Chapter 4: Analysis of Research Findings -- Zhang

Context

Background

Zhang has retired officially from full-time teaching after more than forty years serving at the Shanghai Conservatorium of Music, before immigrating to Australia five years ago. Even though Zhang is currently a part-time staff member at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music and the Australian Institute of Music, due to several factors, he now only teaches at home. Having been invited to serve as the juror of many international competitions for young violinists, Zhang has an international reputation and interest in training young violinists. Consequently, the majority of his students are school-aged learners, which necessitates that the teacher be more directive during instruction, because the school-aged learners generally do not possess sufficient objectivity to engage in detailed discussions over issues such as repertoire selection. As a result, the teacher-student relationship appears to be rather formal with Zhang being rather domineering in his instructions.  

Mandarin remains the preferred language for Zhang. He is able to use Mandarin as the medium for teaching in Australia because a few of his students from China are currently studying with him in Sydney. Moreover, there are at present a large number of native Mandarin-speakers in Sydney. This on the one hand has enabled him to teach in a language he is most comfortable using, but has also limited his exposure to the English language. This is reflected in the transcripts of his lessons with one of the nominated non-Mandarin speaking background students, where the vocabulary used in the lessons appeared to be rather monotonous, compared to that of the other two master teachers. However, there was no significant difference in the structure and content of lessons observed between the different speakers, despite the fact that Zhang occasionally expressed his preference to instruct in the Mandarin language. It was not uncommon to hear him apologizing to the non-Mandarin speaking student, after he found himself uttering in Mandarin: “…(smiling apologetically) I automatically speak Chinese [sic] …” (Lesson Transcript 18/12/99).  

My lesson observations of the intermediate level student revealed that there was an unusually high level of parental involvement. It was common for the mothers of school aged students to accompany their children to lessons. In between the lesson changes of the nominated students, I have met many of these devoted parents, who were usually mothers. They would sit in a corner of the room to take notes during lessons. Some even brought with them an audio recorder to facilitate later recall. According to the mothers, this was necessary because their children may not remember every assigned task during the lesson, and their presence at the lesson would enable them “to help out with the practice at home” (informal conversations 24/4/99). Moreover, students under the age of sixteen seemed unable to make decisions on their availability for lessons or related activities, or to remember the dates for future undertakings. Based on his teaching experience of more than forty years and having taught many outstanding young violinists, Zhang believed that the success of the young students in learning the classical violin often requires many sacrifices made on the part of parents in providing both moral (and financial) support and encouragement through their direct involvement (Informal Conversation 28/4/99)

. Therefore, there was a tacit expectation that parents would provide the all the support (moral and financial), encouragement and necessary supervisions to assist their children to succeed in violin performance.

Teaching Philosophy

In an informal interview, Zhang expressed his views on violin teaching, “… My aim in violin teaching is to teach students how to play the violin … musical expression is too subjective … therefore I only teach things that have absolute value: intonation, rhythmic precision and sound production …” (transcript 3/5/99, translated from Mandarin, emphasis retained). Each of these points of focus: intonation, rhythmic precision and sound production, will be discussed in detail under the heading Areas of Emphasis. However, among these three areas, the sound produced by a student is of utmost importance to Zhang. In the forward of his Violin Instruction Series 
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, Zhang wrote: “I always tell my students, ‘If I have instructed you to play in a manner that would not improve the quality of your sound, please do not follow my instruction!’ [translated from Mandarin]” (p.3). Zhang is of the opinion that if the sound produced by a player is convincing, there is little need of detailed musical analysis in instruction.

Because of the effect of teaching for many years within the Chinese government closed door policy

, Zhang’s curricular design appeared to be rather “conservative”, strictly following those dictated by the “classical conservatoire culture” of traditional Western-Art instrumental instruction (refer to Strategies of Effective Teaching in the Review of Related Literature). Zhang places strong emphasis on virtuosic works, regardless of the performance level of the students, because a wide range of virtuosic repertoire exists for the violin. I observed a strong competition or solo orientation in his repertoire selection with sparse inclusion of works composed in the late twentieth century. This appears to be a reflection of influence of the social milieu in which he had taught for more than three decades, where excellence in competition is crucial to glorify the success of communist countries and to ensure government support for future undertakings.  

