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Introduction

This portfolio is an introduction to my philosophy of teaching. It also provides personal
reflections on my students” backgrounds and capabilities, the contexts in which I teach, the
knowledge systems which inform and shape the study of music, and my general growth as a
university-level teacher. The narrative is self-reflexive and is couched in the first person
throughout, but also refers to scholars whose work reflects my personal approach to
teaching and knowledge transfer. The essay’s five sections occasionally dovetail in content,
but usually in order to provide further nuance to my overall approach and methods. Some
of the evidence which is mentioned in the essay is attached in the appendix, or is available

as a link online.

Philosophy of Teaching

For much of my academic career (from 2012 to the present), my teaching philosophy has
been rooted in critical pedagogy (Freire 1970) as it pertains to music education. Abrahams
(2017) and Vodica’s (2017) experiments with the twinning of critical pedagogy and Edwin
Gordan’s Music Learning Theory have proved influential in my recent formation. These
authors seek to empower students and to create the potential for student-teacher
transformation through reciprocity (Vodica 2017). I value both of these tenets, but also try to
incorporate another essential aspect of critical pedagogy: co-constructing knowledge rather
than transmitting it. As will become evident below, I speak about knowledge exchange,
rather than knowledge transfer. This concept helps me to remain grounded as a discipline

expert, but a learner in all other respects.

More recently, I have become aware of a philosophy called relational pedagogy. While
engaging more widely about this philosophy, I noticed it embodied aspects of my own
approach. I resonate closely with Pedagogical Relational Teachership (also known as PeRT),
which is a branch of relational pedagogy (Ljungblad 2019). This approach has been

described as,

contributing to the building of inclusive education by exploring relationships across
national and cultural boundaries. It is a relational perspective that does not focus on
the physical classroom, and instead highlights another space, the in-between, where
students and teachers meet face-to-face... PeRT embraces uniqueness, diversity and
difference. It also includes a relational voice that illuminates existential dimensions,
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relational aspects and values, with the essential aim of exploring and developing
new knowledge about teaching conditions that enable subjectification (Ljungblad
2019, 863).

In a sense, this is what some scholars refer to as transcultural education, in which all cultures
are approached with respect and curiosity. I have found that critical and relational
pedagogy complement each other. In my experience, critical awareness and reflexivity,
especially around classroom power dynamics and curriculum content, stem from a concern
for how students connect with and internalise material in relation to their cultural
worldview. The process involves questioning my pedagogical assumptions, especially as

they relate to my own experience of having been a learner.

I was formed musically in at secondary school level, which privileged western elitist ideals
and values. The curriculum foregrounded western classical music forms, harmonic and
melodic conventions, historical trajectories and sociological implications. These curriculum
assumptions impacted directly on the examples which informed my learning (familiar
songs, etc.), and were premised upon a teaching model in which questioning inherited
conventions and canons was discouraged. One comment from my schooling remains
embedded in my mind: “Bach could break the rules, but you are not Bach, so you cannot”.
Somehow the logic of this statement was never questioned by those who used it. The
curriculum’s focus also meant that music outside of the western classical canon was not

considered sophisticated enough or relevant to serious study.

The cumulative effect of this socialisation through the curriculum was staggering. It was
only much later I realised how strongly I had been formed to accept western major and
minor scales as the basis against which all other music could and should be evaluated. In
other words, I was assessing music (either western or non-western) in terms of how it
conformed to the conventions which tend to govern the combination of pitch relationships
inherent in western scales. Interestingly, western classical composers of the early twentieth
century began to critically question the typical assumptions of the western tradition by
actively ignoring its harmonic and melodic conventions (e.g. Debussy’s parallel
harmonisations), and including non-western scales and rhythmic patterns (e.g. Messiaen’s
use of Indian raga rhythmic patterns). For decades, scholars have been criticising the
assumptions which I describe above (see, for example, Schippers 1996; Volk 1998; and
Roberts and Campbell 2015). And yet, meaningful change in this realm has seldom taken



place in the South African primary, secondary or tertiary education spaces, as Carver (2020)

and McConnachie (2021) so cogently note.

Without the criticality of self-reflection on the performance of my students and their deep
learning of the curriculum, I would, no doubt, still be hammering concepts and canons the
same way I was taught them. I am grateful that my engagement with students personally
has helped me to look beyond my own background and thus to envision new avenues for
relational teaching in the context in which I now work. I discuss this in more detail in later

sections of this portfolio.

The impact of both critical and relational pedagogies can, and hopefully does, result in
transformation of both the lecturer and the learner. Carey and Grant (2016) discuss this in
relation to university music education, although they root their approach distinctively in the
Australian context. The collaborative effect which relational pedagogy instils in lecturers
helps them to see how they, along with their students, can become agents of transformation.
A critical and relational approach also forces a teacher to ask, as a Kivijarvi and Vakeva
(2020) do, whether Western Standard Music Notation (also called staff notation) is
appropriate or educationally inclusive and illustrative of the cultures which tend to be
represented in non-western universities such as UKZN. Indeed, in local universities, which
are presently characterised by debates about decolonisation and transformation, such a

stance is not only desirable, but a necessity.

Traditional models of music pedagogy and performance often rely heavily on a mentor or
conductor assuming the power of directing studies or rehearsals, leaving little room for the
voices of fellow performers or students in the building of musical curricula, repertoire and
interpretation. Zander and Zander (2000) question this sense of dictatorial power from a
practical and psychological perspective, showing that a more democratic and servant-like
sense of leadership leads to the possibility of more accurate and powerful performances
(hence the title of their book The Art of Possibility: Transforming Professional and Personal Life).
O’Toole (2005, 2) is more specific with her critical approach to the musical performance
status quo, particularly in western music, suggesting that “[teaching and] discourses are
fraught with power relations that serve specific interests and intentionally create silences

and gaps”. My approach has been to show how subverting the traditional model of music



pedagogy can lead to transformation within students and lecturers and, as a consequence,

transformation of localised societies (see Appendix 1a).

