collaborative songwriting with those living 

with dementia and their caregivers who comment that the this level of surprise was not only expressed by 

those living with dementia, but that the “perceived difficulty of songwriting and surprise at ability to 

contribute was shared by family caregivers”. They go on to suggest that the level of surprise is “related to 

preconceptions about musicality and creativity” (Clark et al. 2021, 13). In summary, participants’ 

perceptions of the difficulty of composing, or how they might contribute to a compositional process, did 

not match the reality, as participants were able to contribute freely, meaningfully, and all achieved a 

completed draft of a song. It does, however, highlight the traditional conception that composing is a creative 

act that only the most gifted and inspired could undertake (Kemp 1996) still persist today. Collaborative 

composition using a creation-facilitator and toolkit model may provide a way to undermine traditional 

assumptions surrounding who can compose, what you can compose, and how you can compose, helping to 

demystify the compositional process overall. These ideas are more fully explored in the following section. 

 

5.4 To what extent does this collaborative songwriting model have the potential to shift 

traditional perceptions of methods of compositing and creativity, and thus represent a 

more inclusive and equitable musicking practice? 

 

While this research suggests that collaborative songwriting using this model can be a positive, 

creative experience for participants and support a positive sense of well-being, the potential for this method 

to shift traditional perceptions of creativity is less clear. Participants were surprised with their progress, the 

overall process, and the songs created. However, in many interviews and observations, there were still many 

traditional perceptions expressed over what composition is or why one might choose to engage in a 

compositional process. These are explored in the following key themes. 
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5.4.1 Musical product vs. process 

Throughout the interviews and session observations, the idea of a “musical product” was mentioned 

multiple times by several participants. Participants were concerned with the completion of a piece of music 

that would have a certain aesthetic value. “Taylor (2010) argues that amateur musicians seek affirmation, 

validation, and verification of their musical selves as part of a community of practice in a similar manner 

to their professional counterparts” (cited in Hallam et al. 2012, 12). This idea certainly seemed prevalent 

within my research, as although it was highlighted to participants that the project was interested in 

understanding their experience of composition and how composition may take place within a group setting, 

the group conversation often circled the need to have a finished musical product. Participant 1 commented 

that the most rewarding part of the compositional process was achieving the final song. Participant 9 

recalled a conversation with her children when she shared the song, explaining that “I actually did this with 

two other men that I didn't know”. They responded with, “Wow, that's really cool” (P9).  Additionally, 

Participant 7 specifically used the word “product” to describe the song that they composed. With a 

significant emphasis on the need for a final musical outcome, however, there may be limits to how people 

will engage in composition as there is a perceived pressure to make something of value to others. As 

discussed in Section 5.1.1 entitled “Distancing oneself from musical creation,” I argue that the need to 

create a final product of value to others is not seen across other forms of artistic creativity to the same 

extent. The commercialization of music and the structure of historical compositional practices seems to 

place an undue expectation on those who compose to create a product that can be seen as valuable to others. 

Additionally, whereas as in the opening interviews, participants had expressed hesitation in 

composing, suggesting that composition necessitated one to “get out there and bear your soul a bit” (P2) 

and that creativity is ultimately subject to scrutiny as “not everything that is creative is viewed as good or 

worthwhile or valid” (P1), all participants wanted to have their names included on the compositions as 

shared authors of the piece. This point is particularly interesting as although participants showed hesitancy 

in composing due to the possibility that others may not like their work, participants were ultimately 

comfortable claiming authorship of the song. Perhaps, with the knowledge that in commercial music “risk-
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taking in songwriting increases the likelihood of any individual’s product being valued as creative” 

(Marade, Gibbons, and Brinthaupt 2007, 125), participants are also applying this notion to their amateur 

compositional process, equating success to taking risks. To this end, I will articulate to both creation-

facilitators and participants in the guiding principles that the musical product need not be the primary focus. 

