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Abstract

The development of communication technologies, resulting in the arrival of the Internet and the World-Wide-Web has
been rapid, influencing almost all aspects of modern society including education. Concepts of epistemology, how we
know what we know, have been forced to rapidly adjust to these new and emerging technologies. Online communities
of learners have developed in virtual spaces where community members share knowledge and resources as well as
offer support and feedback. This is particularly prominent in the field of learning to play the guitar. This paper presents
findings of a systematic literature review to empirically examine the question: What does it mean epistemologically

to use digital methods when learning the guitar? With a particular focus on self-directed learning through online
communities, notions of epistemic inertia and resonance are discussed, and concepts of epistemic indulgence and
discretion are presented. This paper also presents the conception of the evolving communication in online guitar
communities, in the form of tablature developed in word processors and simple imaging software, to be a folksonomy,
which is itself a product of epistemic resonance.

Key words: Guitar pedagogy, online learning, epistemology of music, epistemic inertia, epistemic resonance.

Introduction and Background for people to know things” (p. 167). This includes
music.

The modes by which people locate, listen to,
store, and disseminate music has also changed
in concurrence with the developments in
communication technologies (Avdeeff, 2014; Brown
& Sellen, 2006; Krause & North, 2016; Nowak, 2014;
Park & Kahng, 2010, Schedl & Bauer, 2019). Many
facets of education, including locating resources
and modes of delivery, have undergone significant
parallel changes (Allen & Seaman, 2013; Anderson,
2008; Bennett & Lockyer, 2004; Harasim, 2000; Hill,
2012; Li &Irby, 2008; Palvia et al., 2018; Siemens,
Gasevic¢ & Dawson, 2015; Sun & Chen, 2016).
Naturally, therefore, the education of music has
also seen substantial development in these times
(Blake, 2018; Camlin & Lisboa, 2021; Crawford, 2013,
2017; Nart, 2016; Partti & Karlsen, 2010; Xu, 2022).
With a specific focus on the guitar and popular
music, this article will examine the influence of

An exponential increase of the transformation

of technology, and in particular communication
technology, from analogue and mechanical to
digital in the closing stages of the twentieth
century has given birth to what is typically referred
to as the digital age (Kormoczi, 2020; Thomas,
2022). Digital technologies have had formative
influences on peo ple’s lives (Harasim, 2000;
Lengsfeld, 2019) influencing the way in which
knowledge is gathered and used (Lata & Owan,
2022). Ross and Hedstrom (2005) describe the
digital environment as “fundamentally reshaping
how society produces, disseminates, uses, and
repurposes information and knowledge” (p. 317).
This is an epistemological issue as it involves
“concepts of knowledge” (Fumerton, 2009, p. 1)
and “cognitive success” (Steup & Neta, 2020, p. 1).
Lankshear (2003) claims the intensified digitisation
of daily life requires us to “rethink what it means
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advancing technologies on the study of music
and music pedagogy, and explore ontological and
epistemological meaning when using twenty-first
century digital methods to study music.

History of guitar pedagogy

The family of musical instruments which are
broadly labelled, within the modern Western
culture, as ‘guitars’ stem from lutes built in Europe
dating back to the ninth century following the
arrival of the td in Spain from the near east. From
there it spread into Italy and the rest of Europe
and an established written repertoire was well
developed by the sixteenth century (Smith, 2002).
During its history there were two typical modes
of learning to play the guitar, one by what we
would recognise today as communities of practice
(Wenger, 1998), and the other by the apprentice
model.

Throughout the instrument’s history, guitars
have been central and integral to communities and
also the broader cultures surrounding them. The
modern form of the classical and flamenco guitar
was established in nineteenth century Spanish
workshops, and consequentially the local culture
and the instrument have become inseparable and
symbiotic. Central to countless small towns and
villages throughout Spain, the luthiers’homes
and workshops became the hub of the local
communities (Bennett & Dawe, 2001). As the
Spanish explorers and pioneer settlers traversed
the globe they took their culture, and therefore the
guitar, with them to the new world birthing new
and hybrid local guitar centred cultures (Clayton,
2001; Reily, 2001). As a result, the guitar was a
popular instrument in the Americas during the early
twentieth century where new forms of music were
rapidly evolving eventuating in enormous influence
over the world’s popular music of today.

Technological progress in the latter half of
twentieth century included faster and cheaper
international travel and communication. Together,
these factors influenced the guitar’s journey
to becoming a truly global instrument: “The

instrument has gained a central place in, and

has helped to define, musical genres worldwide”
(Bennett & Dawe, 2001, p. 1). As time progressed,
many guitar-centric sub-cultures developed in
various locations on every inhabited continent.
This gave rise to the births of multiple genres,

and sub-genres, of guitar based musics and

there are accompanying cultural idiosyncrasies
deeply integrated with each genre. These cultural
expressions are diverse and intertwined typically
involving the whole community of musicians and
listeners and include many factors involving lifestyle
choices as diverse as apparel and hairstyles, specific
vernacular expressions and lingo, and even food
and alcohol consumption.