Zhang has a passion and stamina for long working hours and teaches almost 365 days a year. Similarly, he expects his students to be dedicated in their violin learning. This is exemplified in one of the observed lessons on the weekend before the Easter holiday. 

Example 4.1: Zhang Student I (Intermediate)

, Lesson Transcript (3/4/99) 

Zhang:

“…. Do you think we can play new one?”

Student:
“Um. Okay.”

Zhang:
“ Now is holiday right? Holiday you have time practice. You will play six hours a day (laughing) … My students practise six hours a day; I work twelve hours a day in holiday (chuckling) … On my birthday I work ten hours  …”

I have observed lessons which started at 8:00 am, and occasionally, Zhang had taught another student prior to the eight o’clock student.  His artistic student told me that she would practise a total of eight hours a day before a major competition or recital, and would receive three lessons (some of more than an hour) a week, excluding rehearsal sessions with the piano. This intensity of tuition and practice, the high standard imposed by Zhang, and the self-discipline and ambitiousness of the students, has undoubtedly contributed to the success of the students of Zhang.

Curricular Design

Repertoire Selection

Repertoire selection made by the master teachers often reflected their teaching background and orientation. The nominated intermediate level student of Zhang had Galamian scales, arpeggios and double-stops; Sevcik exercises; and selected etudes assigned as the staple of her practice regime, which Zhang monitored regularly to ensure suitability for the changing needs of the student's playing, together with pieces. This was crucial because large quantities of dry technical work are harmful due to its repetitious and often physically strenuous composition, but appropriate use of these exercises not only provides a strong technical foundation, it is also time efficient (in learning and practice). To quote Flesch 
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, “The effect of remedy does not solely depend on its intrinsic value, but above all, also on how it is used” (p. 93). Sevcik Op. 1 was used as an exercise to build finger dexterity, while Sevcik Op. 8 was employed to consolidate left hand finger positions in various combinations of shifts. 

Selected etudes for the intermediate level student during my data collection period consisted of Mazas 60 Etudes Brilliant and assigned pieces included the Dvorak Sonatina, Smetana’s ‘To My Homeland’ and the Viotti Violin Concerto No. 22. However, I observed in Zhang’s lessons with this student that only a third of the lesson time was spent entirely on music making, while almost two thirds of the lesson was spent only the building of technical foundation. The observed student and her parent commended this lesson structure, explaining that the student can learn about musical expression from various sources, but what the student needed most was guidance on how to execute her musical expression on the violin.  The student was reported to enjoy her music making more than before because of her increasing command of the technical tools for the expression of her musical ideas (Field Notes 24/4/99).

In contrast, the artistic level student was expected to refine her technical skills through bravura pieces or solo works, which can be used as concert pieces for performance.  Along with a major concerto (a standard requirement in professional auditions and international competitions), the Solo Sonatas and Partitas by J. S. Bach and 24 Caprices by Paganini were observed to be the standard assigned repertoire for Zhang’s Student II. The Solo Sonatas and Partitas by J. S. Bach are recognised as the summit of the violin literature due to their expressive contrapuntal writing which poses musical problems on what is primarily perceived as a monophonic instrument, the modern violin. Known for their considerable technical demands on the left-hand (such as double-stops, harmonics and rapid passage works), the 24 Caprices by Paganini also made complex demands on the right-hand (such as flying staccato and cantabile sound in left-hand high positions). A player is only considered to have completely mastered the caprices when s/he plays them with musical eloquence. During observation, the repertoire assigned to the artistic level student included the Sibelius concerto, the Adagio and Fugue from the G minor solo sonata and Chaconne by J.S. Bach, Paganini’s Caprices no. 24 and no. 7, the Mendelssohn Rondo Capriccio and the Ys鋣e Ballade

.  