In the Discipline of Music at the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), teaching and
learning are essential components of the academic project. As a primarily practical
discipline, the teaching of music is more akin to the relationship between a mentor and an
apprentice. Musicians learn the art of making music by watching, imitating and then
collaborating with their teachers. For many different musical cultures across the world, the
art of music is considered a vocation which is passed down from generation to generation,
often within families, rather than a skill that anybody can learn. Consider the griots in West
Africa, for example, who have maintained stable musical traditions for several centuries.
The same is true in India and China. For this reason, and a number of other reasons (some
discussed below), music does not sit easily within the contemporary university milieu. On
the other hand, the teaching philosophies which I gravitate towards do not necessarily
perpetuate the status quo of mentor/student which is described above, and thus challenge

inherited norms and hierarchies.

Contextually, when one considers the government status of the UKZN as a research
university, the practical element of music and the highly intensive teaching/mentoring
system it requires seem ill at ease. Massification is not a concept which can easily be
accommodated in the mentor/mentee model. Likewise, producing large numbers of music
graduates does not equate with fostering a community of practicing musicians. Rather, it
tends to produce graduates with certain teachable skills which can be transferred to a school
classroom context (or ratified through a Post Graduate Certificate in Education qualification)
as opposed to performing artists. Additionally, musical artists are seldom interested in the
science and analysis of music. For the most part they are interested in perfecting their
performing technique in order to become proficient or professional performers. Thus, while
musicians certainly require the critical thinking skills which all academics prize, they tend to
apply them directly to the use of their instrument or in ways to maximize live (or recorded)
performance. A better model for UKZN’s research focus would be to abandon the practical
component of music altogether and instead teach only musicology, much like the
universities of Cambridge and Oxford do, or as UNISA does. In such a model, performance
training is delegated to private conservatoires. Generally, the South African model is more

akin to that which has been adopted in the USA where musicology and the techniques of
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conservatoire training meet and complement each other to form rounded musicians. These
rounded musicians are not necessarily intent on becoming academic thinkers or academics

as such, but performing artists.

For these reasons, the teaching of music in the context of UKZN (and most academic
contexts) requires a delicate balance of tailoring the curriculum to produce proficient
vocational performers, while still endeavouring to develop the academic skills which the
academy expects, i.e. writing using prescribed structures; developing critical and logical
reasoning skills; applying those skills to academic questions; becoming proficient in citing
materials; developing an ability to use appropriate evidence to defend an academic stand
point and so on. All of these academic skills can be helpful to musicians in a very general
sense, but they are not essential to becoming a proficient performer. Nevertheless, a good
number of internationally famous musicians who emerge from classical traditions (Western,
Indian, West African and Middle Eastern) also display excellent academic skills which they
use either to promote their music making, inform the historicity of their performances, or to

earn a living alongside being a skilled amateur musician.

Additionally, in the South African context, we have the opportunity to deliver a curriculum
which looks beyond our colonial past into a future where hybrid genres will likely
proliferate, and where critical analytical skills will examine far more popular music than so-
called art music. This is where the incorporation of diverse musical content and diverse
methods of analysis can help to usher in a more equitable musical future; one which is
representative of more than the Western Classical canon. It is such an ideal which I am

slowly moving towards (see Appendix 2).

As a lecturer/mentor in such an environment, it is my passion to bring to the fore the
practical strengths of the young musicians who enter our programmes, while also

developing in them an innate love of reasoned enquiry. I do this in a number of ways.

The first is to try and relate all the academic aspects of music directly to performance. An
example will help to demonstrate what I mean. In today’s world, it is not essential to be able
to read musical notation in order to become a skilled performer. There are numerous pop,
jazz, classical and folk musicians who are exceptionally gifted and skilled performers, but

who cannot read musical notation. Indeed, a number of the most successful musicians from



a financial point of view are illiterate in terms of notation. So being able to read and write
musical notation is not essential. Yet, in the academy, being musically literate is one of the
benchmarks of musical education. The benefits of being able to read musical notation are
numerous, especially because it enables musicians to read vast amounts of written music
quickly; it allows groups of musicians to be able to read one piece at sight simultaneously
and accurately; and it provides a lasting written source of a composition other than a sound
recording. There are, of course, many other good reasons for learning to read music
notation, and as noted above, some critiques of Western Standard Musical Notation in
particular. In my teaching, I use musical notation to show students how it can make their
musical lives much more fulfilling and convenient. Additionally, being able to express
themselves confidently in musical notation allows them to test the boundaries of the musical
tonal system, and to share their ideas with musicians from across the world who can also
read notation. Thus, practical music-making forms an integral part of my teaching process

whether I am teaching music theory, musicology or even academic writing skills.