Throughout the development of the modern
genres of popular music, guitarists wielding their
instruments within its various sub-idioms have
typically employed informal learning methods
(Green, 2002; Lebler, 2007, 2008). Their genres of
music were developed via an almost biological
process of evolution involving a mix of self-
pedagogy from books and recordings, and oral
pedagogic traditions within communities of
practice. Reflecting on his own personal journey,
Schwartz (1993) describes this process and his local
pre-Internet community:

Many popular musicians, such as myself, learned

from books and by imitation of records... | learned

basic chord forms and the names of the notes on
the guitar from the legendary Mel Bay Modern

Guitar Method... Once armed with this basic

knowledge, | began trying to figure out songs

listening to records. More importantly, | entered

a community of guitar players at my Junior High.

Some of these musicians took lessons and some

knew more skilled players who informally shared

their knowledge. We showed off the songs we
could play, worked together to figure others out,
and created a competitive environment, making
each one of us work harder at home with his
record collection to learn something no one else

had. (p. 281)

Communities akin to the one described here by
Schwartz exist all over the world where guitarists
gather, sharing knowledge, and offering inspiration
and advice. Inevitably, with technological
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developments in communications, and particularly
since the birth of the Internet, such communities
have found themselves moving toward virtual
spaces online. Furthermore, new communities,

and new types of communities, have developed
that only exist in the virtual online arena. Spillane
(2019) claims; “YouTube has become the go-to
platform for peer-to-peer knowledge sharing, it has
transformed and mediated the oral tradition [and]
knowledge sharing” (p. 33). This has epistemological
implications which will be investigated and
discussed in this paper.

These online guitar-based communities of
practice exist to serve the same underlying function
as geo-located communities; to share knowledge
and resources, and to support and inspire each
other. The earliest of these communities were email
forums, newsgroups and chat rooms. These were
quickly followed by peer-to-peer (P2P) file-sharing
sites where members could share resources most
typically comprising transcriptions of guitar
performances. However, there was little oversight,
and even less understanding of global copyright
laws, in these earliest communities creating a
diverse and transient, somewhat chaotic virtual
environment.

Most of the filesharing occurring on guitar centred
P2P websites employs musical notation in the form
of tablature. Rather than standard music notation,
tablature indicates the physical placement of notes on
the guitar’s fretboard rather than the actual pitch of the
note being played. This has enormous epistemological
repercussions regarding what is music, however very
little seems to have been discussed regarding this issue
in the academic literature.

There were numerous difficulties in
communicating musical meaning via tablature
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Figure 1: Examples of expressing chord voicings
using word processors.

while employing the limited possibilities of word
processers in the earliest days of these online
communities and it has taken some time for the
protocols to settle. These protocols include the
choice of font and the meanings and roles of
particular symbols. Community members also
generated a wide variety of styles to indicate
chord structures. The lack of universality among
the communities often caused confusion. Figure
1 shows some examples of community member
generated content using simple word processor
characters to indicate strumming patterns and
chord voicings. Figure 2 exemplifies guitar tablature
using the font Courier New which has even spacing
for all characters enabling a smooth easy to follow
system.

Another issue with tablature is the absence of
a universally accepted mode of dictating note
duration. Various attempts have been made
by online community members to combat this
problem but there is no universally accepted
method. Figure 3 shows a couple of examples

Figure 2: Example of Tablature using Courier New font.
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Figure 3: Example of attempts to include note or chord duration in tablature.

of how online guitar community members have
used simple word processor symbols and basic
imaging software to emulate rhythmic indication in
tablature.

Sufficient common practice has evolved in
the online guitar communities for some almost
universal protocols to have developed. The
examples explained by Matthies (2019), in Figure
4 imply a universally accepted system, however
old files developed using earlier systems are still
easily accessible and may still cause considerable
confusion.

Thus, we have seen how a new language of guitar

Guitar TAB Symbols Summary

Here is a quick guide to the most common symbols you will see in text-based
Guitar TAB:

« h=hammer-on

« p=pull-off

« b=bend

o /=slide up

o \ =slide down

« PM ----=palm muting (above or below TAB)
o ~~~=vibrato

« x =muted hit

« <>=natural harmonics

« t=tapping

« () = grace note or let the note ring out

Figure 4: Common symbols used in online file
sharing tablature.

music has evolved, and language is the foundation
of epistemology (Chomsky, 1965, 1976; Koster,
1988).

Following the development of social media,
online communities found new platforms and
became much easier with which to engage. New
communities have developed within social media
spaces including Facebook, YouTube, Pinterest,
Twitter, LiveJournal, Snapchat, Instagram, and
TikTok. Online guitar communities also still
continue to exist in chatrooms and newsgroups
as well as countless informal email communities.
These communities are a hotbed of information
and resources for music learning, especially
informal self-directed learning practices. They are
also the locale for cultural development and the
canonisation of integral concepts of knowledge.
Online learning via user-generated content (UGC)
on community sites including YouTube and more
structured pedagogic platforms contribute to the
codification of the style (Spillane, 2019).

This paper presents findings of a review of the
topical discourse and discusses how the use of
digital methods, including via online communities
influences the study of guitar in the twenty-first
century. The paper’s main focus addresses the
question: What does it mean epistemologically to
use digital methods when learning the guitar?
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Methodology

The research was conducted using the protocols
of a systematic literature review as outlined by
Kitchenham and Charters (2007), Xiao and Watson
(2019), and Tawfik et al. (2019) in order to ascertain
the current state of discourse on the topic of

using digital methods to learn the guitar and the
epistemological implications. The purpose of a
systematic review is to attempt to understand

the existing body of literature on a specific

topic through the collection, interpretation and
explanation existing research (Rousseau, Manning,
& Denyer, 2008). As the concepts of epistemology
and pedagogy are typically more subjective than
objective in nature it was decided to employ a
qualitative review method. Therefore, Tawfik et

al’s SPIDER (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest,
Design, Evaluation, Research type) model has been
adopted.