Areas of Emphasis in Teaching

The areas of emphasis in teaching as outlined earlier consisted of accuracy of intonation, beauty of tone and rhythmic precision. Each of these will be discussed with examples.

 Accuracy of intonation

Students of Zhang were made aware of their imperfection in intonation through matching their pitches against those of a piano. This approach differs from those advocated by many musicians, because “the natural tendency of string players is to differentiate between a ‘d(’ and an ‘e(’ … depending on the musical context” 

 ADDIN ENRfu 

(Gerle, 1985, p.36)

. However, Zhang maintained that the well-tempered tuning of the piano provides an awareness of measurable intonation for young players and avoids the confusion raised by tempered tuning. The sessions on intonation were usually implemented by having the students playing over a section of the piece slowly, while Zhang played the notes on the piano with almost no verbal exchange between them, as illustrated in example 4.2 (technical work) and example 4.3 (pieces).

Example 4.2: Zhang Student I (Intermediate), Lesson Transcript (18/12/00)

The student had played one of the Sevcik Op.8 shifting exercises. Zhang stood up from his normal seat, in front of the computer, and seated himself in front of the piano.

Zhang:
“The intonation have two trouble [sic]. First trouble is if you play out of tune you are not very clear. With the piano you can be very clear, too high or low. Your trouble is the finger cannot hit the right place. You understand what I mean? I help you to practise. Some of them trouble [sic], they play a little too high a little too low. After compare [sic] with the piano, oh, they understand. You don't. You have got good ear. It is one for ear one for finger. Your trouble in finger [sic].”

The student played the exercise with Zhang playing the notes on the piano. On the second bar, there was a note where the student placed her finger quite far off the actual pitch, Zhang repeated the note on the piano. When the student found the correct finger placement for the note,

Zhang:
“Right?”

Student nodded.

Zhang:
“You can hear, all the out of tune, but your finger is not exact. That's technique. Strict. Because you are not very strict [with yourself].”

They continued the entire exercise in this manner. Zhang would repeat the same note on the piano a few times until the student could play it in tune with the piano. 

The purpose of the Sevcik Op. 8 exercise was to enhance left-hand security in shifting. Therefore, it was crucial that the student cultivate the sense of exact left-hand finger placement and Zhang was uncompromising in this respect. He delineated the intonation problem of the student, stating that the student possessed good listening skills but not the mechanism in executing it, “匶ou have got good ear. ... Your trouble in finger [sic]”. This comment indicated that Zhang was positive about the student’s ability to play with good intonation and was probably an encouraging remark to the student as well, because it generated in the student a belief that she had the potential to play in tune. Zhang then assisted the student by comparing the tuning of each note with the piano through the entire exercise, a practice approach which the student was expected to work on at home. The student was reminded that playing in tune is a technical skill that is achievable if the student were rigorous with intonation in her own practice. Zhang supported his assertion through repetition of an out of tune note until the student played it in tune with the piano.

Example 4.3: Zhang Student II (Artistic), Lesson Transcript (7/4/99), translated from Mandarin

The student had played the entire Sibelius concerto from memory with piano accompaniment, played by Mrs. Zhang (Mrs. Z). Zhang then worked through several sections of the concerto.

Zhang:
“There is still one more thing that I would like to point out, which is in the first movement. It is better this time…”

Student:
(interrupting) “Is it the cadenza section?”

Zhang:
“No, not the cadenza. You can play the cadenza whichever way you like. ... I still think you have some intonation problems here (pointing at the score). Let’s play from here.”

Zhang sat at the piano with the score, the student played from the discussed section. 

Zhang:

“Don't play double stops, just single notes.”

Zhang then went over the octave section on the piano twice with the student, adjusting the minute tuning of all the notes only with his left-index finger either pointing up (indicating the pitch needs to be higher) or pointing down (indicating the pitch needs to be lower), with no verbal exchange.  

