
Beyond Leadership

Developing Student Voice in 
the Large Ensemble

Brian N. Weidner
Assistant Professor of Music Education



Leadership vs. Democracy

Student 
Leaders

StudentsTeacher



Rehearsal Responsibilities

The director

The students

Identification/
Selection of 

music

Score 
study

Rehearsal 
preparation Rehearsal

Performance

Practice

(Morrison & Demorest, 2012)



Democracy in Practice

Teacher

Student 
Leaders

All 
students



Developing Student Voice

• Students:
–Make decisions that matter
– Foster critical skills for collaboration and problem-

solving
• Teacher:
–Balances directing and mentoring
– Provides opportunities for student-led music-making 



Students Make Decisions that Matter 

• Key considerations
–Do the decisions by students impact 

the rehearsal?

–Do the students have the competency to justify the 
decisions?

–Does the rehearsal reflect the contributions of the students?



Students Make Decisions That Matter 

• Goal setting

• Crowd sourced rehearsals

• Engagement at multiple points



Collaborative Problem-Solving

• Key considerations
–Do the students have the musical and 

cognitive skills to think critically?

–Do the students have the social skills to work together?

–Are activities scaffolded to provide support for developing 
skills?



Collaborative Problem-Solving

• Socratic questioning

• Structured problem-solving

• Multiple points of leadership



Directing and Mentoring

• Key considerations
–As  a teacher, do you step away from the podium?
–As a conductor, do you model and guide practice?

Ensemble DirectorTeacher Conductor

(Allsup & Benedict, 2008)



Directing and Mentoring

• Cognitive apprenticeship
(Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989)

• Zones of proximal development
(Vygotsky, 1978/1997)
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Directing and mentoring

• Cognitive apprenticeship

• Mini-clinics/Conductor-less ensembles/Reciprocal 
teaching



Directing and mentoring

• Cognitive apprenticeship

• Mini-clinics/Conductor-less 
ensembles/Reciprocal teaching

• Opportunities for failure



Student-Led Music-Making

• Key considerations
–Do the students have complete control of music-making 

from repertoire selection through final performance?

–Does the teacher serve as a facilitator, rather than as a 
leader, in the rehearsal?
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Student-led Music-making and the Large Ensemble

• Extension of learning (e.g. Sectionals)

• Application of learning (e.g. Chamber ensembles)

• Alternatives to learning (e.g. Popular music ensembles)



Discussion and extension

• What experiences have you had with bringing student 
voice into your ensembles (successful or not)?
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