The sample was defined by inclusion and
exclusion criteria designed to focus on online
guitar learning. There was deemed no need to
set date exclusions as the topic is relatively recent
and all discourse was potentially relevant. Earlier
discourse will give a description of the development
of the topic and more recent discourse will give
a picture of the current state of discussions.

The search process found an almost ubiquitous
presence of popular music content with very

little reference to Western art music, Jazz or world
music. Further refined searches were conducted

to locate any discourse on epistemology of music
learning. No exclusion criteria were set for this
search content as older papers would also give an
historical background against which contemporary
pedagogies could be compared.

Searches were initially conducted using purely
academic search engines including Google Scholar,
Eric, and the University of Adelaide Library’s internal
search engine. Further searches were conducted
using CORE which focusses on open access papers
and ResearchGate which is a good mode of finding
research by specific authors once prominent
researchers have been identified in a specific field.
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Generic search engines were used to find industry
discourse and governmental reports.

The key words and terms in the research question
are epistemology, digital methods and learning
the guitar. Search terms were constructed using
combinations of these key terms and a variety of
synonyms and Boolean operators. No publications
were found that address the research question
directly. It is the role of this paper to collate the
various discourse around the question into a
singular cohesive discussion addressing the topic
indirectly from available research publications and
other topically relevant.

Once suitable publications were identified and
located, they were examined for key concepts and
collated into topical sub groups. Each publication
was analysed to find how it contributes to the
discourse and flagged for relevant content.
Potential themes in the data were identified and
relevant data extracts were located. After collation
of the data extracts further analysis was conducted
to establish the validity and strength of each theme.

Once data were collected, sorted, and ready
for analysis, the protocols of Inductive Thematic
Analysis (ITA) as described by Braun and Clarke
(2006) were followed to ensure validity of this study.
Inductive analysis is most suitable for this type of
study as it allows for an exploratory approach driven
by data rather than deductive processes that seek
to build pre-conceived theories (Guest, McQueen &
Namey, 2014). In Braun and Clarke’s original (2006)
discussion on thematic analysis they suggested
themes were found in the data or “emerged” from
the data. However, in subsequent publications
and presentations on the process (Braun & Clarke,
2014, 2018; Braun, Clarke & Hayfield, 2019) they
encourage the concept of “generating” themes from
the data, giving the researcher a more active role
and thereby potentially more directly addressing
the research question or topic on hand.

The vast majority of the publications sourced
for this study were qualitative in nature. A few,
particularly the industry and governmental reports,
also contained quantitative data. Some studies
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presented quantitative data with interpretive
and/or extemporaneous narrative, for example:
“one out of five respondents had studied in music
schools, and 6% had studied in a high school with
an emphasis on music. Only seven respondents
had studied music in a conservatoire and two

in a university... A majority of the respondents,
therefore, appear to be self-taught, or perhaps
community-taught musicians” (Salavuao, 2006,

p. 259).

Of the methodologies employed in the studies
investigated, the most common form of data
collection was via interviews. These were typically
semi-structured in order to allow for broad
perspectives beyond what could be foreseen by
the researchers: “As the aim of our original data
collection was to uncover the details of music
behaviour across a broad spectrum, we used semi-
structured interviews to ensure that the important
issues we wanted to discuss were covered” (Brown
& Sellen, 2006, p. 37). Surveys, most of them in the
form of online surveys, were also common. Other
data collection methods included the following;
“Transcript analysis of the discourse in online
seminars” (Harrasim, 2000, p. 8), “Active participant
observation across multiple social media platforms”
(Schembri & Tichbon, 2017, p. 194), and “textual,
audio, audiovisual, and musical materials” (Ferrari-
Nunes, 2010, p. 95). A wide range of data collection
was typically seen as beneficial to this topic:
“diverse data-gathering tools allowed a diversity of
perspectives and information on the research topic
to be obtained” (Moore, 2014, p. 255). The empirical
studies ranged from ethnographic and auto-
ethnographic, to netnographic.

Cox and Forbes (2022, p. 625) described their
methodology as novel; “This article presents a novel
methodology for one-to-one pedagogy research,
namely, ‘multisited focused ethnography;'and
included implied epistemological assumptions
in their description: “The selection of reflexive
thematic analysis, where meaning and knowledge
are understood as situated and contextual,
and researcher subjectivity is conceptualised

as a resource for knowledge production, which
inevitably sculpts the knowledge produced..., was
consistent with the ontological and epistemological
considerations underpinning the research” (p. 633).

Till (2017) observed that few publications on this
topic included relevant case studies: “Popular music
education (PME) is a fast developing field of study,
in terms of educational programmes and activities,
but relatively few relevant publications are available
featuring, for example, case studies of best practice,
or relevant theoretical considerations” (p. 14).

Findings

In the process of researching epistemology of
digital music learning it was inevitable that the
concepts of ontology would be encountered and
need to be addressed before epistemology can

be discussed in a contextual sense. This will be
followed by presentations of findings on epistemic
notions and a focus on online learning and
communities of practice.