Zhang:

“Intonation is not very accurate. You must practise intonation. …”

The student was preparing a rather extensive program for an international competition

. In this excerpt, it was evident that the student has the technical ability to play in tune, but had been careless in accuracy of intonation in her practice, due to her concern for other aspects of her playing. Therefore, Zhang decided to reinforce the importance of playing in tune by isolating the pitch problems. This confirms Green’s 
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 views on one of the ways to lead to positive results during instruction, “sometimes all that is required is to bring awareness to bear on the problem, which is then instantly recognized and ‘cured’”(p.57). First, the student was asked to play only single notes, to facilitate the pitching. Then Zhang repeated the same procedure by asking the student to play it in octaves. The student was compelled to listen more closely and adjusted her pitch instantly because the focus of attention was on intonation. Through his experience as a jury member of international competition, Zhang knew that significant intonation inaccuracy would be a barrier for the student to compete successfully. Hence, the student was advised to pay attention to intonation in her individual practice sessions. 

Beauty of Tone 

In order to improve the sound of student, Zhang offered suggestions in concrete violinistic terms (for example referring to faster bow speed, use your arm weight and broader vibrato), but these were almost always supplemented through recorded and/ or live demonstration. His explanation for this was, "卪usic is sound, which is best learned by listening; verbal description is literature, not music" (Field Notes 21/12/99 translated from Mandarin). Therefore, Zhang constantly provided an aural example for students when elaborating on a musical point, often with the aid of computer technology, which will be discussed in more details under Instructional Choices. The following two examples illustrate Zhang’s emphasis on the beauty of tone during instruction.

Example 4.4: Zhang Student II (Artistic), Lesson Transcript (7/4/99), translated from Mandarin

The student had played the entire Sibelius concerto from memory with piano accompaniment, played by Mrs. Z.

Zhang:
“Your second movement is not very good. The beginning of your second movement, your sound is not quite right yet. Only when you reached the louder section did your sound turn out better. It is especially good when you reached the climax.”

Mrs. Z:
“Gentle but with a full sound.” (smiling)

Zhang:
“The opening few notes of your second movement do not sound convincing. Do you know that? Let us try now to examine the opening few notes of the second movement.” 

Zhang searched for the recording from his computer and turned on the opening of the second movement.  They listened attentively to the first section of the second movement. 

Zhang:

(stopping the recording) “Can we try?” 

The student and Mrs. Z played.

Zhang:
(interrupting) “This note la, you need more there (student playing). Use your arm weight not your wrist. Your wrist is holding up your arm weight here. …”(motioning with his right-hand) 

Student played again.

Zhang:
“Can we do the same at the very beginning? You need a broader vibrato. (student playing) Broader vibrato … yes ... broader vibrato… Yes.”

I noticed a significant improvement in the performance conviction of the student after this session. In this lesson excerpt, Zhang only concentrated on the opening few notes of the second movement. He first provided a recorded demonstration of the sound he desired the student to achieve. The student then emulated the recorded demonstration but failed. Zhang identified the inhibition factors and informed the student, “Use your arm weight not your wrist. Your wrist is holding up your arm weight here …” and later “You need a broader vibrato”. Having formed the sound concept in the mind and knowing the ways to execute the sound, the student was soon able to produce the desired sound. In this excerpt, Mrs. Zhang was seen to provide positive reinforcement and encouragement to the student, while Zhang was critical of the student’s performance. It also reflected that the student had an additional support mechanism and approved alternative of consultation, particularly when Zhang was immersed with other concerns. In general, the role of Mrs. Zhang -- accompanying all of Zhang’s students during lessons when required and co-ordinating lesson times-- should not be underestimated. She has provided students with support and ample opportunities to familiarise themselves with the accompaniment parts. Moreover, she has enabled Zhang to concentrate in his teaching without being distracted by administrative matters. 

In the following example, the intention to improve on sound was again supplemented through demonstration, this time both live and recorded. Similarly, the intense focus on a single phrase for detail resulted in the magnification of the phrase, and narrowing of the focal point of instruction. In this instance, the instruction was confined to the opening of the fourth movement of Dvorak’s Sonatina. 

