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Senior Honors Project - Conducting Practicum

Rationale

Most music education majors take a year-long sequence of conducting classes in
their junior year, about two years before we student teach. Unfortunately, of necessity,
these conducting classes are rather contrived. Over the period of each quarter, we
conducted our ensemble of cooperative, musically mature peers through about five eight-
measure exercises focusing on a specific skill. Of course, since actual technique is only
one (small) aspect of work on a podium, we were also introduced to the process of score
study with its multitude of layers such as consideration of harmonic structure, stylistic
elements, orchestration, context (historical influences, information about the composer,
significance of composition), etc. At the end of that year, then, we fulfill the conducting
requirement with merely seeds of knowledge and a handful of isolated skills in our bag of
tricks. Oh yeah, we have a baton to show for it, too.

So, last spring (1997), a year after I had successfully completed the conducting
sequence, with my baton and bag in hand, I marched into the band room at Bellingham
High School for my last practicum through the Woodring College of Education. There |
was, in the face of reality. With the few opportunities I had to wave my magic wand and
throw my seeds of knowledge around, I soon realized that I needed a bit more practice
before I begin student teaching in the fall of 1998. With a year left on campus, I had time
to find more practice opportunities. I talked to the Director of Wind Programs, Dr.
Wallace, about that obscure class my eyes always skip past in the timetable, Music 451:
Conducting Practicum. Familiar with my experience at Bellingham High School and
future career plans, and aware of the inevitable shortcomings of the conducting classes,
he graciously agreed to let me do a conducting practicum with the Symphonic Band (non-
audition wind group) in which I would rehearse a piece with the group once a week
(about eight hours total of rehearsal time) in preparation for performance at the concert.

with brightness round about it

I already had a piece in mind when I asked about the practicum: Nancy
Galbraith’s with brightness round about it. 1 first heard the piece, and of Galbraith
herself, at the regional music educators’ conference last February when the All-Northwest
High School Honor Band rehearsed and performed it. 1 was moved by the combination
of brilliant shimmering effects and nostalgic, almost painful, melodic ideas, and 1 wanted
to know more about the piece. I was also attracted to the fact that it was a new
composition by a woman. I was hoping that the Symphonic Band would like it and be
able to play it.



The piece is basically in an arch form (ABCBA). In this symmetrical form, the
themes are presented and then revisited in the opposite order so that similar music is
heard in the beginning and end. Galbraith makes use of minimalist techniques such as
the repetitive melodic and rhythmic cells heard throughout. The piece is tonal, though
not in the conventional way; the harmony doesn’t really go anywhere (progress), but
instead just changes tonal centers. Just as the piece ends where it begins, the harmony
doesn’t take us anywhere either. She masterfully creates the illusion of forward
movement through her driving themes and rhythms.

The more time I spent with this piece, the more I liked it. 1 always found
something new each time I sat down with the score.

Rehearsal Planning

I began looking at the score and parts over Christmas break to get a basic idea
about the principal thematic material and structure of the piece. By the first week of the
quarter [ had a rough formulation for how I wanted to approach the piece in rehearsal. In
other words, I had broken the piece into its five principal sections and had decided on
how much time I wanted to allocate to each. My general overview of the rehearsal time
was the following:

first three hours - the principal theme which follows the piano solo
introduction and its return at the end (roughly 2/5 of the
music)

next three hours - the middle development section (about 1/5 of the piece)

next hour - the ending section (about 1/5 of the piece)

next half-hour - the introduction (about 1/5 of the piece)

remaining time - run-throughs

Before each rehearsal I would spend about three hours with the score, conducting
through large sections and transitions, practicing specific techniques, examining and re-
examining relationships. In developing each rehearsal plan, I would review my notes
from the previous week’s rehearsal and brainstorm some problem-solving strategies.

I thought quite a bit about the first rehearsal. The initial presentation of a new
piece of music is important with respect to the ensemble’s first impression and the
attitude and level of motivation that will carry through the whole quarter. 1 was
undecided about whether to try and sight-read the whole piece or to just spend some time
with the principal melodic material. I chose the latter. [ wanted the ensemble to *“‘buy
into” the music and was afraid that if they saw how repetitive the motives were they
would lose interest from the start. The main theme is very energetic and “catchy.” |
think I chose the right strategy. We sight-read the piece the following week after the
members had had a chance to explore it on their own.