Ontology

Digital music downloads, in the form of
on-demand streaming, now accounts for
approximately 87% of music consumption among
the most popular genres in the United States
(Gotting, 2023). This is a notable increase on

the 70% reported in 2015 (Friedlander) and it is
expected this will continue to increase (Gotting,
2022). Shembri and Tichbon (2017) discussed
how digital music consumers act as cultural
curators stating: “The context of an online music
subculture therefore offers the opportunity

to investigate and better understand cultural
production” (p. 192). However, as they focus their
research on Vaporwave, a micro genre of electronic
music, they do not directly address learning or
the epistemology of online music education.
They found online community members are
remixing existing musical cultural artefacts into
new creations that barely resemble the original.
Thus, according to participants, the artefacts
have been altered so much that copyright is
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irrelevant. However, they note this irrelevance

also contributes to the lack of worth, cultural and
financial, of participant’s creations. The ontological
questions raised by the concepts of remixes

are addressed in the discourse by authors and
researchers including McGuire (2014), Kania (2006),
Cox (2003), and Wiltsher (2016) who explored the
question “What kind of things are musical works?”
(p. 430)

Aesthetic content seems to be in inherent
property of a musical artefact’s ontology with
Wiltsher arguing that production is integral to
the ontology of a 20th century dance song:“The
aesthetic qualities of a brilliant song can survive
the vicissitudes of shoddy production, but bad
production in dance music destroys the tune”
(p-430). Remixes can be recordings or, as is more
often the case, live performances by a DJ (Disc
Jockey). However, a remix is not performance of
an artefact in any ontological sense as there is no
score or preconceived structure behind the mix.

A DJ will typically work with the live vibe of the
dance floor and this involves an improvisatory
aspect. Wiltsher concludes “there is an ontology of
dance music to be discovered, and that it will be
quite different from ontologies of music already
written” (p. 431). Cox discusses Krausz's question
“which interpretation of a cultural text, if any, is
the single right one?” and takes the conversation
from a Western high art centred perspective

and addresses it with a focus on contemporary
genres. He finds there are different expectations
of interpretation of cultural artefacts leading to
different sets of ontological and epistemological
claims. He concedes that all interpretations involve
transformation but the aesthetic character must
carry over from the original cultural artefact to the
interpretive artefact.

While exploring the ontology of digital music
and the concepts of downloading from online
suppliers McGuire (2014) notes the following:“In
digital music, copies of recordings are no longer
duplications, but rather part of a clonal colony”

(p- 3) and uses a biological analogy to help explain:
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“like a field of genetically identical mushrooms that
has reproduced by vegetative asexual procreation”
(p. 3). Live streamed recordings temporarily “exist”
in much the same way as a live performance, while
downloaded recordings exist in much the same way
as a hard copy on CD, vinyl or tape. Kania (2006)
suggests an ontology of popular contemporary
music needs to reflect the way informed audiences
talk about Rock and recognise both the centrality
of recorded tracks to the culture and the value of
live performances. His ontological foundation is
the studio recording as the artefact, which can
then also be performed live. He goes on to suggest
that a cover version is a recording or performance
that intends to “manifest the same song” (p. 412).
Although there is deep philosophical discourse
regarding the ontology of digital music, none

of these authors however adequately address

the concepts of epistemology, especially the
epistemology of online learning.

Epistemology

There are a number of epistemological concerns
within 21st century digital music including
diversity, authenticity, and reasons for and
against learning music online. The discourse
includes concepts of epistemic inertia and
epistemic resonance. Hallenbeck (2019) states
music functions as a response to a set of shared
cultural concerns and meaning in music cannot
be separated from its social context. In his
discussion on contemporary musicology Tagg
(2011) employs the phrase epistemic inertia to
describe the dominance of Western art music’s
hold on academia: “[Clonventional musicology

is to a significant extent a conceptual disaster
zone. It may have developed valid theories about
harmonic narrative in European art music, but it
has, in my view, been intellectually about as open-
minded as religious fundamentalism in dealing
with anything outside its own restricted frames
of reference” (p. 7). Manson (2009) defines two
distinct forms of epistemic inertia. One is individual
epistemic inertia where an individual may not be
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rationally able to accept a truth because it does
not fit with other fundamental beliefs they hold.
The other is social epistemic inertia where beliefs
are“sustained, revised, checked and confirmed in
a variety of complex social ways” (p. 294). It can
reasonably be argued that both of these forms
of epistemic inertia have been, and are, at play in
musicology of non-traditionally sourced musics
including online contemporary popular and art
music. Till (2017) picks up on this notion stating
it is “sidelining popular music as a fringe activity”
despite popular music comprising the majority
of society’s musical activity. Till's epistemology
is radically different in his teaching practice. He
states he conceives popular music as principally a
recorded medium. He employs a blended learning
approach and a flipped classroom model with
rhizomatic learning approaches which allows
for maximal student autonomy. This approach
inherently avoids epistemic inertia by allowing
students to choose their own ensembles, musical
genres, musical content and even define their own
assessment criteria.