Example 4.5: Zhang Student I (Intermediate), Lesson Transcript (3/4/99)

The student was working on the fourth movement of Dvorak’s Sonatina. Zhang interrupted the student after he heard four bars.

Zhang:
“Is not legato [sound] (demonstrating). Two bows but not legato (tuning up his violin) I don’t think you play the right sound at the beginning.” (searching for the recording and playing the opening of the fourth movement)

Zhang:
“Te da (singing) See (repeating the first phrase twice on the recording). Perhaps the bowing is not good for you. Try this (playing).”

The student tried.

Zhang:

“Can we play a little slur?” (demonstrating)

The student imitated. Zhang tapped out the beat and interrupted after three bars.

Zhang:
“No pulse (demonstrating), accent on the first note, accent on the first note. The second note  (demonstrating), no separate, no separate [sic].”

The student played. After this minute and intensive work on the sound, the student played the fourth movement beautifully in the next lesson.

The student was initially told to try another bowing after experiencing difficulty in articulating the desired sound with the written bowing. Later, Zhang briefly mentioned rhythmic inaccuracy (“no pulse”), while concentrating on the bow articulation of the notes (“accent on the first note” and “second note… no separate.”). This was because steady pulse and rhythm are integral to the success of this genre of music. Therefore it would be crucial for the student to have established a strong pulse before concentrating on bow articulation, thus the brief reminder from Zhang. The articulation and phrasal markings made by the composer in the last movement of the Dvorak Sonatina present a challenge to young players in order to perform it with sound conviction. The emphasis of this teaching excerpt appeared to be on learning by watching and listening to Zhang’s demonstration while paying attention to a small area of focus, on what is happening as the student played. This type of instruction is particularly effective for younger learners, because detailed instructions usually would disengage the younger students in learning 
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. Zhang’s choice of concentrating on the articulation through bow execution had proved to be effective in improving the sound of the student in playing this piece.     

Rhythmic Precision

Zhang was the only master teacher who employed the use of the metronome during lessons to guide uncertainty in tempo and/ or rhythmic imprecision of students’ playing. He did this by giving a precise tempo marking and asking students to play with the metronome, as can be seen in example 4.6.  

Example 4.6: Zhang Student II (Artistic), Lesson Transcript (19/5/00), translated from Mandarin

The student had played the Chaconne by J.S. Bach from memory. 

Zhang:
“When playing this piece, the rhythm in the opening needs to be very tight …. When Perlman plays, the first beat is always a little early. … Now I would like you to play it once with strict rhythm. We will play [( =] 48. Don't play ahead of the beat. …”

The student played the first phrase once with the metronome.

Zhang:
“This is the first thing you have to master. Now I will set the metronome for three beats and then stop the metronome. … This is the standard tempo. Now I will give you the beat at the beginning, then you will have to maintain the same tempo.”

The student played.

Zhang:
(interrupting) “When I stop beating, it means that you are already late with your beat (smiling). … Now I will not give you the beat, you just look at my conducting beat. The majority of players will play this with inaccurate rhythm. … In an international competition, if you play a Bach Chaconne, some juries will immediately start beating in the first bar. Being a jury member, I have often observed this. …”

The student tried this a few times until Zhang was satisfied.

Zhang:
“Once you have a strong sense of the rhythm, you are free to choose whether to play at a fast or slow tempo.”   

This lesson was observed in the early stages of the student becoming acquainted with the piece. The student informed me after the lesson that it was her third lesson on the piece. Zhang firmly believed that students should play a piece in strict tempo when studying it, thus establishing a good sense of the rhythmic structure of the piece, before indulging themselves in accelerando and rubato for musical phrasing. It was a practice in Zhang’s instruction to provide example(s) demonstrating his awareness of the final outcome of the performance of the piece (“When Perlman plays …”), which may differ from the foundation he wanted the student to establish when learning a piece. The final outcome of the piece provided the student with a goal in the process of learning the piece and also facilitated motivation for the student to master the foundation needed to perform the piece well. In addition, Zhang also drew on his experience as a member of jury to stress the importance of maintaining accurate rhythm. This probably had a stronger persuasive effect on the student as the student was preparing for an international competition

.   