In these projects, the composition does not need to have any value other than to those who have been part 

of the creation process.  It seems limiting to think that artistic output should inspire or be regarded as having 

value to others. Perhaps it is healthier to suggest that composing in this project has intrinsic value because 

it provided a site for meaning-making and that the song is a byproduct of this process.   

 

5.4.2 Validation and responsibility in a group setting 

Participants expressed positive feelings towards the collaborative nature of the composition 

sessions, with exit interviews revealing insight into the possible benefits of collaborative composition. 

Participants commented that they previously believed composition was only a solo pursuit. As Barrett 

suggests, this is unsurprising as “The image of the composer as a lone seeker of creative inspiration is 

embedded in popular views of the creative artist” (Barrett 2006, 195). Participant 6 commented that their 

notion of composing was that it was a “self-informed” process “inspired by something that had happened 

or been experienced.” Participants commented that it had never occurred to them that composition could 

take place as part of a group but noted that the group nature allowed for ideas to be shared and bounced off 

one another as musical ideas were discussed, validated, and developed. Musical ideas in this way were 

given internal validity by the group, who were able to offer assurance to other’s musical ideas. This point 

is particularly interesting as introductory interviews revealed that a barrier to composition was the potential 

to feel vulnerable or judged by others. It may be that composing in a group setting lessens those feelings of 

being judged, as the final musical product is a collaborative attempt, and therefore, multiple people share 

the authorship, ownership, and responsibility for the work. In this way, participants could share their 

musical ideas in a smaller group setting, almost testing on the group how others might receive their 

creativity. This point is also interesting as the project was never conceived to have participants present their 
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work to others. Therefore, the risk of vulnerability from being judged by others is a perceived or imagined 

risk. While future projects may see groups perform their pieces because of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was 

made clear that these pieces would not be performed. Participant 2 offered some specific ideas as to why 

composing in a group was rewarding. 

 

I felt like I gained some confidence in in in going ahead [in a group], 

because when you're working alone, you're your own worst critic and 

when you have other people, you see well, you know, maybe my idea 

works, or, it doesn't matter… it just gave… I like having that sounding 

board to…flesh out your ideas and put them in perspective.  

 

 This idea of having a sounding board is echoed in Krout, Baker, and Muhlberger's research, where 

participants expressed that “brainstorming with another person was really helpful, both in the creative 

process and in affirming my personal ‘journey’. It was also helpful when the other person picked out 

particular thoughts as being potentially the beginning of a chorus, for instance” (Robert E. Krout, Baker, 

and Muhlberger 2010, 83). It seems that group composition in this way may provide an environment of 

productive discussion and validation that encourages participants to continue with the process of 

songwriting, using their shared resources to problem solve when they encounter difficulties in the process. 

 

5.4.3 Demystifying composition 

Another significant finding is how participants’ perspectives of the compositional process changed 

due to participation in this project. Participants commented that being engaged in this project made the 

process of composition more accessible (P1), offered a more structured approach (P4), and encouraged 

some participants to rethink their existing compositional practices. Participant 3, who writes parody songs, 

commented that the process will encourage them to write their own tunes “rather than always picking an 

existing melody to write lyrics to.” And Participant 1, commented that their perspective had changed in that 
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this process revealed “that you don't need necessarily a lot of time or Finale or all of these tools that help 

composers.”7 For one participant, the main barrier to composing was simply “never thinking to do it” (P6).   

The idea of possibility was also a central theme in exit interviews. Whereas introductory interviews 

revealed participants’ perceptions of composing as a highly inspired and self-directed exercise, exit 

interviews indicated a change in some participants’ thinking. Participant 8 spoke to how this project had 

changed their understanding of how composition may occur, saying that before the project, “I often held 

on to this idea that there has to be some sort of spark or ignition that inspires an idea” to compose. However, 

engaging in this alternative compositional process provided “fortification for the idea that you can be 

somewhat formulaic but still be creative.” In the past, they noted that a barrier to composition was “not 

feeling inspired” in the moment, however, participation in this project revealed that composition could be 

“a process” that may result in the creation of something inspirational, even if it is not born out of inspiration. 