Till (2017) has deliberately engaged with
pedagogies that minimise requirements to rely
on written scores and traditional music theory.
By emphasising technological, oral and aural
approaches he is engaging with pedagogies that
are naturally occurring in the online popular music
communities. He states he values the existing
knowledge of the student cohort which is in
keeping with the notion of epistemic resonance
discussed by Ferrari-Nunes (2010). His pedagogic
practice includes participation in blogs, online
discussion boards and social media including
Facebook groups as class activities. He states
this teaching method helps to keep the curricula
current, and offers the cohort, individually and
collectively, a sense of ownership of the learning
activities. This is a very contemporary epistemology
when compared to how traditional music classes
have typically been delivered and includes, and in
fact relies on, a high degree of social connectivity.
There is a hive-mind aspect to the epistemology of

this blended learning and flipped model pedagogy.
It engages with the important characteristics of
informal music learning and employs them in
formal settings.

One common topic addressed in the discourse
is how consumers learn about new music, that is;
what epistemological methods are employed or
even engaged with instinctively. Brown and Sellen
(2006) state that the social aspect is inherent in
musical epistemology regarding; “social methods
of finding out about music were very important”
(p. 44). They found friends “filtered” music for each
other, deciding what others would like to listen to.
This implies a community driven epistemology.
Their study was conducted using interviews of
real-world consumers. The shift to online music
consumption has broadened the social network to
include people that never meet in the real world
and this has resulted in a new development in
this epistemological concern as music enthusiasts
are discovering a greater variety of music as a
result. Brown and Sellen describe this activity as
“exploring” (p. 48) which implies a greater emphasis
on the explorer and less on the social network as
the active agent, but rather the vista.

Cox (2016) further supports this shift away from
social learning due to the gravitation to online
spaces. Her research examined higher learning
and found online learning is swiftly transforming
education and places “novel demands” (p. 11) on
learners. She claims learners are now forced to
navigate new territories and this implies a greater
focus on self-directed learning and developing
relationships with technology. Fundamental to
her discussion is the alone/together paradox
described by Turkle (2011). How a learner develops
knowledge in online settings is largely dependent
on their technological capabilities and their
relationship with technology both hardware and
software in the real world and in online spaces.
These skills, which are inherently necessary to
navigate online learning, are independent yet co-
dependant. Magnusson (2009) explored concepts
of virtual embodiment and epistemic tools in music
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technologies and claimed an observed interaction
between computational systems and culture. He
called for further research in “ethnocomputing”
where software is analysed in a way similar to how
we would engage critically with other arts including
music, literature and film.

In a dissertation on music making, learning and
sharing in Shetland’s Sprees, Ferrari-Nunes (2010)
proposes the notion of epistemological resonance
as seeking to “perceive, describe and understand
the phenomenal effects of the conceptual
environments we inhabit and grow with, learning to
sense through ideas and actions” (p. 9). He defines
the Spree as a “key local practice that manifests the
principles of an epistemological tradition — a way of
knowing and being that is shared across multiple
generations” (p ii). Epistemological principles
addressed include horizontality, interpersonal and
intergenerational knowledge, resourcefulness, and
nuance of character appreciation. Horizontality
refers to equity of access to information and
removal of barriers due to learner diversity. The
Spree, as a tradition, encourages engagement with
past, current and novel modes and styles of musical
expression, remaining open to outside influences,
which implies, in the twenty first century, online
influences.

Ferrari-Nunes noticed there is no single modern
local native music tradition in Shetland, as itis a
disparate collective. He found local musicians have
crafted their own styles using whatever variety of
tools were at hand. This included various musical
instruments and recording technologies and
in recent times has enveloped the Internet into
its conglomeration. There is still a sense of local
community as musicians influence each other
stylistically, and in repertoire. What he did notice
was also a collective taste for genre diversity,
which has been both enabled and amplified by the
arrival of the Internet. Online communities, which
include non-local entities, now contribute to the
local epistemological tradition of music learning.
Ferrari-Nunes concludes on open approach to
cultural growth incorporates an understanding of
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alternative epistemologies including ones based
in feeling, thinking and experience. He states this
is one method of encountering epistemological
growth by expanding conceptual horizons and
changing one’s inner resonance with relationships
and with the present.

The resonance that occurs through deep
relationships featuring shared interpersonal
knowledge such as those that are common among
active Shetland musicians is characterised by
people listening and paying attention to who each
individual is, what they have to contribute, what
they do well and what needs help. The epistemic
resonance is a fundamental aspect of the music
community and exhibits utmost respect and care,
long-lasting intergenerational engagement and
a“well spun matrix of interpersonal knowledge”
(p. 255). Salavuo and Hakkinen’s (2005) case study
found the majority of online music community
members were either self-taught or community-
taught musicians, and their discussion supports the
notion of epistemic resonance existing in online
music communities.

Diversity of music learning cohorts is a common
topic in the discourse (Cox, 2016; Ellefsen & Karlsen,
2020; Moore, 2014; Parkinson & Smith, 2015; Rao &
Tanners, 2011). Moore also observed a “disparate
nature of music provision” within the education
system she investigated in Ireland (Herron,

1985; Smyth & Calvert, 2011). This has led to an
historical paradigm of higher education in music
being a“privilege of students with economic and
cultural capital enabling them to access private
instrumental and/or theory tuition” (p. 250). Moore
(2012) acknowledges an overemphasis on Western
classical traditions in the local education system
and this has alienated students with diverse musical
backgrounds from access to higher education. She
argues that learners should have equal epistemic
access to knowledge at the secondary level, they
should have agency in negotiating access to higher
music education and they should receive positive
affirmation of their musical identities and personal
future musical pathways. However, she does not
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address the possibilities of online learning in her
discussion.