Secondly, as music is often equated with the qualities which languages possess, I try to
incorporate elements of language acquisition to music notation and aural training, the
writing of harmony and counterpoint, and musical composition. For example, scholars show
that language develops in children through listening, imitating and then experimenting with
the grammatical constructions incrementally (see Vygotsky 1986). In music this is possible
too. In music theory one can teach the reading and writing of complex rhythmic patterns by
showing students musical pieces which they already know which contain those patterns. By
hearing and seeing how those patterns are linked, the brain is able to develop mechanisms
to reproduce in performance similarly notated rhythms without having to “read” them note
for note. In other words, the brain “reads” musical notation in a similar way as it reads
letters placed together as words - it sees the word, not the individual letters, then matches
that word with a sound the brain has associated with that word. Using this technique in
teaching allows students to bridge the gap between being able to use the musical notation
system from a theoretical perspective and being able to use it effectively to perform live
music. I use this technique to teach rhythmic notation. For example, the opening line of the
folk song Shosholoza can be notated like this (and if you can sing Shosholoza you can perform

this rhythm:
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Thirdly, music is a cultural phenomenon. To ignore this important aspect of music is to
ignore an elephant in the room. Ethnomusicologists have been forging a path in both
academic literature and praxis on how to incorporate the vast amount of ethnomusicological
research into the teaching and learning sphere (see, for example Campbell 2003). The
majority of students in my classes at UKZN are not from the same musical culture as my
own. Most grow up with a mixture of quasi-traditional Zulu musical idioms (maskanda,
isicathamiya and the black choral tradition, all of which are hybrid musical traditions) mixed
with local and international popular musical genres. Generally, they gravitate to popular
styles which they tend to imitate - the likes of Beyonce, Lady Gaga and local Kwaito,
Amapiano, Gospel and pop stars. I, on the other hand, was brought up and trained in the
western classical tradition, largely based in the religious repertoire of Anglican and Catholic
churches. In order to teach the tenets of music to my students so that it will be useful to
them requires that I discern which aspects of musical notation, harmonic conventions,
counterpoint, composition and history are generally applicable across the board, or which
need not be in the curriculum. I am also challenged to include examples from a large array
of musical cultures in order to demonstrate the transferability of musical techniques. Yet, it
is often with local songs which are commonly known (for example, the National Anthem, or
Shosholoza, or Miriam Makeba’s Click Song) that I attempt to teach musical ideas of
structure, harmonic tendencies, melodic contours and tonality. This helps students to
understand that notation systems and methods of writing academically about music can be
rooted in local traditions as well as those from far distant places. In other words, I try to root
them within their own tradition in order to be able to look beyond it with appreciation. For a
formal example of how I use local music to introduce staff notation rhythmic devices, see

https:/ /voutu.be/ m6Eaym11x8 and Appendix 3.

An awareness of musical culture also necessitates an understanding of language, because
musical traditions are almost always integrally related to the language groups in which they
function (see Nzewi 1999 and Agawu 2008 as examples of this phenomenon in Africa). For
this reason, particularly at the foundation level of our music programmes at UKZN where
students need to develop strong base-line skills, I have been experimenting with and

developing ways to engage students in their own mother tongue.

I am not an isiZulu speaker, but I can almost always identify bilingual students who are

quick learners and who can then help to explain concepts in isiZulu to the rest of the class.


https://youtu.be/_m6Eaym11x8

To ensure a greater possibility of deep learning over the past four years, I have been
involved with a large cohort of colleagues and students at UKZN and the Durban University
of Technology (DUT) in creating a technical glossary for music in isiZulu/English, and then,
in turn, using this glossary to facilitate the translation of the textbook I wrote for foundation
music skills from English to isiZulu.! My colleagues and I have written a journal article on
this process which has been peer reviewed and is due to be published in the journal Southern
African Linguistics and Applied Language Studies later this year (see Appendix 1c). I have also
written a peer reviewed journal article on the journey to developing the glossary (Bethke
2021, see Appendix 1b). To date, I have been able to enlist the help of senior isiZulu students
to help me record short videos on the concepts I teach in the foundation year so that new
students can be able to have fundamental ideas conveyed in a language they know well.2
Additionally, because senior students present alongside me in the videos, students see that
others have managed to understand these concepts and use them effectively in their own

lives.

This bilingual language and cultural project in teaching music theory represents the most
innovative aspect of my teaching. It's cumulative impact on the module pass rate is
demonstrated in Appendix 10. I am now extending this beyond the music fundamentals
modules into my teaching approach for level 2 and 3 of music theory in the BA in Music
degree. I have already started including musical examples from local musical traditions in
order to demonstrate aspects of contrapuntal technique. For example, I routinely use the
traditional Xhosa choral composition Bawo Thixo Somandla to show how three-part
counterpoint can operate in local forms. I also use a number of shorter political toyi-toyi
songs to show how call-and-response technique has strong similarities to the western
technique of designing a melody (question and answer phrases). A colleague of mine have
recently published a research article to demonstrate harmonic and contrapuntal techniques
(specifically stretto) in choral music composed by black South African composers (see
Appendix 4). The aim of the research is to show that hybrid compositions, in which western
and local musical systems are blended in varying degrees, can be used effectively to teach

harmonic concepts without reference to specifically western music. Additionally, such an

1 For a picture of an extract from the published text, see Appendix 3.
2 See, for example, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_m6Eaym11x8. Other such videos are also available
on my YouTube channel. See https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCdklp6cldsKMgKCSXtp6dFQ?app=desktop.
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approach can help students to associate more readily with concepts which may have

western nomenclature, but which have local application.

The process of producing this text book showed me something very important: it was not
only situating the content locally which was important, but equally questioning its
dominance. I started asking if staff notation was helpful or necessary as a system of
recording music manually, especially in relation to local musical genres such as Maskandi,
Isicathamiya or Amapiano. Part of my most recent experiments in curriculum reform have
been to introduce local music as a starting point for advanced critical analysis, and
providing hybridic music as a springboard to discuss the interaction of Western and local

musical genres (see Appendix 5).

