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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this investigation was to establish an understanding of the role that 

a cappella ensemble singing plays in the musical development of undergraduate ensemble 

singers based on the perspective of students, music teachers of three to five years 

experience, and faculty directors from four-year colleges and universities geographically 

located within the American Choral Directors Association (ACDA) Eastern Division, 

including the six New England states plus Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, New York, 

and Pennsylvania. Research questions asked: In what ways is a cappella ensemble 

singing perceived to contribute to the musical development of college student musicians? 

Are there measureable differences in the perceived benefits of traditional and 

contemporary genres of a cappella ensemble singing between undergraduate students and 

faculty directors? Findings suggested that benefit exists in both traditional and 

contemporary a cappella ensemble singing. 

Descriptive research was employed in an exploratory, mixed-methods design as 

described by Creswell and Plano (2007). Phase one consisted of 18 face-to-face, open-
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ended, semi-structured interviews, five observations, and three student focus-groups. 

Broad themes emerged, including ensemble experience, genre, hearing and precision, 

personal attributes, promotion and support, vocal technique, reflecting increased 

proficiency in intonation, sight singing, tonal memory, rhythmic precision, musical 

expressivity, vocal range and flexibility, and increased confidence and sense of 

responsibility. A Web-based survey, consisting of questions informed by the qualitative 

research, comprised the second phase, comparing the perceptions of students (n = 59) 

and faculty directors (n = 11) on the benefits ofboth traditional and contemporary a 

cappella ensemble singing. Mann-Whitney U and Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Tests were 

employed to test ordinal data for statistical differences between and within groups 

relative to traditional and contemporary a cappella ensemble singing. Statistical 

differences (p < . 05) were found between the responses of students and faculty directors 

in musical expressivity, vocal range and flexibility (contemporary), and in attitudes 

regarding the importance of contemporary a cappella ensemble singing for music 

education students. Statistical differences emerged among student responses regarding 

intonation, sight singing, musical expressivity, rhythmic precision, independence, level of 

challenge, commitment, and among faculty directors regarding the importance of the 

contemporary genre for music education majors. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Individual Perception: 

Toward an Understanding of the Benefits of A Cappella Ensemble Singing 

Singing a cappella music presents both logistical challenges and developmental 

opportunities to those engaged in collegiate vocal ensembles. With its transparent 

textures and exposed tuning, a cappella has often been employed by directors as a tool for 

improving the overall accuracy and responsiveness of the group. In a national survey on 

the uses of a cappella singing by collegiate choirs, Bullock ( 1991) found that the majority 

of choral directors acknowledged the importance of using a cappella singing in rehearsal, 

and felt that performing a cappella choral music is " ... essential to the musical 

development of the choir" (p. 113). Authors have long endorsed incorporating a cappella 

into rehearsal techniques in recognition of its benefits regarding intonation, inner hearing, 

and rhythmic synchronization (Christiansen, 1916; Wilson, 1959; Van Camp, 1965; 

Jordan and Shenenberger, (2005); Emmons & Chase, 2006). 

A cappella, a term meaning in the chapel style (Oxford, 2010) has come to 

represent a mode of singing that is not accompanied by instruments. During the early 

decades of the twentieth century, college music curriculums in the United States 

experienced a proliferation of choral ensemble singing that was dedicated to the 

performance of unaccompanied music - that which became known as the "a cappella 

era." A cappella singing had appeared in choral ensembles prior to this time, amidst a 

stylistic mix of accompanied repertoire. The Harvard Glee Club, for example, sang 

popular operetta and show tunes, college songs, and folk songs on programs that also 

1 



included banjo and mandolin ensembles (see Webpage, "History of the Harvard Glee 

Club," 2013). During the a cappella era, however, many groups drew from a largely 

different palate of repertoire including Renaissance octavos, contemporary art music, and 

were referred to as "a cappella choirs." These ensembles tended to be from small, 

religious institutions; performed only unaccompanied music, most of which was sacred; 

sang mainly from memory; continued to sing the same music all year; and concluded 

each season with a concert tour (Van Camp, 1965). According to Van Camp, the earliest 

a cappella choirs were those from Northwestern University, under the direction of Peter 

Lutkin; St. Olaf College, directed by F. Melius Christianson; and Westminster Choir 