Example 4.7: Zhang Student I (Intermediate), Lesson Transcript (24/4/99)

The student had played the third movement of Dvorak’s Sonatina.

Zhang:
“Beautiful, just come here, you must understand the music ... This part (singing the opening tune) … this is bird (imitating the voice of a bird), is the bird (singing the opening tune) is very lovely. And then (singing the quavers section) very happy and this one (pointing at the score) is a go back and there (pointing at the score and then singing the crotchet section in the trio) is not (singing the opening) is not this way [either] (singing the quavers section). … The beginning (singing) is bird jumping and this (singing the quavers section) is waltz, very noisy and the (singing the crotchet section in the trio) quite (singing the same section). Here (pointing at the score and singing the loud crotchet section) some animal coming, very strong, rough (singing the loud and then the soft crotchets). … So the tempo [is] also different. Is [( =] 80 (pointing at the score and singing the opening tune) is er [( =] 88. Then (singing the quavers section) so the tempo is also a little faster, is [( =] 92. And then (singing the crotchet sections in the trio) slower, [( =] 72 or (singing the loud crotchet section in the trio) [( =] 92 or something, and then go back (singing the crotchet section). So you see, different colour. … You must (gesturing with his hand, play with feeling), more. But all this thing only in the third movement, is not like first movement [sic]. …”

Following this, the student played.

This example illustrates Zhang’s method of conveying a musical idea across to student using his voice and gestures but with a limited use of the English language. In comparison with the earlier examples, it is also a livelier and more imaginative elaboration provided by Zhang, because it was directed to a younger student (12 years old) and Zhang was more concern about developing the musicianship of the student rather than technical acquisition. In this example, Zhang expanded the student’s musical awareness of the piece through creative illustrations, drawing on images that were familiar to the student and general atmospheric descriptions. It was also typical for Zhang to describe tempo changes in precise metronome markings, perhaps in an attempt to provide a measurable structure for student when practising at home, because tempo may fluctuate significantly in each practice and as the student becomes familiar with a piece. However, this was meant only as a guideline to the student, as I have never observed Zhang insisting that the tempo changes should be as precise as the prescribed metronome markings.  

Instructional Decisions

Instructional Modes

Zhang is a pioneer in incorporating the use of computer technology to enhance his teaching. He uses computer technology to compile performances of great artists, which provides ideal demonstrations to advanced students during instruction (refer to example 4.3) and a reliable source of reference for intermediate level students (refer to example 4.4).  Live demonstration for Zhang is limited to illustrating a technical skill at the basic level and in the learning stages of pieces, where these skills are played to demonstrate for students, at a considerably slower tempo. From informal conversations, I learned that Zhang felt that his students needed constant exposure to high quality performance in order to stimulate students to a higher level of performance. Moreover, his declining performing ability and what he considered as the inadequate concert attendance and master class participation of his students, which would provide role models or social motivation 
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 to students, were perceived as limiting.  Hence, he has made use of advancements in technology in endeavouring to overcome what he views as an inadequacy in his teaching. This has been achieved with his cumulative expertise in editing sound using the computer, which has enabled him to have his ideal performance of a piece and exercise a quick selection of excerpts from a piece during lesson to convey his statements to students.    

In addition, Zhang had constructed a computer system to assist him in recording students’ repertoire and progress. During lesson observations, I noticed that Zhang had categorised all the repertoire he teaches into various categories, and needed only to type in a key word (such as ‘sonata’, ‘d閠aché’ or ‘Mazas’) to scan all suitable repertoire for a particular student. From informal conversations with Zhang, I was informed that younger students would often bring along a floppy disk to lessons, where Zhang would copy his record of the student progress from his computer to the floppy disk. This replaces the traditional use of notebook and saves time, as the teacher only needs to write the record once and can change it at will.  