In terms of assessment, I have learnt a great deal at the end of each year by reflexively
considering the efficacy of knowledge exchange in the modules I teach. I was formed as an
undergraduate primarily through essay writing and large-scale year-end examinations.
While I found this formation process enriching and helpful, I always wondered how
effective it was in terms of knowledge/skills transfer. When I reflected critically on my
undergraduate education, I realised that I had learnt more from the practical experience of
being mentored by my practical lecturers than I had from the formal lecture-style theory and
history lessons in which I participated. As a new lecturer some years ago, I tried to reflect on
the performance of my students annually, in order to work out why many of them were not
meeting my expectations. Eventually I realised that my approach to assessment needed to
focus on establishing processes (or protocols) and then practicing them regularly in
numerous different contexts in order to see if students could apply the general concept,
rather than just describe it. It has taken me well over a decade to develop more effective
forms of assessment to ensure that knowledge exchange is not simply a matter of testing
content (as important as this is) but, more importantly, that knowledge can help students to
function as musicians or academics more effectively. I hope I will continue to be developing

new ways to assess throughout my career.

As I now remind my students regularly (at all levels), as lecturers we are trying to equip
them with the mechanisms to interpret data responsibly and effectively. The amount of data
we are exposed to today is vast. Being able to critically assess it, whether it be musical,

academic or political in nature, is essential to be able to live and work. Those who learn
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these skills will undoubtedly find it much easier to function and create a vocation within the
developing technological world. As a result, my assessments now focus more on applying
skills rather than describing them. This is helpful in that it is rare that an applied skill can be
plagiarised. If you ask students to use their skills to produce something unique of their own,
they cannot always use the internet to copy and paste, although with the dawn of Al, it is
becoming more and more possible for a computer to create an “original” artefact. One of my
most pressing goals for 2026 is to upskill myself on how to incorporate Al effectively into the
music curriculum. I am already trying to teach students how to use Al instruments ethically,
and I am experimenting with different platforms to see which are most effective for
academic purposes; a process which is suggesting that “Claude” is among the best (see

https:/ /claude.ai/).

One of the advantages of working in a small department at UKZN is that I have regular
contact with my colleagues who either team-teach with me for particular modules, or
“inherit” my students at higher levels. In the modules in which I am a co-lecturer, my
colleagues and I regularly review the impact of our teaching methods and assessment
techniques. For example, in a foundation module called Introduction to Academic English and
Literature A, my colleague Debbie Mari and I meet at the end of each semester specifically to
evaluate how the module went, what teaching challenges arose, the concepts students found
difficult to understand, the responses to our assessment tasks, and the overall results. By
scrutinising our approach, we have been able to focus on particular aspects of the course
where students tend to show the greatest weaknesses. Thus, in 2023 we rearranged our
approach to teaching academic writing. Instead of teaching grammar and including a
number of specific exercises, we are now requiring students to write short paragraphs on a
range of topics and then teaching grammar in the process of writing as a process of learning
(see Appendix 6). In this way we are seeing a much quicker application of grammar
conventions as opposed to our previous method. Similarly, after finding from my colleagues
that my students who were moving from the foundation into level 1 modules were still
struggling with reading rhythms, I have focused on teaching rhythm in a new way (see my

discussion above about Shosholoza).

Finally, in terms of teaching, I am and always will be a learner. This is why I spoke earlier
about knowledge exchange, rather than knowledge transfer. While I may be a subject expert,

I am not an expert teacher. I learn something new about knowledge every year as I
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encounter new groups of students with different worldviews and different expectations.
What works one year does not always work another year. For my students, it helps them to
know that while I may have reached one pinnacle of the knowledge spectrum by earning a
PhD, I still have much to learn which only they can teach me. In other words, the power
relationship in the lecture theatre or supervision context is reciprocal. I am not the only one
teaching, and my students are not the only ones learning. We both teach and we both learn,

although we may not necessarily always be aware that this is happening.

Reflection on Students

In the past seven years, since I have been at UKZN, the Discipline of Music has tended to
attract students from underprivileged backgrounds who have little, if any, formal musical
training. They also tend to lack formalised writing skills in their mother tongue and in
English. For the most part, this is no fault of their own, but the result of systemic educational
problems which are inherent in schools from quintiles 1-3. The university curriculum
presents music cultures and notations which are sometimes culturally foreign to students
from rural backgrounds. Thus, most of our students struggle to adjust the focused nature of
tertiary level education. In order to begin closing these educational gaps, and to ensure that
students will be able to function independently as musicians, the music staff created the
foundation year for the BA in Music degree (see Appendix 7). This extra year seeks to
address as many of the fundamental concepts as possible which relate to music-making. A
year is not really long enough, but we are able to witness huge educational strides in a
number of our foundation year students. In general, our undergraduates are not the only
ones with academic weaknesses. Our honours, masters and PhD candidates tend to be weak
writers too. There are many reasons for this, but primarily it is because they tend to focus

their energies on becoming musical performers, not academic writers.

For me, a valuable aspect of teaching is creating a safe space in the lecture venue where
students are able to feel that the questions they ask will not be ridiculed by me or the other
students. Cultivating such an ethos takes time, especially with new students. It requires
from me the ability to empathise with a feeling of uncertainty and vulnerability so that I can
come alongside students, empowering them rather than undermining their self-confidence. I
also find that involving students in group work/performances helps them to put key

concepts into practice within the class situation before they need to perform on their own
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(see https:/ /youtu.be/DHIA2hAWZmU). In this way I can begin to evaluate if students

have grasped a concept in real time and then help to make corrections immediately, if
necessary. Over the last few years I have found that it is better to test key concepts as soon as
possible after they have been taught rather than hoping that they have taken root and will be
used correctly at a later stage. Thus, even though most of my classes are theoretical in nature
or content-based (e.g. notating musical rhythms), I always try to relate them to practical
contexts and then apply them there and then to reinforce the concept. This mixture of
different modes of teaching in turn usually includes several modes of learning (kinetic,
visual, aural, etc.).3  have found that the practical aspect of my teaching method is what
galvanises a sense of trust. I suspect that this is because I give each group which is testing a
concept a fair amount of individual attention. In this way I become acquainted with

individuals’ strengths and weaknesses.