Authenticity is a long and well understood
concept in the formal education of the traditions
of Western art music, World music and even folk
music (Johnson, 2000; Kruse, 2018; Nketia, 1967;
Palmer, 1992; Schippers, 2009; Scott-Kassner,
2006). However, the epistemology of authenticity
in popular music education is more complex and
ambiguous (Dyndahl & Nielsen, 2014; Green,
2006; Parkinson & Smith, 2015; Woody, 2007).
Green (2002) notes the existence of an “ideology
of authenticity” (p. 99) through informal learning
among contemporary musicians stating it is a form
of natural expression, compared to what is generally
experienced through formal training or education.
Parkinson and Smith (2015) note an “epistemic
tension” (p. 102) in higher Popular Music education
which corresponds to these notions of authenticity.
They observe an “epistemic drift” (p. 101) toward
vocational training in the United Kingdom and
this is evident in music education. They conclude
“The HPME [Higher Popular Music Education]
community has an opportunity and a responsibility
in this moment to move iteratively and mindfully
towards an epistemology of authenticity in its
institutionalised beliefs and practices” (p. 118).
However, this paper also does not discuss the
possibilities of online learning in addressing this
issue.

Online Learning

Epistemology addresses concepts of how learning
is achieved and how knowledge is constructed.
In online learning environments important
aspects of cognitive presence and epistemic
engagement only occur when the pedagogy and
the social presence are well established (Sun &
Chen, 2016). A common criticism of the online
learning space particularly in music is the lack of
adequate personalised and effective feedback
on the learner’s performance (Chanway, 2023;
Hoang, 2022; Jensen, Bearman & Boud, 2021;
K&o, & Niitsoo, 2014; Peczek, 2015). Steele and

Holbeck (2018) assert the importance of quality
feedback: “A majority of the learning in the online
environment can be self-guided but without
effective feedback learning can be difficult” (p. 1).
There have been some attempts at addressing
this issue. These include video exchange platforms
and learning via real-time video streaming on
platforms including, for example, Skype or Zoom.
There has been a move in formal settings to
employ peer feedback (Goodrich, 2021; Ruthman,
2007), which is natural in informal popular music
learning environments (Johnson, 2017a; Green,
2002). Recently Fender Play have experimented
with “Feedback Mode” which involves an

Artificial Intelligence (Al) assessing the students’
performance and giving scores based on certain
criteria. Figure 5 shows a screen shot of the
feedback interface.

For more detailed feedback the learner can
examine the tablature with a timeline of their
performance showing where and when they were
most accurate or need more improvement. Figure
6 shows a screenshot demonstrating the detailed
feedback in conjunction with the tablature.

There are epistemological implications here
regarding the use of an Al to deliver feedback to

It seems you made some rhythm errors, try again

Score
100 ‘ 90 ’ ‘ 76 ’
Length played Pitch score Rhythm score

Figure 5: FenderPlay Feedback Mode interface
(FenderPlay, 2023).
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Standard tuning
J=100
Riff

|
I
I

W
R

—

o ~

Detailed Feedback:

4

-Wrong note: Check fingering! ‘

* The grey sound wave shows what you played.

The colored line on top compares your playing to the tab.

* Green means you played the correct notes or chords and a straight line means your

timing was right on.

» Yellow and red highlights areas needing improvement. Wavy sections indicate rhythmic

errors.

* Hover over the yellow and red sections to view messages with more detail on what and

how to improve for next time.

Figure 6: FenderPlay Feedback Mode detailed feedback (FenderPlay, 2023)

learners in the place of human social interaction in
the learning process.

Similarly, discussion about the meaningfulness of
online relationships investigate their effectiveness,
including in education. In his report on research
investigating the role of online communities in
music learning, Salavuo (2006) states there is no
evidence that a lack of face to face connectivity
makes relationships less meaningful. Thus, online
learning, particularly one using socially grounded
epistemologies are equally valid in online spaces
as in the real world. Salavuo also observed the
cognitive diversity of online music communities can
be very large in comparison to most traditional or
institutional music communities. This will inherently
lead to a broader perspective on epistemology.

Autonomy is an integral aspect of online learning
and also has epistemological implications. In
a comparative study between two groups of
students, one learning face-to-face in lectures,
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and the other engaging with online learning
methodologies, Shapley (2000) found students who
successfully learned the material and mastered the
concepts on their own scored slightly better than
average on assessments. Much of the discourse

on the epistemology of online learning suggests
the presence of constructivist epistemology where
knowledge is developed by the learner rather than
revealed to the learner (Cox, 2016; Crotty, 1998;
Johnson, 2017b; Keast, 2004, 2009; Lincoln & Guba,
1986; Merriam, 2004).

The constructivist paradigm is inherent in
autonomous learning which, in turn, is inherent in
online learning. As early as the turn of the century
Wolfe (2000) observed constructivism in action
within online learning environments: “Emerging
Web technologies may lead to a renaissance in
informal education because the Web holds the
promise of promoting self-directed life-long
learning, expanding learning beyond the classroom,

13
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and supporting alternative social organisations
for learning and teaching” (p. 93). The process of
learning is an integral concept to epistemology.
Blake (2018) highlighted the importance of the
process in online music learning; “Online music
coursework should rise to the challenge of taking
a constructivist based teaching approach so that
students can experience the learning process, not
just simply experience learning” (p. 8). The process
of learning is fundamental to the definition of
epistemology.

