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Abstract: Our learning module is a virtual, interactive training environment designed to guide 

learners through the stages of learning to play the old-time fiddle. Students are placed in mastery 

oriented learning situations that reflect informal, historical settings where students learn mu sic as 

part of a community. In our design, students benefit from just-in-time interactions while 

developing their identity within a community of practice. This presentation highlights our needs 

assessment, design solutions, and our system’s functionality. 

 

 

Introduction 
The historical method of learning old-time fiddle music is intended to develop a mastery orientation and 

avoids the competitive drawbacks of performance-oriented art forms (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Our design solution 

models this traditional, informal learning environment of old-time fiddle music and delivers it via a virtual, 

interactive tutoring system. Our design places the student at the center of activity by immersing him or her in a 

variety of playing environments that reflect ways children have historically learned to play instruments as part of an 

informal learning community (Resnick, 1987). 

 

Needs Assessment   

 Performance anxiety has been found to be a deterrent to student development and understanding (Dweck & 

Leggett, 1988; Blumenfeld & Marx, 1997). If a student’s only exposure to music comes from professional 

recordings and well-rehearsed live performances, he or she will not be likely to understand the months and years of 

development that precede an expert’s musical performance. This lack of exposure to the realities of learning to play 

a musical instrument, coupled with the inherent self-expressive nature of music, potentially creates a large degree of 

performance anxiety upon the novice.  

 

 In today’s public school structure, it is  difficult for a student to receive instruction that is geared to his or 

her individual skill level (Kliebard, 1986). This lack of specificity leads to student frustration or boredom when the 

learning materials are too advanced or when the subject matter is too eas y. For optimal progression, the challenge to 

the student must dynamically meet his or her abilities (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990).  As the student’s skills 

develop, the learning materials must also become more complex. To optimize learning, students must have choices 

based on interests and degree of difficulty (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1992). Interest has been found to play a key role in 

whether or not students are motivated to learn and participate in class activities (Renninger, 2000). 

  

Our Design Solution 
 Our design specifically addresses performance anxiety, one of the greatest obstacles to learning to play a 

musical instrument, in four ways. First our system places the learner in a virtual community of practice in which a 

mastery orientation is fostered by encouraging continued musical development in common social playing situations. 

Students experience the successes as well as the struggles of other musicians within their community of practice. As 

students learn to identify themselves with like-peers on the pathway towards full community participation, self-

efficacy grows due to an evolving perception awareness of developing music potential. Unlike traditional situations 

where students have limited access to experts and near-peers with whom to comp are themselves, our system offers 

clear possibilities for growth to peripheral participants. 

 

Second, working alone can prevent a student from gaining necessary access to experts and a wider culture 

of music. Our design solution allows students to work independently, while at the same time maintain access to 

expert guidance and virtual playing situations with groups of musicians. Our instructional system anticipates a 

student’s mistakes so that these mistakes can be addressed at the moment of disequilibrium. This just-in-time 
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learning allows students to make mistakes necessary in order to develop, prompting students towards proficiency 

without creating the drawbacks of performance anxiety.   

 

Third, our design mirrors old-time fiddle communities by scaffolding the learner through each stage of 

development by placing him or her in a progression of playing situations from novice through advanced. This 

progression of levels allows the student to reinforce the skills he or she has acquired while still introducing new 

challenges. By providing access to a range of legitimate and full participatory situations, our design is intended to 

lessen frustration and prevent boredom.  

 

Finally, our instructional system gives students a wide variety of choices to accommodate individual areas 

of interest. Students may choose from a variety of playing styles as well as levels of difficulty. Expert-recommended 

regimes can directly address specific needs historically encountered by novice players. Students may participate in 

relaxed playing situations, work intensively on skills, or accompany a virtual ensemble. 

 

Next Steps 
This instructional tutor seeks to replicate a cultural way of learning to play music that is quickly 

disappearing. By using an interactive, virtual learning system, we will be able to study the effectiveness of the 

traditional ear training methods used by old-time musicians. Through user-testing and iterative design, we shall 

introduce our system into public schools to examine how students instructed in this method contribute to their wider 

music communities within their schools. We are also interested in exploring how this learning environment could be 

applied to other instruments and genres of music. 
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