Part of my teaching approach involves learning about the background of my students and
what kind of knowledge they bring with them into class. I do this by tapping into the
“informal” curriculum which students experience as they negotiate university life. Often
before a class begins, I chat with individuals to hear their stories of life in residence, or their
recent trips to the “farm”, or about what kind of difficulties they face when travelling to and
from campus. Many of my newer students (especially those funded by NSFAS) are
overwhelmed by dealing with their own money and learning how to budget effectively.
More advanced students face other issues; sometimes pregnancy, rape or death in the family
(see Appendix 8). It is through giving students an encouraging word or noticing that they
are not themselves, that contextual information pours out of them, like water pours out of a
jug. I have been able to bring some of these circumstances into play within the teaching
space, especially in my academic skills classes where I can introduce local short stories with
themes which are pertinent. I have found, for example, that the short stories of Niq Mhlongo
promote a great deal of sharing within the safe space of the classroom.* I am grateful to a
colleague who introduced me to these stories - they are laden with important and pertinent
issues with which many of my students resonate. They have also taught me something of

the ethos of South African township life.

3| have tried to build teaching environments which use each of the VARK modes of learning in order to reach
as many students’ learning strengths as possible. See Fleming (1995).
4 See, for example, Mhlongo (2018).
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It seems that my approach has been useful to at least a few students. Some of them have
written to me through WhatsApp or email to say how much they appreciated what I taught
them or the way I taught it. Appendix 9 provides several examples of unsolicited WhatsApp

messages which describe the impact of my teaching approach.

An important aspect of my teaching method to lecturing is to find ways to encourage those
who are academically strong. I do this primarily by getting them to help me explain
concepts in Zulu or to be tutors for students in lower levels of the curriculum, i.e. I put them
in a position to act as co-teachers. When I am first introducing a concept, it is easy to see
who has grasped the idea. They manage the class examples easily and get the exercises
correct. From that point, I can engage those who are front runners in the class to address
specific problem areas in a concept (a particular step in a process, for example). Usually I
give two or three of them a chance to come and teach that part of the concept, helping each
other as they progress. The rest of the class often begins to contribute as a result. Given that
many of my students intend to go on to do a Post Graduate Certificate in Education, I am
now dividing them into small groups and asking them to consider how they might embed a
concept within the worldview of a Grade 10, 11 or 12 class of Zulu speakers. Then they
present their deliberations to the class. This peer learning and embedding of the curriculum
into local contexts helps students to see how knowledge can be adapted or contextualised

appropriately. It also creates a new sense of ownership of knowledge.

My work, of course, is not only with undergraduates. I also supervise post graduates. Like
my undergraduates, they are often second-language English speakers, and thus, reading and
writing in English can present difficulties. My approach has been to meet weekly with each
student individually to hear feedback about the reading they have been doing and to work
through small parts of writing they have done. This piecemeal approach allows me to
monitor if students have fully understood what they are reading, and also if they are picking
up conventions in academic writing and citation style in their written work. I have found the
process to be extremely slow in some cases, but the overall result is more realistic in terms of
the students’ abilities. Very recently, once students have completed final written drafts of
chapters, using the piecemeal approach described above, we have experimented with
ChatGBT or Claude as an editing tool to iron out stylistic problems related to non-English
speaking writers. Having examined masters theses by English second- and third-language

speakers, I know that sometimes the meaning and genius of their work can get lost because
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of difficulties in expressing meaning. By allowing Al to resolve some of the language
problems, language itself does not become a barrier to a student being completely
understood by an examiner/s. Rather, the content itself becomes the focus. While Al often
sorts out the most glaring problems, it cannot resolve all language issues, because it too can
sometimes misinterpret meaning. Thus, it is still important for students to engage fully with
what ChatGBT offers them in response to what they have asked it to do. Obviously, such an
approach demands careful monitoring and regular interaction between supervisor and
student. At the same time, students are able to interact with Al in a responsible way without
compromising their integrity. Instead, they are able to view it as a companion resource
which can assist them in aspects of their work, but which cannot adequately do the work for

them.

Increasingly, lecturing and supervising are happening both live and online. While I prefer
the live context, where I can see my students’ faces and gauge their participation, I realise
the opportunity which remote instruction offers. For example, recently in my capacity as
choral studies lecturer, I was asked to conduct the student choir for UKZN's twenty-one
autumn graduation ceremonies. As these ceremonies happened during semester time,
having the ability to continue teaching online (in a small store room, with an A4 size white
board, between choral items) was incredibly helpful. Yet, I still feel that the type of students
which normally come to UKZN benefit more from face-to-face learning. I have noticed, for
example, that a student who has been attending my level 3 theory class this semester
remotely because she has recently had a baby, has not performed nearly as well as she
normally does (end of 2nd semester she received a final mark in the high 80s; while this
semester her mark is in the low 70s). While this is invariably also due to the birth of her
baby, my experience during Covid-19 suggests that live teaching is almost always more

effective for my students.

In essence, then, the students I generally work with are from underprivileged sectors of
society. They have not always had access to adequate secondary education, and there are
often large gaps in their general knowledge. In particular, their formal musical knowledge is
often underdeveloped. However, they do come with a fair amount of experience as amateur
performers. They also come with cultural knowledge which enriches my own learning
experience as a lecturer. My teaching approach focuses on building relationships with

students in order to discern where gaps exist in their training, and then to fill those gaps
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through practical and theoretical training. The critical pedagogy and relational pedagogy
both play an important role in shaping my approach to students, in order to ensure that I am
at the forefront of understanding their needs and preparing content which will help them

negotiate learning tasks with a greater chance of retention and contextual application.