School, led by John Finley Williamson. Despite their eventual decline in popularity as 

described by Van Camp, by the middle of the twentieth century, the influences ofthese 

ensembles and of the a cappella era on choral music education at the collegiate level 

lasted throughout the remaining decades and to the present day. A cappella singing has 

come to represent the essence of that which can be achieved through attention to detail 

and thorough, diligent preparation. Choral methodologists have described the 

contributions of a cappella singing on the development of the ensemble to include 

improved listening between ensemble sections (Garretson, 1998), intonation (Gordon, 

1977, Emmons & Chase, 2006), balance and blend (Wilson, 1959), and rehearsal 

techniques (Swan, 1988, Phillips, 2004). 

Popular music ensembles also flourished on college campuses at the time of the a 

cappella era and during subsequent decades up to the present time. Possibly the most 

notable and oldest collegiate ensembles dedicated to popular music is the Yale 
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Whiffenpoofs, which began in 1909 as a quintet that met weekly at Mory's Temple Bar 

to improvise renditions of popular songs that they loved to sing. All five singers also sang 

in the Yale Glee Club; four were members of the Varsity Quartet (see Webpage, "About 

the Whiffenpoofs," 2012). Currently, the size ofthe Whiffenpoofs ensemble remains at 

fourteen male members. Collegiate popular singing ensembles similar in size and style to 

the Whiffenpoofs have endured on other college campuses, as well; however, as with the 

Whiffenpoofs, these have tended to exist outside of the borders of music curriculums. 

There may have been several possible contributors to this phenomenon, which will be 

discussed in further detail in the next chapter. It is interesting to note, however, that the 

style of popular music in higher education has had an uphill climb throughout the 

twentieth century and continues the journey into the present time. The stylistic orientation 

of higher education music curricula in the United States has been biased predominantly 

toward Western-European art music (Wicks, 1998). 

The last decades of the twentieth century saw a second stream of a cappella 

ensemble-singing burst onto college campuses. Groups in this genre represented a new 

style of unaccompanied singing that drew from a rich heritage of popular music 

performance, emulating vocal and instrumental sounds of radio pop and rock songs, with 

the sole use of voices. As with many other popular music ensembles, these groups have 

existed largely outside of the music curriculum. One of the first ensembles to sing in the 

new style was the Beelzebubs of Tufts University. Deke Sharon, member and arranger 

took the group in a new direction in the late 1980s by expanding the repertoire that vocal 

groups could accomplish. Sharon also worked to institutionalize this genre by 
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establishing the College A Cappella Newsletter in 1990 and the Contemporary A 

Cappella Society of America (CASA) where group members and fans could fmd out 

about performance opportunities, competitions or to discuss recent recordings of 

contemporary a cappella. 

Theoretical Framework 

The current research has been viewed through two similar aspects of a common 

lens, one with its roots in philosophy and the other psychological in nature. Both 

perspectives count perception and experience among their key principles. Philosophical 

considerations of perception typically have centered on the interaction between the 

perceiver and what is perceived- the individual in relation to her/his world. That 

relationship has either been one of passivity or intention; direct connection or 

representation; active engagement or cerebral exercise, depending on one's philosophical 

perspective. Phenomenologists have brought to the discussion the notion of intentional, 

direct, and active engagement in experiencing one's world (Smith, 2013). It is, in part, 

through this lens, specifically pertaining to the philosophical interpretations of Heidegger 

and Merleau-Ponty, that I have viewed the current research. Singing in an ensemble that 

rehearses and performs a cappella music brings with it an opportunity to engage with the 

world in a way that is active, direct and intentional. 