In 2002 Resnick observed where new
technologies were being used in education, the
technologies were used to “reinforce outmoded
approaches to learning” (p. 32), with approaches to
pedagogy being unaffected by the use of digital
technologies. By 2010, Davidson and Goldberg
claimed the way we learn has changed dramatically
stating learning institutions had become
simultaneously innovative, flexible and robust. More
recent publications have discussed epistemological
issues around music (Adveeff, 2014; O'Hara, 2018;
Schembri & Tichbon, 2017), and music education
(Abramo, 2014; Allsup, 2020; Corintha & Cabral,
2022; Parkinson & Smith, 2015). This paper explores
the current state of epistemology in music research
reflecting on concepts of knowledge and cognitive
success in digital age music.

Why Learn Music Online?
One other topic found in the discourse, particularly
surrounding online music learning, is the question
of why. Why learn music, and why use online
methods? From the perspective of the students
Xu (2022) suggests “the purpose of students’
learning music is to improve their own quality and
self cultivation” (p. 4). From a broader perspective
and examining the role of music education in
higher learning Xu suggests “the purpose of music
education... is to cultivate all-round developed
talents, improve college students’aesthetic ability
and artistic appreciation..., [and] develop thinking
ability and creativity” (p. 4).

Regarding online music learning Xu's research

found new media technology-assisted teaching,
as it is observed to be applied in higher music
education, has many benefits including the
following list:“provides a platform for teacher-
student communication, resource sharing,

and students’ cooperative learning, breaks

the restrictions of time and space, promotes
students’ autonomous learning, strengthens the
communication between teachers and students,
stimulates students’ learning interest and initiative,
and improves students’knowledge level and
music literacy” (p. 10). Xu also observed students’
cooperation and team awareness was also greatly
improved though this mode of music education
and claimed it better achieves the purpose of music
education.

There is an epistemic assumption that engaging
with online music communities will help
participants learn. Salavuo’s (2006) case study
found motives that have to do with learning and
advancing knowledge turned out to be “quite
significant reasons” (p. 262) for participation in
online music communities. Self directed learning
in informal settings is the normal mode for music
education as a leisure activity. Lorenzo de Reizabal
(2022) observed participants in this type of music
education are most typically adults who generally
have an epistemic curiosity towards a deeper
understanding of music.

Another reason to learn music online is exposure
to music that would otherwise be unobtainable.
Spillane (2019) implied that the Internet has
improved knowledge and understanding of
outlying and/or geographically disparate musics:
“Prior to the arrival of the Internet, the performance
techniques of the Gypsy jazz guitar style, linking
back to the style of Django Reinhardt, were not
widely known and often misunderstood. Today
the music has become a codified form of jazz
in its own right and the Internet media-sharing
platform YouTube has been instrumental in the
documentation and dissemination of the genre’s
performance practices” (p. 33).
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Discussion

Informal and self-directed learning is the norm
for popular musicians (Cremata, 2017; Green,
2002; Green, Lebler, &Till, 2016;Till, 2017) and
this lends itself perfectly to the online learning
environment. There are now countless tools and
resources for online music learning (Cooper, Dale
& Spencer, 2009; Lee, Baker & Haywood, 2018).
This has challenged traditional ontological and
epistemological perspectives on music and on
music literacy, creating a perceived need for new
meanings of music literacy (May, Broomhead &
Tsugawa, 2020).

With the development of the Internet,
communities of guitar players have gravitated
to online spaces (Lee, 2022; Salavuo, 2006, 2008;
Salavuo & Hakkinen, 2005; Waldron, 2009). The
development of protocols for various symbols
and their semantics in online sharing of guitar
transcriptions via tablature is a form of “folksonomy”
(Barrows, 2013; Vander Wal, 2005a, 2005b).

This seems to parallel with Sordo et al’s (2013)
description of musical folksonomies: “Music
folksonomies include both general and detailed
descriptions of music, and are usually continuously
updated..., music folksonomies have an inherent
loose and open semantics, which hampers their
use in many applications, such as structured music
browsing and recommendation” (p. 346). This

is a form of community based epistemology, or

as Ferrari-Nunes (2010) describes, an epistemic
resonance.

Perhaps the most common and enduring topic
throughout the discourse around online music
communities is copyright issues (Harrower,

2005; Jackson, 2001; Liong & Dixit, 2004; Peng,
2022; Pollack, 1999, Regelski, 2006; Solo, 2014;
Thibeault, 2012). Patil and Dangat (2014) stated “it
is undeniable the prosperity of P2P software has
accelerated the spread of the piracy and increased
the difficulty of protection of intellectual property
rights” (p. 7390). In the early days of the online
music industry there were numerous attempts at
minimising piracy and new models for legal online
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distribution emerged, the most successful of which
are iTunes and Spotify (Wikstrom, 2014). Davies
etal. (2015) explored the concept of epistemic
implications of online music piracy. They found
what they describe as “epistemological dissonances,
driven by differing levels of understanding about
(and access to) the underlying technological,

legal, and social structures of an evolving
marketplace” (p. 41). Their study found most of

the epistemological dissonances were founded

on varying levels of understanding, and mis-
understanding, about the underlying technological,
legal, and social structures of the online music
industry. They propose to remove these
epistemological boundaries and that some form of
educational process should be developed to inform
users of digital music the “technical architecture”
underpinning the industry and claim this would
help to reduce piracy.