Reflection on Context

The tertiary education sector in South Africa is in a state of extreme uncertainty. The
funding models which have undergirded the local sector for several decades have been
brought into question by various student-driven protests. In response, the state and
universities have sought to make higher education more accessible to all South Africa’s
people. Whether this new approach will be sustainable in the long term is yet to be
determined, but one of the effects of this funding change is that universities like UKZN are
now almost entirely state funded because of NSFAS student grants. While this funding
development has provided access for poorer students, it has also had an economic effect in
real terms for key university structures such as libraries. Departments, such as music, which
tend to require hefty financial support, have also begun to bear the brunt of financial cut
backs. Another factor which has negated growth in music departments across the country is
that the current model of university subsidy from the government is related to student
throughput and peer reviewed publications. Musicians who work in the academy tend not
to publish written artifacts, focusing instead on live performances. Recognition for such
performances is gradually happening in the mainstream, but universities like UKZN have
not been at the forefront of assessing such performances as “research”. The overall result is
that it often appears that music departments are under-performing in the research aspect of

their key performance areas, and consequently their funding can suffer.

The upshot of decreased funding, increasing student numbers (with lower levels of
university readiness), and pressure to produce published knowledge, is that music
departments struggle to keep up with disciplines that foster tangible research artefacts.
Likewise, their staff struggle to meet standardised criteria for promotion. This can, and often
does, lead to low morale, and a lack of vision for the kind of future the country is heading

towards.
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Another neglected issue which still holds currency today is the residue of UKZN’s past. The
university which was established as UKZN in 2004 was a merger of two older institutions
each with their own established reputation and ethos. The course of the merge has left
considerable scars, which still seem rather raw in some respects. Additionally, DUT’s music
school was merged with UKZN's about 15 years ago. This merger created one centre for
tertiary music study in KwaZulu-Natal, but it has also meant that the more practical ethos of

DUT has had to be largely reimagined within the research university sphere of UKZN.

Considering all of which I have already discussed above, and understanding UKZN’s
history, teaching in such circumstances can be trying at the best of times. Probably the most
difficult aspect as a white man is negotiating contested spaces relating to race and power,
access to resources and decolonisation of knowledge bases. I have been finding that the
approach which I have described above, especially as it relates to applying skills across
several different cultural spectra musically has helped both me and my students to find a
luminous, “hybridic” space where new ideas can emerge and take root. My recent
publications on making local music an integral part of the curriculum mirror this hybridity
(see Appendix 11). In particular, I have tried to allow students to incorporate their
experience into their music-making. In music theory and musical composition this means
helping students to find a voice of their own which resonates with their own musical
inheritance, whatever that may be. For example, in some of my music theory classes I ask
students to compose a song orally in groups and then record it on their cell phones. In the
course of the semester we use techniques of musical notation which they are learning to
notate that piece. Often the pieces they write reflect their own tastes. As a result, the
teaching material is theirs - I simply teach them the tools to express the song in notation (the
video cited above is a group composition project which led to notational scripts). In my
academic writing skills classes, I try to incorporate student issues into the writing tasks I
assign. I try to make these issues as pertinent as possible, because then the students will
more likely be motivated to write, rather than being forced to write (see Appendix 6, where I
used a discussion of culture, specifically the ancestors, to talk about topic sentences - in the
discussion around this paragraph, the class noted their familiarity with such contexts and

even offered some commentary about the social problems it posed).

In the past five years, our discipline has embarked on a thorough curriculum audit and

realignment. For many of us in the discipline, this has required a fair amount of soul
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searching. We have had to challenge our own prejudices relating to the teaching of music,
and the application of musical knowledge to performance. As a result, and as I have already
shown above, for me this has forced me to be a constant learner - trying to find out how best
to impart my own passion for music to groups of students who may not share the particular
nuances of my passion. The transformation of the curricula which I teach is thus a gradual
and organic process. Often, I need to be flexible on my feet in the lecture theatre to ensure
that I meet students on their level and help them to improve their technical skills. As a
musician, such improvisation is already an ingrained skill, and it comes with a certain
degree of excitement. The more difficult part is trying to assess whether specific improvised

approaches have been helpful or not.

Targeting students in their own context has the advantage of promoting deep learning. A
disadvantage is that such an approach can localise a discipline too much, resulting in a set of
skills and knowledge which is not applicable beyond the immediate context. The art here is
to balance locality with far broader contexts: showing local application, but also relating
skills to far wider contexts as well. For me, I have tended to broaden the vista as students
progress from year to year, so that the foundation year is deeply contextual, and the final

year has a broader international flavour.

Reflection on Knowledge

As I have noted above, in the discipline of music, knowledge in the academic sense is not
solely related to the written and analytical aspects of music but also to its performance. For
this reason, practice-led and practice-based research is finding increasing traction within the
literature (see, for example, Penny 2013). At UKZN and in South Africa more broadly,
however, the concept of performance as research has yet to be fully understood or widely
accepted (see Stolp 2021). Questions remain: how does one write about originality in terms
of a specific performance? Can the introductory notes to a critical performance piece explain
what the performer hopes to achieve stylistically before a performance takes place, even
when the live event, because of nerves or contextual conditions, does not fully realise those
intentions? Or is the originality located more in the reception of the programme within a
particular context? See, for example, my own article on such a contextual performance at

Rhodes University in 2016 (Appendix 1a).
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Until the concepts of practice-led and practice-based research are more clearly theorised and
institutionally legitimised, their impact is likely to remain limited. Here, Graham McPhail’s
(2023) social realist approach offers a valuable perspective. He argues that curriculum and
research practices must reconnect with epistemic structures (concepts that are abstract,
generalisable and cumulative). Within this view, practice-based work gains legitimacy not
through subjective accounts alone, but through its recontextualisation within conceptual
frameworks that allow performance to function as a valid form of epistemic knowledge.
McPhail’s emphasis on the interplay between “knowledge-that” and “know-how-to” aligns
with my own understanding of hybridity as a space of productive convergence, what I
describe as a luminous middle space, where embodied practice and intellectual rigour meet,
and where different knowledge systems (academic, performative, indigenous and intuitive)

are brought into meaningful dialogue.

