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AbstrAbstractact
This artist statement and video offer an extract from an auto-ethnographic perfor-
mance of my learning journey as a doctoral student, titled The Lines Between Us.
The video provides an example of how I used arts practice research in my doctoral
thesis to bring together multiple aspects of my identity: those of singer, songwriter,
community musician, and researcher. I utilised my skills as a singer and songwriter
in order to better understand my practice as a community musician, to communi-
cate my learning process to an audience, and to become a more empathetic and ef-
fective facilitator working in a field that is deeply connected to social justice. Since
the video presented is a sample from a much larger work, this artist statement pro-
vides context for the reader / audience and guidance on how to engage meaningfully
with the performance. In particular, this statement will consider the following: What
is community music? Why arts practice research? What did this performance seek to
achieve? The audience is invited to experience this performance and to further dis-
cuss its efficacy by engaging with a series of points to consider.

KKeeyworywords:ds: community music, autoethnography

Video submisVideo submissionsion
"The Lines Between Us"

IntrIntroductionoduction
I am a singer, songwriter, community musician and researcher; consequently, my pro-
fessional identity has multiple layers. This video provides an example of how I used
arts practice research in my doctoral thesis to bring together these multiple aspects of
identity. I utilised my skills as a singer and songwriter in order to better understand
my practice as a community musician, to communicate my learning process to an au-
dience, and to become a more empathetic and effective facilitator working in a field
that is deeply connected to social justice. Since the video presented is a sample from
a much larger work, this artist statement provides context for the reader / audience
and guidance on how to engage meaningfully with the performance. In particular, this
statement will consider the following:
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• What is community music?
• Why arts practice research?
• What did this performance seek to achieve?
• What further implications does this research have?

What Is CWhat Is Communitommunity Musicy Music??
Community music is a fluid and often contested term (Higgins & Willingham, 2017)
and can be understood from a variety of perspectives. My use of the term is influenced
by the work of Higgins (2012) who defines community musicians as follows:

skilled music leaders, who facilitate group music-making in environments that do not have
set curricula. Here, there is an emphasis on people, participation, context, equality of op-
portunity, and diversity. Musicians who work this way seek to create relevant and accessi-
ble music-making experiences that integrate activities such as listening, improvising, mu-
sical intervention, and performing. (p. 5)

Community music rests on the belief that everyone has the potential to contribute to
a creative practice and on the conviction that everyone has the right to access oppor-
tunities to participate in music-making. With this in mind, community musicians are
defined as much by our social and cultural intentions and beliefs as we are recognized
by the content of our work. Sound Sense (the UK based community music organiza-
tion) defines the integrity of a community music initiative, “there has to be active mu-
sic creation, equality is central and the music making itself somehow tells the tale of
the community that’s making it. This is about what the music does as well as what the
music is” (Deane, in Harrison & Mullen, 2013, p. 41).

Therefore, if my doctoral research performance were to be successful, I would have
to utilize my skills as singer songwriter to demonstrate my practice as a community
musician and to better understand my commitment to “cultural democracy” (Higgins,
2012, p. 7).

WhWhy Arts Py Arts Prracticactice Re Reseeseararchch??
Arts practice research can be challenging and deeply rewarding, pushing the artist to
articulate how their art is a site of ‘knowledge production’ and, in doing so, bring artis-
tic and academic identities together. This is a difficult line to navigate, meaning that
this approach to research is still treated with some suspicion (Nelson, 2013). Howev-
er, many artist-researchers have successfully established the validity of this approach,
using art forms such as poetry, dance, and story as a means for producing and commu-
nicating research (Bagley & Cancienne, 2001; Quaye, 2007; Spry 2001). Arts practice
research creates space for us to feel as well as to verbalise knowledge. As Ronald Pelias
(2004) argues, “there is more than making a case, more than establishing criteria and
authority, more than what is typically offered up. That ‘more’ has to with the heart,
the body, the spirit” (p. 1).

As a community musician, I was seeking methods that allowed me to interrogate
my work with children and effectively communicate and discuss the resulting knowl-
edge with an audience of my peers. By ‘singing the data’ (Bagley & Cancienne, 2001)
I sought to invite the audience into the aesthetic and emotive experience of the work-
shop, before asking them to consider its wider social impact.