The Videos

First Clip

The first clip is a sample of a typical conducting class assignment. It is
demonstrative of my skill level prior to beginning work with the Symphonic Band.
Second Clip

Due to discomfort with my presence in front of the ensemble, I was camera-shy
for a good part of the quarter. Though I would reflect and make notes of my impressions
after every rehearsal, [ really didn’t get the kind of objective feedback a video recording
will give until about the sixth week of rehearsal, from which this segment comes. The
footage is from the second half of a Thursday rehearsal. We are in the final phases of
putting the piece together. As you will see, this was the first time we had rehearsed with
the synthesizer. My plan was to spend some time with the introduction (the last large
segment to be rehearsed), play through some transitions, and run the whole piece for the
first time since the second week of the quarter when the ensemble was still basically
sight-reading.

I was a bit frustrated that the ensemble wasn’t shaping phrases in the introduction
(I had just rehearsed the brass in a sectional the day before and had spent a lot of time on
dynamic contrasts and shapes of lines). The ensemble seemed tentative with this section
and I was hoping that they would make more of it when they felt more comfortable. |
was very relieved that we made it all the way through the run-through.
Third Clip

The third example comes from the day before the performance. As I had the first
half of rehearsal, you will see the warm-up and tuning procedure. 1 was principally
concerned with spot-checking at this point. There were still some ideas that I wanted the
ensemble to understand and successfully convey. Because of this, I tended to talk much
more than was actually beneficial. I think this rehearsal would have been much more
efficient if I could have shown the ensemble with my hands the kind of dynamic contrasts
I wanted.
Fourth Clip

The final example is from the actual performance. As is evidenced, I never did
get completely proficient at 5/4, for in the heat of the moment I screwed up and lost my
place. However, the ensemble was incredibly aware and confidently played right through
it. As is natural with adrenaline, I took the faster tempo way too fast!! I couldn’t believe
it as [ watched the tape!! 1 am very impressed with how the ensemble just held on and
played with energy. I think it was obvious that they liked the piece and I feel that it was a
convincing performance.



Student Evaluations

The feedback I got from the students was honest and very valid. The areas for
improvement which they indicated were precisely those I had been working on all
quarter: tempo consistency, pattern accuracy, and eye contact (keeping my head out of the
score). However, I was pleased to see that the fact that I cared about the music and about
my work with them was obvious to the students.

Self-Evaluation

This practicum experience was perhaps one of the most difficult things I have
done since beginning my college career. This was the first time I was forced to combine
and apply the wealth of isolated skills (theory, ear-training, conducting, etc.) I have been
accumulating over the last five years. It was a challenge every week to put it all together
while I was on the podium. I was frustrated with how little I could hear while in front of
the ensemble. I had great difficulty sorting the mass of sound coming at me into
intelligible chunks. I was also frustrated by my lack of baton technique. Though I knew
the music and could talk about it, my technique prevented me from really getting
everything I could from the ensemble. I didn’t feel that I improved as much as I had
hoped I would; my technique was still in the way by the time of the concert.

It is amazing how complex something that appears so simple can be. Every time |
stepped on the podium there were at least four things going on at the same time:
interpersonal relationships, teaching, rehearsing (hearing problems and fixing them), and
baton technique. Some days my head would be spinning after a rehearsal.

I am very thankful for the experience and am just beginning to see the growth that
occurred as a result of such a test of my musicianship.



Student Evaluations
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DEPARTMENT OF MUSIC
ENSEMBLE EVALUATION QUESTIONS

Please respond to as many of questions 9-20 on the standard form as you
feel are appropriate, then proceed to the questlons on this sheet.

21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

A-"i.« \
?"‘,.“

PREE

Is well prepared for rehearsals.
Finds effective ways to improve the quality of the performance. -
Conducts the rehearsals in an effective and organized manner.
Encourages student understanding of the interpretive process.
Attempts to incorporate the teaching of major musical concepts into
the rehearsals.

Is fair and reasonable to students in the evaluation procedures.
Evaluation procedures accurately reflect the quality of performance.
Is readily available for consultation with performers.

" Functions as a role model for the students.

Creates a good professional working relationship with the
performers. .
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