In contexts like South Africa, where traditional musicological and ethnomusicological
research still dominates the field (Struwig 2024), McPhail’s praxis of conceptualisation
provides a potential framework for recognising and legitimising the hybrid knowledge
forms that arise in performative and community-based work. His call for curriculum
coherence and epistemic depth does not negate the experiential or the relational, but seeks to
embed these within a structure that supports cumulative learning, critical reflection and
social justice. Until such a framework is more widely embraced, however, it is likely that
traditional forms of scholarship will continue to hold institutional authority. With their links
to sociology, history and politics, these studies undoubtedly contribute a significant cultural
voice, but a richer and more equitable knowledge ecology will depend on recognising the

conceptual luminosity that performance, when properly framed, can offer.

The approach to teaching music in universities has, for the most part, centred on Eurocentric
models, some of which are described above. Indeed, the notational systems which are
routinely taught at universities (both staff notation and tonic sol-fa) originate in the west.
For this reason, there is often a sense of distance between knowledge and the experience
which our students have of that knowledge. How can one understand the concept of
notating time from a western musical perspective when you have never conceived of time as
a linear experience? This, of course, is only one example of the disconnection between what
is taught and what is already known by students. Suffice it to say that without the cultural

background, imparting such concepts requires much more time and patience. Additionally,
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as is the experience of most music staff, deep learning of these concepts is very rare. How
can knowledge exchange be deep when there are very few cultural hooks on which to hang
or connect knowledge? That is why I attempt, in the techniques described above, to meet
students in the lecture theatre using their own experience of music to teach concepts,
especially at the lower levels of teaching. It is difficult to assess if this approach is really
successful - one can only tell in the much longer term when students who emerge from such

training go out into the world and start performing or teaching on their own.

Knowledge production is, at a research university such as UKZN, an important
consideration. I have usually encouraged knowledge production at higher levels of the
undergraduate degree and with honours and masters students. My current practice is to
work with post graduate students on an article collaboratively right at the beginning of their
studies so that they can experience how the processes of ethics proposals, choosing an
appropriate methodology and using a theoretical underpinning help to shape a study. One
recent example of this is included in Appendix 11. By including them in the process of
knowledge production with my experience, they learn very rapidly about how their own

study could operate.

Over the past seven years that I have been at UKZN, I have realised how crucial it is that I
cultivate critical thinking and reasoning skills in my students right from foundational level.
In the technological world in which we operate, vast amounts of information are available at
the click of a button either on a cell phone or a computer. Thus, possessing knowledge is not
a determinant of intelligence. Indeed, knowledge itself has not traditionally been considered
a symbol of education. It is how one understands, processes, interprets and then uses
knowledge that determines the strength of one’s education. For this reason, I have designed
all my courses to revolve around techniques for assessing information for its reliability and
accuracy (see Appendix 6). My teaching focuses not so much on content knowledge
(although this sometimes forms an aspect of my teaching approach), but rather on the
techniques to discern the reliability of knowledge or how to compare it with other existing
knowledge to understand its significance. By engaging with knowledge rather than
memorising it, students learn that information is something that can be manipulated
depending on context, and that it means different things to different people. Most students
find this shocking at first - they wonder if they can trust any information at all - but over

time they see that there are mechanisms for testing information’s veracity.
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Reflection on Growth

I have been teaching at tertiary undergraduate level for just over ten years. In that decade
my approach to teaching has changed incrementally as I have encountered different
contexts. In particular, my experience with classes which include students of widely varying
expertise is helping me to refine the way I explain concepts and assess learning. Also, in the
past seven years I have been integrating online platforms, such as Moodle, into my overall
teaching strategy to provide further materials for students. My hope is to provide as many
possible avenues towards deep learning as possible. This includes sourcing relevant
YouTube teaching videos which introduce concepts from different angles and making them
available as links on Moodle. I have also recorded and introduced bilingual teaching videos

in order to try to bridge possible language gaps.

As a music theory lecturer, I am always seeking innovative techniques to engage my
students in the learning process. I incorporate various resources to reinforce music theory
concepts, such as music theory software and apps like Auralia

(https:/ /www.risingsoftware.com/auralia), Tenuto

(https:/ /www.musictheory.net/products/tenuto) and EarMaster

(https:/ /www.earmaster.com/), which offer interactive exercises and games. In addition, I

use multimedia resources such as videos, animations, and graphics during class time and
through Moodle. As mentioned above, group work is also an effective way to promote
teamwork and problem-solving skills. For this reason, I often assign group projects to solve
music theory problems and compose music. At higher levels, I try to incorporate real-world
examples of music theory concepts to show students how they can be used in professional
music production, for example, after teaching pop song form, I ask students to write a pop
song, record it on an app (and upload to YouTube) and notate it. This helps them to

understand the relevance and application of music theory in the music industry.

In the past two years, I have been challenged to engage more fully with YouTube in terms of
research. One of my PhD students is doing his project on YouTube videos which claim to
teach Itende (a local Gospel genre, popular in Christian tent gatherings). His aim is to
examine the pedagogical methods which such instructors use to teach keyboard and to see if
this can be applied to other local genres such as Maskandi. Having never actively researched

video material before, I had to learn alongside him as we explored possible theoretical and
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methodological paradigms which would best fit to his project. It was a steep learning curve
for us both, given that we emerge from similar educational backgrounds, with similar basic

assumptions regarding so-called “traditional” modes of enquiry.