What Did This PWhat Did This Perferformancormance Seek te Seek to Achieo Achievvee??
The video provided is one small extract from a larger auto-ethnographic performance
mapping the learning process of the PhD. The overall performance maps my learning
journey as a doctoral student in which I was exploring the role of the community mu-
sician in a process of social regeneration, focusing on a specific long-term community
music project with children. From 2008 – 2016, I collaborated with the Irish Cham-
ber Orchestra to develop a programme for children in two primary schools, titled Sing
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Out with Strings. The programme works with 300 primary school children on an annu-
al basis. As part of Sing Out with Strings, every child is provided with a weekly group
workshop in singing and songwriting, two weekly workshops in instrumental tuition,
optional after-school orchestra and choir, and multiple performance opportunities. The
specific workshop I refer to in this video took place during my regular work as a com-
munity musician in this context.

I began this research endeavour by looking for proof of the changes that community
music brought about in others – I ended by acknowledging the changes that our musi-
cal community had brought about in me. This shift in perspective was made possible
by the insights achieved through the reflexive nature of arts practice research.

When my research began, I had a very clear sense of my identity as a community
musician. It was separate and distinct from my role as a singer, songwriter, and per-
former. However, through engaging in the level of reflexive work that arts practice
research requires, I began to realize that my work as a performing artist was central to
the progress of my community music work and vice versa – rather than being mutually
exclusive, they were in fact complementary, overlapping, and feeding into one anoth-
er. The lines I had previously drawn to divide my personal and professional / facilita-
tor and performer selves began to blur and fade. Instead, I began to explore lines that
connected these selves and reached out to others, crossing back and forth, and forming
an elaborate weave. The purpose of this process was not to disclose this new awareness
to the community of children I work with. Instead, I hoped to develop a heightened
level of reflexivity and a greater understanding of how my ‘private self’ impacted on
how I conducted my community music work and research. Emotions, experiences, and
lessons learned in my life outside of school began to walk into the workshop with me.
Likewise, lessons learned with and from the children I work with were carried back
out into my own compositional work and life beyond school. As Greene (1995) argues,
“through preferring experiences of the arts or storytelling, teachers can keep seeking
connection points among their personal histories and the histories of those they seek
to teach” (p. 42).

As I have acknowledged in previous work (Turner 2016), the aims I had at the be-
ginning of this research process gradually and significantly changed over time. When I
began, I was searching for:

…evidence of improved school attendance, higher self-esteem, better concentration,
greater social and academic engagement - proof that making music together added to chil-
dren’s personal and social development and therefore contributed to a ‘regenerating’ com-
munity. That was, after all, the “grand narrative” I was operating within; the “professional
knowledge landscape” where I facilitated the creative work of others, leading to an ex-
perience of gradual, transformative change (Clandinin & Connolly, 2000, p. 57). (Turner,
2016, p. 210)

Over time, I gradually relinquished the need for this ‘proof’. Through the use of nar-
rative inquiry and the tools of autoethnography, including the exploration of person-
al memory and experience as data, I began “to interrogate that knowledge landscape,
to examine the ‘grand narrative’ of my identity as a community musician with fresh
eyes.” (Turner, 2016, p. 210).

What FWhat Further Implicurther Implications Does This Rations Does This Reseeseararch Hach Havve On My Pe On My Prracticacticee??
I intended this performance as a way to share, and to understand who I am, who I have
been, and who I am becoming (Huber et al., 2013, p. 214). I was actively seeking var-
ious entries into the storied experience, approaching the development of this research
as “an acknowledgement of blurred, tentative, and multiple ways of knowing” (Pin-
negar & Daynes, in Huber at al., 2013, p. 217). With that in mind, the implications of
this research on my own practice were deep, wide, and varied. Perhaps most pertinent
to this performance extract is my understanding of reflexivity. Reflexive practice is
central to the people-centred work of a community musician. Etherington (2004) de-
scribes this as:
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an ability to notice our responses to the world around us, other people and events, and
to use that knowledge to inform our actions, communications and understandings. To be
reflexive we need to aware of our personal responses and to be able to make choices and
how to use them. We also need to be aware of the personal, social and cultural contexts
in which we live and work and to understand how these impact on the ways we interpret
our world. (p. 19)

When I engaged in this auto-ethnographic interrogation of my community music work
and identity, I was pushed to engage in a more nuanced and honest level of reflexivi-
ty. This is perhaps best understood through Sparkes (2002) description of a successful
auto-ethnography:

Auto-ethnographies can encourage acts of witnessing, empathy and connection that extend
beyond the self of the author and thereby contribute to sociological understanding in ways
that, among others, are self-knowing, self-respectful, self-sacrificing and self-luminous. (p.
223)

By exploring my community music work through story, song and personal memory I
engaged in this process of witnessing, and sought out connections between experiences
within and without the workshop that might not otherwise have been discovered. In
short, I am more aware, alert and ‘awake’ in my community music practice as a direct
outcome of this auto-ethnographic process.