They note that in the future, composing “would not seem quite so overwhelming” as they now see they 

could use a step by step approach (P8). 

For most participants, this facilitated, collaborative process allowed participants to reconsider the 

process of composing. Those who had composed something before commented that the process had offered 

them an alternative model or further empowered them to try to compose music, offering a structured 

approach based and concrete processes. For those who had not composed before, this project revealed the 

possibility that composing can be a process-driven activity and ultimately an accessible form of musical 

creativity. In this way, I believe my collaborative, creation-facilitator model for composing provides a direct 

answer to Kajikawa's call for music to “create spaces for everyone to play” (Kajikawa 2019, 171). All 

participants indicated that they would like to be involved in a future project like this one. This keen desire 

to continue collaborating and creating is clear evidence that participants value engaging in this kind of 

musical play. 

 

 

7 Finale is a piece of software used for the creation of musical scores. See https://www.finalemusic.com  

https://www.finalemusic.com/
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5.4.4 Viewing oneself as a composer 

While exit interviews and e-journal entries revealed participants’ views on the compositional 

process had substantially changed due to engaging in this project, participants were more hesitant in 

articulating if they believed they could personally compose or were a composer. This hesitancy persisted 

even though all participants believed they had actively participated within the compositional process. When 

asked if participants saw themselves as a composer, one participant rejected the idea saying that they were 

“too old to be a composer,” and Participant 6 commented that they were not a composer as they “didn't 

write poetry.” Conversely, some participants identified that their participation in the project encouraged 

them to continue composing. Participant 7 commented that they could see themselves as a composer “a 

little bit more maybe, because I actually helped compose something so that counts” (P7), and Participant 4 

was “willing to have a stab” at composing in the future. Participant 9, who entered the project with no 

compositional experience, stated that their “idea of a composer is somebody who's writing the full song – 

the full lyrics and, you know, actually capable of creating the whole piece of music”. However, they also 

followed up by saying that after their experience of being involved in this project, “who's to say I couldn't 

do that one day now?” Participant 8, in their final interview, also revealed several ideas that tie together 

some of the findings on product, process, and identification as a composer. In response to the project, they 

commented: 

 

I don't normally just sit down and say, okay, look, like pull an idea out of 

a hat or something like that, and then run with it, but I think this sort of 

illustrated that, like that might actually not be a half-baked idea. Like, I 

could just take a whole bunch of words in a hat, pull three out and say, 

okay, let's do something with that… And if the point is not to create a 

masterpiece, and especially if the point is just for me to have fun with it 

and be engaged with that activity, maybe that's actually a pretty healthy 

place to start, instead of requiring the universe to send me a sign.   

 

Here Participant 8 sets aside the need to “create a masterpiece” and embraces the idea that 

composition using a process-driven approach could be an opportunity to “have fun” and be “engaged with 

an activity.” While this suggests a more accessible approach to composition and musical creativity (more 
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similar to how a painter might paint for the enjoyment of the process alone), it also paradoxically reinforces 

the idea that a masterpiece perhaps does require a sign from the universe, or a spark, to achieve masterpiece 

status. Here we see a clear separation between composing for fun and composing for status, or, to return us 

to the ideas of Boden, the division between P– creativity and H– creativity (2004), with somewhat of a 

vacuum in between.    