Part of my passion as a teacher is to develop tangible resources which students can use in
their learning and which they can use for further reference at a later stage. One of the
resources books which I have written has already been mentioned above (the textbook that
was translated into isiZulu), but I have written books or booklets for several of my other
courses or sections of courses. My aim is to take sabbatical leave in 2026 to write full

textbooks for music theory level 2 and 3.

They include:

1. Introduction to Music Fundamentals Part 1: A Guide for Students (2021);
2. Introduction to Music Fundamentals Part 2: A Guide for Students (2020);
3. Choral Studies: An Introductory Text for Undergraduate Students (2021);
4. Introduction to Tonic Solfa Notation: A Guide for Students (2022).

An extract from the Zulu translation of (1) is included in Appendix 3.

To promote research skills, I occasionally ask students to present focused topic areas to their
peers. In this way, they can collect information on their own and assess if it is appropriate
and reliable using the techniques I have taught them. In addition, I use a variety of
assessments at all levels, such as quizzes, sit-down examinations, and projects, to assess
student learning. I also try to introduce concepts using as many of the VARK learning styles

as possible to accommodate different types of learners.

Part of the process of reflecting on growth is critical evaluation. To do this I set clear learning
objectives for each of my lectures. In this way I can assess in real-time if I have achieved
what I set out to do. I also try to collect feedback from my current and past students. My
current students are not as reliable as sources, as they tend to want to flatter me. My past
students usually offer more balanced feedback, which is why it is usually more valuable. I
have sometimes used the anonymous student assessment tool on Moodle to gather feedback
about specific modules. However, very few students tend to fill in these surveys, so it is
difficult to gain an accurate overall picture of how teaching was received. As I have
mentioned above, I like to spend a fair amount time considering the impact of my work at

the end of each year. This involves reviewing student results for my modules, speaking with
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colleagues about the response to my teaching they receive, and also by discussing my
contribution to co-taught modules with my co-teachers. In this way I can see what worked
well in particular contexts, and perhaps adapt my teaching or assessments accordingly.
Importantly, I also try to stay abreast of what is going on in the fields I teach locally and
internationally. In this way I have been able to incorporate new areas of knowledge which

relate to the curriculum.

I find myself in a wonderful position nowadays of being a mentor to newer academics. Over
the past five years I have been mentoring a young music theorist who was struggling to get
a university position. He is now employed at the University of Fort Hare. He has written
several articles, but hasn’t been able to get them published. In order to help him learn the
process of writing a strong article, I invited him to co-write a paper on incorporating local
choral music into the teaching of musical counterpoint. In this process, he has learnt about
how to structure a paper well and how to incorporate literature review, theory and method
cogently. Importantly, he also taught me some valuable aspects of counterpoint. Our co-
authored article will appear online in the local journal Muziki in July 2025. This is his first

peer reviewed publication (see Appendix 4).

I have discussed some of my contributions to curriculum development above, but in
summary, I think my greatest contribution has been to review the content of the curriculum
so as to include a greater amount of locally composed music as examples for theory and
choral studies, and also by focusing on major contemporary and historical black South
African composers” works from an analytical perspective and for historical purposes. While
trying to assemble teaching materials related to compositions by black choral composers, 1
noticed that there is a gap in the literature relating to this topic. As a result, I have been
focusing the energies of my post graduate students (particularly honours choral studies
students) on topics which can begin filling this gap. I now have three articles about this in
circulation, all co-authored with students or mentees. It is my hope to continue contributing
more articles about choral works by contemporary black composers to ensure that there is
sufficient literature for my own students and for future generations of South African music
students. I have also tried to ensure that the work of producing research is related to the
needs of my students. In other words, I am beginning to focus my research projects on local

topics which are under researched so as to build a corpus of knowledge which can feed back
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into school and university curricula, especially from a South African perspective and

focusing on South African contextual issues.

Conclusion

This portfolio has examined four aspects of my personal approach and achievements in
teaching. The first section explored my philosophy of teaching and learning. In essence, my
philosophy is rooted in two dominant paradigms: critical pedagogy and relational
pedagogy. Both are premised on the reciprocity of knowledge transfer between teacher and
learner. In this hybridic approach, my students and I engage in a delicately balanced
“dialogue” that promotes a collaborative approach to learning. Together we share our
knowledge, experiences, and perspectives, creating a dynamic learning environment. This
approach emphasizes the importance of active participation and engagement by both
teachers and students in the learning process. The second section was a reflexive discussion
on my students: their capabilities, backgrounds, secondary schooling experiences and
aspirations. In general, the students who I teach tend to come from rural and disadvantaged
backgrounds, having had limited access to high quality secondary education. They also tend
to come with very little formal musical knowledge, having learnt primarily by osmosis and
mentorship in church contexts. The third section examined the context in which I work,
starting with the macro narrative of tertiary education in South Africa and gradually
working down towards the actual classroom setting. I find that the South African higher
education sector is in a state of extreme flux. This instability has affected both the macro and
micro contexts in which I work, particularly in terms of the meta narratives of race, culture
and decolonisation. These conditions can prove challenging. The fourth section is a
reflection on knowledge as it is generated and transferred in the Discipline of Music. I
showed that there are two primary modes of generating knowledge in music: practical and
the more traditional research driven produces. The practical knowledge which forms part
and parcel of a musician’s existence is more difficult to quantify in terms of research, and as
a result both university and staff are still unsure of how best to quantify such knowledge.
Finally, I reflect on my growth as a lecturer at tertiary level over the past ten years or so. I
showed that my approach to teaching and learning has developed gradually into what I
have described above. I am and will always need to be a learner: learning how to teach as

effectively as possible in the context in which I find myself.
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