The PThe Perferformancormancee
The extract provided here features two pieces of music from my auto-ethnographic
performance. The first song presents a moment of ‘zooming in’ on a specific memory
from a community music workshop (Clandinin & Connolly, 2000). The second song is
an original composition written to provide a moment of ‘zooming out,’ considering the
impact of this workshop memory within a wider social and political context. In order
to let the musical performance speak for itself, no further explanation of the songs is
given here. Rather, the reader is encouraged to move from this text to the performance.

PPoints toints to Co Consideronsider
After watching the performance extract, readers are encouraged to consider the follow-
ing points and engage in further discussion. These can be explored through dialogue
with colleagues, or as part of a personal reflexive practice, such as a professional jour-
nal.

• How would you describe your role and the context you work in to others outside
your field?

• Cast a critical eye on this description. What are the multiple selves contained with-
in your role?

• What (if any) are the connecting points between these multiple selves?
• How might you use your artistic /performative practice to explore your profes-

sional identity?

RRefefererencenceses
Bagley, C., & Cancienne, M. B. (2001). Educational research and intertextual forms of

(re)presentation: The case for dancing the data. Qualitative Inquiry, 7(2), 221-237,
https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040100700205.

Chang, H. (2008). Autoethnography as method. Walnut Creek, California: Left Coast Press Inc.
Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, M. F. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and Story in qualitative

research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Etherington, K. (2004). Becoming a reflexive researcher: Using our selves in research. London,

England: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

VOICES: A WORLD FORUM FOR MUSIC THERAPY INVITED SUBMISSION - SPECIAL ISSUE

Turner. Voices 2017, 17(3). https://dx.doi.org/10.15845/voices.v17i3.941 4

https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040100700205
https://dx.doi.org/10.15845/voices.v17i3.941


Greene, M. (1995). Releasing the imagination: Essays on education, the arts, and social change. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Harrison, C., & Mullen, P. (Eds.). (2013). Reaching out: Music education with 'hard to reach'
children and young people. Salisbury, England: Music Mark.

Higgins, L. (2012). Community music: In theory and in practice. New York, NY: Oxford
University Press.

Higgins, L., & Williamgham, L. (2017). Engaging in community music: An introduction. New
York, NY: Routledge.

Huber, J., Caine, V., Huber, M., & Steevs, P. (2013). Narrative inquiry as pedagogy in
education: The extraordinary potential of living, telling, retelling and reliving stories of
experience. Review of Research in Education, 3(37), 212-242, https://doi.org/10.3102/
0091732X12458885.

Nelson, R. (2013). Practice as research in the arts: Principles, protocols, pedagogies, resistances.
Basingstoke, England: Palgrave MacMillan.

Pelias, R. J. (2004). A methodology of the heart: Evoking academic and daily life. Walnut Creek,
CA: AltaMira Press.

Quaye, S. J. (2007). Voice of the researcher: Extending the limits of what counts as research.
Journal of Research Practice, 3(1), Retrieved from, http://jrp.icaap.org/index.php/jrp/
article/view/60/81.

Sparkes, A. C. (2002). Autoethnography: Self-indulgence or something more? In A. Bochne &
C. Ellis (Eds.), Ethnographically speaking: Autoethnography, literature and aesthetics (pp.
209-232). Creek, CA: Altmira Press.

Spry, T. (2001). Performing autoethnography: An embodied methodological praxis. Qualitative
Inquiry, 7(6), 706-732, https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040100700605.

Turner, K. (2016). Regenerating Community/Regenerating Self: Reflections of a Community
Musician on Working within a Process of Social Regeneration. In M. L. Cohen (Ed.),
Innovation and Change in Community Music: Proceedings of the XV International Seminar of the
ISME Commission on Community Music Activity (pp. 209-2015). Edinburgh, Scotland: ISME.

VOICES: A WORLD FORUM FOR MUSIC THERAPY INVITED SUBMISSION - SPECIAL ISSUE

Turner. Voices 2017, 17(3). https://dx.doi.org/10.15845/voices.v17i3.941 5

https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X12458885
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X12458885
http://jrp.icaap.org/index.php/jrp/article/view/60/81
http://jrp.icaap.org/index.php/jrp/article/view/60/81
https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040100700605
https://dx.doi.org/10.15845/voices.v17i3.941

	“The Lines Between Us”: Exploring the Identity of the Community Musician Through an Arts Practice Research Approach
	Abstract
	Video submission
	Introduction
	What Is Community Music?
	Why Arts Practice Research?
	What Did This Performance Seek to Achieve?
	What Further Implications Does This Research Have On My Practice?
	The Performance
	Points to Consider
	References