Additionally, while group composition had benefits in allowing for a shared responsibility for the 

musical compositions, and therefore perhaps a feeling of being less vulnerable, this shared responsibility 

may also have caused participants to feel less of a composer than if they had completed the composition 

alone, or one-on-one with a facilitator. Furthermore, the use of a tool – the toolkit – may have diluted 

individuals’ perceptions of themselves as a composer as the toolkit was seen as fundamental in the 

compositional process. Although participants could be very much a part of the creative process, I wonder 

if the highly structured approach gave the impression of not having enough creative freedom. It may be that 

the reliance on the toolkit acted as a barrier to identification as a composer. This idea is supported by 

Amabile (1996) who suggests that a central tenant of something being perceived as creative is that it must 

be derived through a heuristic rather than an algorithmic task. They explain that “algorithmic tasks have a 

clearly identified goal, but heuristic tasks might or might not have a clearly identified goal; the important 

distinction is that, for heuristic tasks, the path to the solution is not completely straightforward” (Amabile 

1996, 61). Perhaps in this project, the toolkit provided a path that seemed too straightforward and therefore 

diminished the level of participants’ perceived creativity. To use an analogy, this may be similar to someone 

not considering themselves a painter when completing a painting by numbers. Using a toolkit for composing 

may have seemed utilitarian and misaligned from the ideas of genius, inspiration, and spark that many 

participants identified as synonymous with composing in opening interviews. Therefore, the use of this 

toolkit may have, in part, severed to distance participants from the idea that they had indeed been part of a 

creative compositional process. As previously mentioned, while participation in musical activities is 

commonplace amongst all individuals in different cultures worldwide, the Western world has historical 

structures that have equated musical participation and composition with elitism, distancing it from society 
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at large (Bailey and Davidson 2005). These findings suggest that these historical notions of composing are 

still pervasive.  

 

5.4.5 Reaching beyond Eurocentric practices 

 From this research-creation project, I believe that using a toolkit and creation-facilitator can move 

traditional notions of composition beyond Eurocentric practices as it offers an alternative model for music 

creation. Participants engaged in a creative musical process through structured guidance that allowed for 

individual contributions, meaning-making, and ultimately what seems to have been a positive experience. 

This musical process can further democratize composition as it allows those who have not received formal 

training to be active within a compositional process. This work helps to move the needle on the 

diversification of musical practices, particularly music creation practices outside of traditional spheres, 

actively encouraging participation, engagement, and play with music in non-traditional ways. As 

participants expressed, this toolkit enabled composition to become possible for them. It provided an 

environment where participants could actively play the role of composer and uncovered that composition 

is not just possible but can also be enjoyable. 

Music for me, and many others, is about connection. It is about connecting to a story, time, and 

place, but perhaps most importantly, music provides a vehicle for inter-human connection. Historically, 

however, Western Art Music has been synonymous with elitism and has privileged certain narratives that 

“mirror and reinforce societal inequality” (Kajikawa 2019, 169). Western Art Music has connected certain 

kinds of people at the expense of others. Importantly, Cheng reminds us that discussions that continue to 

challenge traditional notions of music must also be accompanied by a commitment to action (Cheng 2016, 

51). Using a collaborative compositional model, such as the one that I have presented here, can serve as a 

concrete process to facilitate composition amongst a much wider group of people than traditionally included 

in Eurocentric practices. This alternative model ultimately offers the opportunity for more people to connect 

through choral music and choral practice in diverse ways. Through this alternate practice, composing 

becomes a form of creative musical expression not for the few, but for the many. 
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Chapter 6 

Limitation of Research 

It is essential to consider the limitation of this study. First and foremost, the study design using IPA 

is intended to offer an in-depth analysis of the experience of a small group of people. More extensive studies 

using qualitative and quantitative measures will be needed to assess the wider use and implementation of 

this toolkit with different participants. However, this study does act as a promising proof of concept that 

examines what may be possible when reimagining composition. 

It would also be beneficial for future research to focus on the efficacy of the toolkit and participants’ 

experiences with a different creation-facilitator to establish to what extent I shaped participants’ 

experiences. Although I understand and celebrate that each iteration of this project will yield different 

results because of the different skills and experiences that each participant and facilitator bring to the 

project, it will be important to understand the extent to which my specific skills as a creation-facilitator 

impacted the project. 