Constructivist learning theory serves as the second and psychological aspect of 

the lens through which this investigation has been viewed. Our perceptions play an 

important role in our learning, according to constructivist learning theory (Twomey 

Fosnot & Perry, 2005). How we learn is predicated on our individual experiences and the 
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meanings that come from those experiences. The writings of Piaget in the last fifteen 

years of his life suggested that learning is an adaptive exercise related to our evolution 

(Piaget, 1977a). Consideration ofthe evolutionary process certainly extends beyond the 

reach of this investigation; however, relevant to this inquiry is the examination ofthe 

experiences that students had encountered within the context of their musical training 

environment, whether that environment be the formal curricular vocal ensemble or the 

contemporary collegiate a cappella group. The perceptions of students, faculty directors, 

and graduates are important in identifying the developmental benefits of a cappella 

singing. What follows is a discussion of the ways in which perception has been 

considered from a phenomenological perspective according to philosophers Heidegger 

and Merleau-Ponty, and from the constructivist point of view based on the writings of 

Piaget and Vygotsky. As a backdrop to the phenomenological view ofHeidegger and 

Merleau-Ponty, I have discussed the major tenets of two other phenomenologists, 

Brentano and Husserl; have considered two other points in history, including ancient 

Greece and the early modem period; and have briefly reviewed the principles of direct 

and indirect realism. It should be noted that although the philosophical perspective is 

reflected in this document, the current research design does not conform to the 

procedures commonly associated with phenomenological research as outlined by 

Creswell (2009), and has not been conceived as an inquiry of this type. As part of the 

discussion related to constructivism, I have discussed the notion that meaning is a 

construct of the individual based on their perceptions within a given experience. Student 

meanings that are revealed in chapters four and five with regard to a cappella ensemble 
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singing have been considered with the understanding that these meanings were 

constructed by each individual within the context of her/his experiences. 

Perception in context. Direct or "naive realism" includes a passive sensory 

relationship between the subject and object (Bonjour, 2007). As the title suggests, these 

objects are real, according to this view, and they do exist in the world independently of 

the perceiver's interpretation. The direct realist believes that physical objects are 

" ... directly or immediately perceived in a way that avoids the need for any sort of 

justificatory inference from sensory experience to physical reality" (see Section 1). For 

example, the color of grass is green regardless of whether who, if anyone, views it. The 

problem with direct realism is that it does not take into account different interpretations 

of the object related to who is doing the perceiving or, in the example ofthe green grass, 

whether changing conditions, such as darkness or dryness, may affect our understanding 

ofthe change ofthe color. 1 

Indirect realism places perception in a triadic relationship between that which is 

being perceived, and that of the sensory perceptions and interpretation of the one doing 

the perceiving. This view distinguishes between an object that is being perceived and the 

experiences that one encounters as a result. Three principles associated with the perceiver 

and the object include, first, that objects do exist independently of the mind and that 

one's encounters with these are partial encounters; second, that relations between these 

objects and perceivers include certain properties of those objects, such as "flammability, 

1 For further information on the topic of naive realism and arguments against it, see 
Bonjour (2007), Kaye (2007), Preston (2005). 
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solubility, malleability, brittleness, toxicity, etc.;" and third, that inherent to these objects 

are primary qualities such as "size, shape, and motion through space" (Bonjour, 2007). 

Descartes and Locke's interpretations of perception contain the basic tenets of the 

indirect or representative realist view of perception. Secondary or sensory qualities 

according to Locke are dependent on these primary qualities and come into the mind in 

the form of ideas as a result ofthese perceptive encounters. Secondary qualities such as 

color, for example, though founded in primary existence of an object are themselves 

dependent on the interpretation of the viewer. Bonjour explains, "The only justification 

for ascribing any (author emphasis) property to the material world is that it is required to 

explain some aspect of our immediate experience ... " (BonJour, 2007, see section 2.2). 

Descartes' view of the mind's non-pictorial representational images of objects in the 

physical world suggests an alignment with representationalist philosophy (Smith, 2013). 

According to Smith, although not all conditions are met for representation, Descartes' 

"primary idea is an idea whose objective reality has its origin in the formal reality of 

some object, whichwhen not the mind, is some extra-mental object" (see section 3.1). 

Criticism of the representative realist view tends to be situated in the question of whether 

objects actually possess the properties that the proponents of this theory consider to be 

located in the mind. Platchias (2004), for example, reasoned that because objects appear 

to be different, depending on the context in which they are observed, something about the 

object must remain constant in order for it to be identified as the same object. The "veil 

of perception" removes the individual from the first-handed experience ofthe external 

world. It has been argued that "knowledge by acquaintance" is not truly knowledge of the 
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external world but rather an acquaintance with sense-data or ideas, as the external world 

is physical (Rogers, 1975). 