In all the observed lessons, Zhang always placed a well-marked score in front of his music stand. Students were required to copy the fingerings and bowings from his music and learn them prior to the lessons. Hence, precious lesson time was not wasted on providing students with fingerings and bowing, subsequently, students were able to examine the prescribed fingerings and bowings to evaluate their suitability. However, Zhang was not dogmatic with his fingerings and bowings and often changed them during lessons, especially if he discovered another fingering and/ or bowing that would better express the musical intentions and more suited the physique of a particular student. Moreover, I have witnessed his artistic level students performed the same piece with opposing interpretation utilising different fingerings and bowings.

Instructional Process

As discussed in the Review of the Literature chapter, two strategies have been identified in the instructional process of master teachers. 

Extension Strategies

Extension strategies were used to either extend a student’s technical or musical command. These are scaffolding strategies that assist a student to perform at his/her potential level which they could not perform without the aid of a more experienced person. An example for each of the nominated students is outlined.

Example 4.8: Zhang Student I (Intermediate), Lesson Transcript (24/4/99) 

The student had played the Mazas Etudes Brilliant No. 28 perfectly.

Zhang:
“Okay. See now with the tempo (checking it with the metronome). You play [( =] 60. This piece we play [( =] 72 or [( =] 76 or [( =] 80. You play [( =] 60, so [we] try [( =] 66.” (setting the metronome)

The student repeated the study. Zhang motioned to the student to stop at the end of the first page and stopped the metronome at the same time. 

Zhang:

“[( =] 66, now [( =] 72.” (adjusting the metronome)

The student repeated the study. Zhang interrupted at the end of first page.

Zhang:
“Enough. If you can play [( =] 76, better [( =] 80. Next time I think we should do [( =] 76, from beginning till the end. You can do it now? You want to practise for next time or not?” 

Student:
“Whatever.”   

Zhang:
“Okay, I will let you try, from beginning till the end, [( =] 76.” (starting the metronome but turning it off as soon as the student played the second bar)

Zhang interrupted when the student reached the end of the first section. 

Zhang:
“Enough. You can play [( =] 76 (looking at his score), I would like to listen to page 76, from the two flats.”

The student played faultlessly from there to the end. 

Zhang:

“I think we can pass this one, very good. …” (typing it into his computer) 

This example illustrates that with appropriate assistance given by an expert (master teacher), a student can perform tasks that are within their potential ability, rather than limited by their current actual ability. In her first attempt, the student was playing at a slower tempo than what she could potentially play. Zhang used the metronome as an aid to guide the student in gradually increasing the speed. Once the student was about to reach what Zhang considered to be the upper end of her competence, Zhang offered the student the choice of practising at home first, but the student gave an indefinite reply. Zhang then provided the student a chance to play, in order to save the student from wasting precious practice time in unnecessary repetition of materials she had mastered. However, Zhang was cautious, to ensure that the student had mastered the material and asked the student to play the more complex section of the etude, “I would like to listen to page 76 from the two flats”. When the student could play it faultlessly, Zhang knew that the student had reached the highest level of performance from that Etude under his guidance, and it would be necessary to provide the student with a new Etude.

Example 4.9: Zhang Student II (Artistic), Lesson Transcript (7/4/99), translated from Mandarin

The student played the Paganini Caprice No. 24 once through from memory.  

Student:
“I can only play this [up-bow staccato] at this fast tempo (playing).”

Zhang:
“This fast tempo is alright. If you were to play it at a slower tempo, it would sound like a study. However, having said that, you have to be able to control it.” 

The student immediately played it again.

Zhang:
(interrupting) “You have to practise it based on the fast tempo, otherwise you will tense up everything.”

The student played again, this time smiling at Zhang almost in a playful manner. Zhang nodded his head as the student successfully executed the up-bow staccato.   