Additionally, I believe it will be key for future iterations of this toolkit to be explicit in advising 

participants that this model is designed to challenge ideas around who can compose, why people should 

compose, and how composition can take place. I theorize that being explicit about the toolkit’s goals may 

help participants see themselves more actively as a composer, with the knowledge that they are participating 

in a process designed to help us reimagine traditional ideas of composition. 

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, I believe that the use of traditional Western musical notation 

to record participants’ ideas currently serves as a limitation of this toolkit. In using this traditional notation, 

the toolkit is intrinsically tied to structures of Eurocentric music. While the decision to use this musical 

notation was practical due to its widespread use in Canada, further development of the toolkit should 

consider ways in which these traditional practices can be subverted. Additionally, as I am a product of 

Eurocentric musical training, having participated in a traditional music education in the UK before 

emigrating to Canada, it is important to recognize my positionality to the toolkit and model that I have 
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created. As a non-Indigenous person in Canada, I locate myself as a settler-scholar on occupied lands and 

understand that this toolkit and model, as much as it tried to move away from traditional Eurocentric 

practices of musical elitism, has been developed by a single author. I assuredly bring with me my own 

musical preconceptions, ideas, and biases. To truly examine the full possibility that this toolkit may have, 

it will be imperative to encourage other participants, particularly those from non-Eurocentric musical and 

cultural backgrounds, to offer feedback and ensure continued development through an open-source model. 
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Chapter 7 

Summary 

From an analysis of the research data, it appears that collaborative composition using a creation-

facilitator model is possible and benefits participants. Using a toolkit to develop collaborative songs 

supports participants to engage in this creative musical activity, encouraging many participants to try 

composition in the future, and demonstrated to many participants that composing was possible for them. 

For those already active composers, this project offered an alternative model for composition that 

participants were interested in exploring as part of their own creative process. Participants were able to 

derive personal benefit from being involved in the compositional process demonstrated using the PERMA 

model. Additionally, these findings suggest that collaborative composition may be an activity compatible 

with the online environment. This research calls into question notions of the composer, opening the 

possibility of who can and who should compose music, and may work to diversify choral repertoire as it 

has the possibility of presenting local, lived experience through song. Here, music can be local and 

community-driven.  

While this research-creation project has answered several questions, it has also precipitated many 

more. Future research should consider: 

 

• What might be the potential of connecting individuals from different geographic locations to write 

a song about a common theme?  

• How might the age or musical experience of participants change participant experiences, and would 

this be a useful tool to use with children/young adults?   

• How does musical creation offer options for supporting well-being that may be different in scope 

or outcome than musical performance?  

• In addition to composing a song, what would the benefit to participants be of performing the song 

they composed, and how might this change their relationship to the process? 
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• What might the benefit be of running this project over a longer time period, and perhaps composing 

multiple songs with the same group of participants? 

• How might the process change when using a larger composition group? 

• How might participant experience differ if compositional groups were made up of people they 

know vs. strangers? 

• How might this toolkit be constructed to use different musical parameters (pitch sequences, chord 

progressions, Western notation) that move entirely away from Eurocentric practices? 

 

To conclude, I will draw once again on the work of William Cheng and Loren Kajikawa. Cheng centres 

their book Just Vibrations around a central question – “What if the primary purpose of sounding good isn't 

to do well, but to do good?” In this text, they challenge the often-central goal of musicians – to sound good 

– and encourages us to consider ways in which music may be used beyond an aesthetic goal. I suggest that 

collaborative composition through the process that I have described, in a modest part, may be an example 

of this doing – an active example of a process that can do good. Indeed, as Kajikawa reminds us, “the 

musical imagination [therefore] has an important role to play in confronting the most pressing challenges 

of the twenty-first century” (Kajikawa 2019, 170). In the spirit of finding ways to feed our musical 

imaginations, I plan to make this toolkit freely available online and open-source, so that it is accessible to 

anyone who wishes to collaboratively compose through this process.  