Epistemology asks how we know what we
know. If that process involves illegal practices of
piracy in order to obtain knowledge, then their
epistemological morals at stake. Is knowledge
paramount and should it be free to all who enquire?
The online space seems to offer this, yet at what
expense? Learners who are maximising their
epistemic freedom have the opportunity to indulge
in whatever modes, honest or dis-honest, if they see
this as paths to knowledge. If knowledge is attained
through improper means, even if the learner was
not aware at the time, it cannot really be forgotten
as recompense. In the context of online music
learning, epistemic freedom comes at an expense.
However, the expense is not the learners; it is the
original content creators’and they may never know
what it is they are paying.

It can safely be assumed that the notion of
non-geographically bound communities now
influencing local music traditions, as observed by
Ferrari-Nunes (2010) is the norm globally. Similarly,
Moore's (2014) observation of higher education
having historically been available to the privileged
is also not just a local phenomenon and is observed
in other parts of the world (Bates, 2014; Coppola &
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Taylor, 2022; Escalante, 2020; Hannan, 2000a, 2000b;
Palmer, 2018)

Epistemic Indulgence
The underlying epistemology of learners teaching
themselves how to play an instrument using online
resource, and especially engaging with online
communities, is not dissimilar to how musicians
have learned using the oral tradition in the past.
Storr (1993) refers to this as a kind of “neurogamy”
that is present in music communities and at music
events (Finestrone, 2022). Other authors refer to
this as epistemic resonance.

Manson (2009) describes epistemic inertia as
the maintenance of existing epistemology(ies)
through established social or institutional traditions
that typically resist change. Ferrari-Nunes (2010)
describes epistemic resonance as a matrix of
interpersonal knowledge that occurs through deep
relationships characterised by community members
paying attention to each individual, what they
have to contribute, what they do well and what
needs help. There is a third type of epistemology
emerging among self-directed learners using online
resources to inform themselves. That is an epistemic
indulgence: Self-guided learners using online
resources to teach themselves have the freedom
to learn whatever they choose, in whatever order,
using whatever resources they find best suits them
and their whims: “you are free to chart your musical
journey on your own terms” (Schiebel, 2022),

Student autonomy minimises epistemic inertia by
maximising epistemic indulgence. However, there
is a relationship between these three epistemic
notions. Students enrolled in formal education will
encounter both epistemic inertia and resonance.
Self-guided learners, engaging with epistemic
indulgence by using online resources, who also
participate in online communities of practice will
also encounter epistemic resonance. In these
cases, there will need to be a degree of epistemic
discretion for the learning to be maximally
successful. Figure 7 illustrates these relationships.

Salavauo's (2006) case study found less than a

third of online music community members could
read music notation even though the proportion
of self-claimed songwriters among the participants
was high. Tian (2020) argued that music students
in online learning environments need to also be
taught the necessary epistemological skills to
successfully operate in that space: “Cultivating
the ability of students in music majors to learn
autonomously in an online environment, and
mastering the scientific, reasonable, and advanced
autonomous learning styles and teaching methods
is conducive to improving the abilities of the
students” (p. 1). He continues by stating these skills
are also highly transferable as “education should
aim at training students’independent thinking and
self-management ability, and provide students
with the skills and abilities needed for independent
learning in the future” (p. 1). Not only the skills of
the user regarding how to use the technology,
but also the technology itself being employed has
epistemological implications as it was observed to
influence the choice of music being listened to and
therefore studied. Brown and Sellen (2006) found
their participants’ choice of music was determined
to a large extent by what technology was available
in the places they listened to music.

Online learning offers greater student autonomy
and freedom to explore opportunities to learn
and resources to inform the learner. This allows
for maximal epistemological indulgence for a
self-directed student, for example a self-taught
musician using the Internet. However, as Salavuo
(2008) states “taking advantage of the emerging
possibilities requires pedagogical understanding”
(p. 10). Such learners may need to develop the
skill of epistemic discretion to maximise their
learning. This can be achieved through active
involvement in online communities. In more formal
settings of online music education there is also
constant change and an ever-growing body of
resources that can be employed. Educators need
to keep themselves abreast of the challenges and
possibilities these may offer: “The change towards
more meaningful activities that result in a deeper

55(1)



Freedoms and liberties of learning music in online environments

Epistemic
Discretion

Figure 7: Relationships between Epistemic Inertia, Resonance, Indulgence and Discretion.

learning requires rethinking the practices and the
learning culture of music education, and education
in general” (Salavuo, 2008, p. 15).

Conclusion

The development of online learning has been
rapid and has influenced all subject areas including
music. Concepts of epistemology have been
forced to accommodate twenty first century
technologies. We have observed discussion on
online communities and epistemic resonance
as well as the dissonance between broadening
online resources and epistemic inertia. Through
this research the concept of epistemic indulgence
was developed where self-directed online learners
have greater freedom and access to knowledge,
however this comes at various expenses and
requires epistemic discretion for maximal learning
potential. This paper has also presented the notion
of the evolving communication in online guitar
communities, in the form of tablature developed in
word processors and simple imaging software, to be
a folksonomy, which is itself a product of epistemic
resonance.
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