Phenomenology offers a rich investigation into the individuality of our 

experiences with the things and people around us. The study of phenomena, this 

philosophical approach centers on the appearances of that which we encounter from a 

first-person point of view and brings attention to the individual meanings that we take 

from our various everyday experiences. These experiences include "perception, thought, 

memory, imagination, emotion, desire, and volition to bodily awareness, embodied 

action, and social activity, including linguistic activity" (Smith, 2008, see section 2). 

Whereas an exhaustive discussion of phenomenology goes beyond the scope of this 

investigation, it is noteworthy to point out the important role of perception in this area of 

philosophical understanding. Within its many interpretations, lies the importance of 

sensory awareness in the unfolding of an individual's experience. All senses are 

represented, including seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, and touching. Despite its 

acknowledgement of the "view from nowhere," or the "God's eye perspective," which is 

associated with the pursuit of objectivity in the sciences, phenomenology recognizes that 

"All objects are encountered perspectivally; all conscious experience occurs in a temporal 

flow, the nature of which must be recalled in any analysis of human perception" (Moran, 

2000, p. 13). It is also noteworthy that phenomenological discussion is inclusive of more 

than merely physical objects, but is considerate of one's personal encounters with ideas, 

people, places, and time. Beyond the sensory information that is received, 

phenomenology addresses the meaning of things in our "life-world," including "objects, 
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events, the flow oftime, the self, and others" (Smith, 2008, see section 1). 

One of the basic tenets of phenomenology is intentionality, or the element of 

consciousness. Every experience that one encounters is intentional to the degree that one 

is conscious of it (Sokolowski, 2000). The element of intentionality is what separates this 

area of philosophy from the Cartesian and Lockean understandings of the relationship 

between ourselves and the world around us. In those traditions, "we are primarily aware 

of ourselves and our own ideas" (p. 9). This implies that our minds are kept at a distance 

from the objects around us; that our awareness is directed toward our impressions and 

concepts rather than toward "things 'outside;'" and that we access these things only 

through "reasoning from our mental impressions" (p. 9). Quoting a term from R. B. Perry 

(1910), Sokolowski referred to this as an "egocentric predicament," whereby we can only 

be aware of"our own conscious existence and the states ofthat consciousness" (p. 9). By 

contrast, intentionality keeps individuals connected to their world, as all consciousness is 

directed at an object. For example, I can say that I hear the timbre of the other voices in 

the tenor section. This establishes a connection between my immediate world and myself, 

as I am consciously aware of the sounds of those around me. The ways in which one 

becomes aware of one's experiences and the degree of that awareness (whether an 

experience is active or passive) frames much of the distinction between the various 

explanations of phenomenology2
• 

2 For a more complete and descriptive overview of the various interpretations of 
phenomenology as a philosophical understanding, see Moran (2000), Smith (2008), 
Sokolowski (2000). 
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Philosophical perspectives on perception. The ancient Greeks explored issues 

related to the role that the senses play in the process of acquiring knowledge. For 

example, Aristotle regarded perception as a quality residing in all animals, whereby the 

one that is doing the perceiving has the capacity to take on the properties of the object 

that is being perceived (Shields, 2011). The Aristotelian view of the relationship between 

thinking and intelligence has been explored as "'a sort of perception,' for in both the soul 

discerns and becomes acquainted with something that exists" (Cornford, 2003). Two 

interpretations have endured in determining the way in which the perceiver takes on the 

properties of the object. A literal interpretation suggests that Aristotle was referring to a 

physical change that occurs in the perceiver as a result of the object being perceived. 

Shields (20 11) used the example of the eyes of the viewer taking on the color of that 

which is viewed. Authors that favor this view, such as Slakey (1961) and Sorabji (1974), 

argued a materialist interpretation, which according to Sorabji is justified, given that 

"many ofhis [Aristotle's] predecessors were preoccupied with the physiology of mental 

acts" (p.76). Contrasting that is the non-literal view that advocates for a more extended 

interpretation with the understanding that physical alteration of the perceiver need not 

occur in order for the act of perception to have taken place. Johansen (2007) suggested 

that Aristotle viewed the sense organs not as objects of material change but as that which 

possesses the potentiality for change. An example given by Johansen suggests that the 

ability to be changed by sound belongs to resonance, which is transmitted through air and 

is therefore well suited to the still air that exists in the ear. 