I hope that this research-creation project that encourages and facilitates musical creativity, in part, 

creates a space where anyone can express their musical imagination and ultimately cultivates an 

environment where everyone is encouraged to sing their own tune.  
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Appendix A: “I Feel The Power” Draft Score 
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Appendix B: “Takin’ a Trip” Draft Score 
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Appendix C: “Strong & Bold” Draft Score 
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Appendix D: Musical Recordings 

All three draft musical recordings can be accessed at www.changingourtune.ca/recordings 

 

 

 

http://www.changingourtune.ca/recordings
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Appendix E: Additional Findings 

7.1 Pedagogical suggestions and considerations for toolkit development 

7.1.1 The use of source materials 

The main challenge that participants spoke of was the difficulty in writing the words to the song. 

Although participants seemed pleased with the song lyrics by the end of the process, they described this 

stage as the most challenging. Participants suggested that starting with a set text could assist in the 

compositional process, where a poem, for example, would be used as a point of departure. Others suggested 

starting with musical samples for inspiration. Two further participants commented that it might have been 

easier to start by composing the music and then adding the lyrics rather than the other way around (P2, P4). 

Specific participant comments highlighted some of their challenges. When referring to the task of having 

to write the music and lyrics “from scratch,” Participant 6 commented, “coming in cold, without either 

[music or lyrics], I thought that was a little tricky.” From a project design perspective, the decision to not 

include source materials was a purposeful one. In this project, I was interested in exploring how the toolkit 

and creative-facilitation could support a group to collaborate on a piece that was entirely chosen by the 

group, and not influenced by existing materials. While this may have increased the level of challenge for 

participants, it in turn also allowed for the composition of a song on a theme entirely chosen by the 

participants themselves, and therefore likely more reflective of the experiences and thoughts of that group. 

With a central part of the rationale behind this project interested in exploring the diversification of 

repertoire, and alternative models of composition, it seemed counterproductive to include existing musical 

or lyrical materials in the process.  Future research may explore the option of beginning with a chosen text 

or musical theme.  

7.1.2 The use of instruments 

Several participants commented that they would have liked access to a piano or other instrument 

during the process to assist them in the musical composition (P6, P8). However, similar to the use of source 

materials, encouraging participants not to bring musical instruments to the sessions was intentionally part 
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of the toolkit's design. I was concerned that encouraging participants to use musical instruments may lead 

participants to engage with the process of collaborative songwriting in very different ways with relation to 

their experience of, or access to an instrument. 

7.1.3 The use of technology 

While previous trials of this toolkit saw the participants and creation-facilitator meeting in person, 

the COVID-19 pandemic required this entire project to move online. In many situations, the shift of in-

person projects to the online space can increase access as it allows individuals located in geographically 

different places to connect. However, the online space may also act as a barrier to participation if 

participants are unfamiliar with the technology required to participate. While participants appeared to 

navigate the Zoom platform easily, the collaborative Google Document used in and between compositional 

sessions proved challenging for several participants. As we worked our way through the steps of the toolkit, 

the documents became lengthy, and participants commented that it was at times difficult to discern who 

had written what (P6) and to navigate through the document (P1). While five participants did contribute to 

the online documents in between sessions, four participants did not. This lower level of engagement 

between sessions from some participants may be due to unfamiliarity with the technology used. In the 

future, I intend to design a document where each participant has a specific area in which to record their 

thoughts and ideas to clearly identify contributions, rather than suggesting people contribute their ideas in 

a less structured way. It may also be helpful to provide a short training session on the technology being 

used before participation to ensure that participants are comfortable navigating the online platforms.  
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Appendix F: Guiding Principles for the Creation-Facilitator 

The following set of guiding principles will be delivered to the creation-facilitator along with the toolkit.  

 

The hope is that these guiding principles will set the stage to facilitate productive collaborative composition. 

The creation-facilitator should review these principles before each collaborative session.  