In this short exchange, the student had progressed from playing an uncontrollable up-bow staccato to a beautifully executed bow stroke under the guidance of a more able person (the master teacher). The student exclaimed that she could only perform this stroke at a fast tempo. Zhang reaffirmed that the fast tempo was the appropriate way to play it as a slower tempo might distort the musical flow. Zhang knew that the student had the potential ability to execute that bow stroke with some guidance. Without demonstrating the bow stroke, which Zhang did in previous situations, Zhang told the student “… you have to be able to control it [in order to achieve clarity in sound].” The student experimented with it, but Zhang observed some uneasiness in the student. He thus interrupted the student’s playing and informed the student, “You have to practise it based on the fast tempo, otherwise you will tense up everything”, again without providing any demonstration or detailed explanation. The student tried the bow stroke and was delighted to have achieve the desired result, which she was not able to accomplish by herself. 

During my earlier contact with Zhang, I had seen him demonstrating the up-bow staccato in lessons. Hence Zhang certainly has the ability to demonstrate this bow stroke to the student but had chosen to only provide some broad verbal guidance. It is probable that Zhang considered this artistic level student as possessing some uniqueness and personality in her playing as well as execution of the up-bow staccato, where a stringent prescriptive instruction may have hindered the student in drawing on her natural ability to play. The student, who appeared to be satisfied with the results she obtained, confirmed Zhang’s choice of instruction. 

Reinforcement Strategies

Reinforcement strategies are instructional tactics used to demonstrate to students the various ways that they can practise in order to improve their performance. Examples of reinforcement strategies used by Zhang can be seen in examples 4.2, 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5.  Zhang devised reinforcement strategies through the evaluation of the short- and long-term goals of their instruction, which differ from one student to another. Usually short-term goals were evaluated through acquisition of a technical skill and preparation of a piece for an informal or master class performance. Often, students were encouraged to perform the same piece many times at the informal performances Zhang organised at his home during evenings, and students usually performed a piece better at subsequent performances because weaknesses in a performance would be identified and perfected during lessons before the next performance. Zhang considers improving the overall violin performance of a student (such as varieties of sound, conviction in performance) a long-term goal and this is evaluated through preparation and performance of a program for competitions or recital.  Due to time constraints, I have only observed a small number of other activities organised by the Zhang to further extend his students

. But it was clear that the learning cycle of Zhang’s students extends beyond individual playing during lessons.  

Summary

Zhang regards his major role in violin teaching as providing students with the necessary technical means for musical expression through their chosen instrument. It was evident from the observations that Zhang possesses strong analytical skills in evaluating the performance of students, and is engrossed in the search for a better way of expressing music via the violin. Through his forty years of teaching experience, Zhang has accumulated an understanding of the various intricacies in building a strong technical foundation in young students. One important facet of Zhang’s lessons is his constant emphasis on good intonation, rhythmic precision, and beauty of sound. Despite his inadequacy with the English language, he is able to convey to students in concrete, perceptible ways, using the piano, metronome, and demonstration (either live or recorded), so that students understand how to improve on their weaknesses in their own practice sessions. In addition, he has sequenced a range of learning materials on his computer, which provides him quick access for selecting from an array of parallel repertoire that would suite the changing needs of a student. 

The most prominent feature of Zhang’s violin instruction was his constant search for improvement in his skills and teaching. This included incorporating the use of technology in enhancing his teaching and embracing new developments in technology. It also involved approaching the teaching of pieces in new ways over time. This was evidenced by my observation over the years on Zhang’s altered ideas when teaching a piece. Goal setting beyond playing in individual lessons is prominent in Zhang’s instruction. This has encouraged students to perfect their performing skills and provide him with feedback on their short- and long-term goals of instruction.  

Zhang’s effective strategies in violin instruction can be largely attributed to his ability to inspire students to work hard. His own work ethic and that of his senior students provided a role model for his other students.  Zhang also provides other activities in addition to the weekly lesson, such as master classes with other master teachers and performance opportunities to his students. Hence, students have constant contact with him and are exposed to the various learning aspects in the process of the attainment of their highest level of performance.  In conclusion, the success of Zhang’s students is the result of thoughtful sequencing of instruction and deliberate creation of a milieu conducive for practising and learning.  