 

Best general practices include:  

• Collaborative composition is ideally completed within four sessions of approximately one hour 

each 

• Participants will be expected to engage with the composition process for approximately thirty 

minutes between sessions 

• Sessions should be scheduled with approximated four days in between sessions  

 

This activity is designed upon the following guiding principles:  

• All people are inherently creative  

• Everyone can be musically creative regardless of education, background, or ability 

• It is no harder to be musically creative than it is to be creative in any other art form 

• Participants require no musical experience to be part of a project 

• This toolkit is primarily concerned with engaging participants in a creative musical process  

• There is no pressure, and it is not necessary, to produce a completed song 

• There is no expectation that if a song is completed, that it will have any value to anyone other than 

to the group itself 

• It will be up to the group to determine if the song should be performed or shared 

• The creation-facilitator shall act in a facilitatory role only. Creative agency must lie with 

participants 

• The creation-facilitator should create an environment when participants can get to know one 

another and feel comfortable contributing. This may be achieved through ice-breaker exercises 

appropriate to the group of participants 

• All participants should be given the opportunity to contribute equally 

• Participants should be given the opportunity to contribute in different ways: verbally in the session, 

in the chat, via the collaborative document, via email between sessions etc. 

• Composition sessions should use non-musical language. If a participant uses musical terminology, 

the creation-facilitator will de-code this language explaining the concept in non-musical terms to 

the group 

• The creation-facilitator will provide training to participants on any technology to be used in an 

introductory session before the first composition session 

• This toolkit and compositional model will always be a work in progress. Everyone that is part of 

the process is encouraged to offer their feedback at www.changingourtune.ca   

• While this toolkit has been designed and developed through research and testing, you are 

encouraged to adapt this toolkit in any way that facilitates the needs of your group 

• Participation in this project should be fun for participants and the facilitator 

 

http://www.changingourtune.ca/
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Appendix G: Guiding Principles for Participants 

The following set of guiding principles will be delivered to all participants before the first compositional 

session.  

 

The hope is that these guiding principles will set the stage to facilitate productive collaborative composition. 

Participants should review these principles before each collaborative session.  

 

Best general practices include:  

• Collaborative composition is ideally completed within 4 sessions of approximately one hour each 

• Participants will be expected to engage with the composition process for approximately thirty 

minutes between sessions  

 

This activity is designed upon the following guiding principles:  

• All people are inherently creative  

• Everyone can be musically creative regardless of education, background, or ability 

• It is no harder to be musically creative than it is to be creative in any other art form 

• You do not need to have any musical experience to be part of this project  

• This project is primarily concerned with the process of collaborative composition and not its 

product 

• There is no pressure, and it is not necessary, to produce a completed song 

• There is no expectation that if a song is completed, that it will have any value to anyone other than 

to the group itself 

• It will be up to the group to determine if the song should be performed or shared 

• The creation-facilitator shall act in a facilitatory role only. It is the participants of the group who 

will compose the song with the help of your creation-facilitator 

• All participants will be given the opportunity to contribute equally 

• Participants will be given the opportunity to contribute in different ways: verbally in the session, 

in the chat, via the collaborative document, via email between sessions etc. If you would like to 

contribute to the project in another way, please let your creation-facilitator know  

• The creation-facilitator will provide training to participants on any technology to be used in an 

introductory session before the first composition session 

• You are expected to attend all sessions and to contribute between sessions as asked to do so by the 

creation-facilitator 

• Be aware that different participants may have a different level of musical experience or a different 

musical background than you. Everyone is encouraged to contribute regardless, and all 

contributions are valid and welcome  

• This toolkit and compositional model will always be a work in progress. Everyone that is part of 

the process is encouraged to offer their feedback at www.changingourtune.ca   

• While this toolkit has been designed and developed through research and testing, you are 

encouraged to adapt this toolkit in any way that facilitates the needs of your group 

• Participation in this project should be fun for all involved 

 

http://www.changingourtune.ca/
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