Perception (translated from "aesthesis") refers to our awareness of "outer objects 
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or of facts, feelings, emotions, etc.," residing in the soul and connected to the body 

(Cornford, 2003, p. 30). In the Theatetus dialogues, according to Comford, Plato 

reasoned that "perception is an infallible apprehension of what is, or is real ... the two 

marks of knowledge ... " (p. 32). Plato's Phaedo considered the use of sense perception 

related to recollection in his argument in support of immortality (Kraut, 2012; Ionescu, 

2007). Ionescu described the interplay between the perceptual and the conceptual as the 

main element of recognition in support of Plato's emphasis on sense perception in 

Phaedo (p. 99). In the slave-boy experiment in Meno, Socrates used of diagrams in 

combination with particular questions in encouraging an individual to recall what is 

stored in his mind. The topic of Plato's recognition of the value of sense perception in the 

process of recollection has been subject to debate, however. Bedu-Addo (1983) argued 

that this section of Meno did not necessarily draw a direct connection between senses and 

knowledge; however, it did point to a "conspicuous use of sensible diagrams that sense­

experience is an important element in the process of recollection" (p. 236). Contrasting 

this position is the view that Plato did not truly build the case for the value of sense 

perception in recollection (Gulley, 1954; Gulley, 1962). Gulley (1954) argued that the 

empirical interpretation of Plato's reference to sense experience as expressed in the Meno 

is false, and that this reference is inconsistent with what Plato had said about the subject 

in his other writings. 

The early modem period saw more investigation into the role of perception in the 

formation of knowledge. Locke rejected a popular notion of his time, which held that 

knowledge was innate, and asserted humans were a tabula rasa (blank slate) at birth and 
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that all knowledge comes from experience. In Book I of his Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding, Locke distinguished between "primary" qualities such as shape, and 

"secondary" qualities such as color or taste, suggesting that the latter was dependent upon 

the former. Locke (1690) thought of perception as "the first step and degree towards 

knowledge ... " (p. 191) [see Book 2: Chapter 9, Section 15] and that it, in its purest form, 

is a passive experience. "For in bare-naked perception, the mind is, for the most, only 

passive; and what it perceives, it cannot avoid perceiving" (p. 183) [see Book 2: Chapter 

9, Section 1]. Locke's view placed perception between sensation or reflection and the 

formation of ideas: "So that wherever there is sense or perception, there some idea is 

actually produced and present in the understanding" (p. 184) [see Book 2: Chapter 9, 

Section 3]. 

Similarities existed between Locke's views on perception and those of Descartes, 

whose views collectively began a new era of understanding that turned from the 

previously held belief that, in the perception of objects, we as individuals are 

immediately aware of the actual objects themselves to the conviction that we are aware 

only of our sensory interpretations of those objects. Descartes acknowledged, as did 

Locke, the value of the senses in transmitting data to the mind, and in knowing that 

perception is, in part, an attribute of the mind. Descartes asserted that knowledge of a 

given substance becomes clearer with the addition of other senses and of other types of 

attributes that extend beyond perception, as in the use of memory (Hatfield, 2011 ). 

Simmons (2003) described Descartes' three levels of sensory perception: the first being 

strictly physiological, the second as located in the mind, and the third as psychological 
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processes. At the first level lie the "mechanical stimulation of the sense organs by 

external objects ... and the mechanical stimulation of the pineal gland." The second level 

includes "second-grade effects 'sensations."' These may include the perceptions of 

sound, color, smell, etc. The third level uses intellect to make "constructive judgments" 

related to the nature of the observation. These "third-grade judgments" lead to our 

"overall sensory experience" which involves "the joint efforts of sense and intellect" (p. 

553). Macintosh (1983) explained that along with other philosophers ofhis day, namely 

Hooke and Boyle, Descartes saw the brain as the place where the soul resides, and that 

the brain contains "various types of matter ... which can be formed into ideas as a result of 

the impressions received by the senses ... " (p. 346). To Descartes, ideas were considered 

images of real objects in the physical world; however these images were not pictures or 

visual images but instead representations of the objects that did not necessarily resemble 

them (Smith, 2013). The acknowledgement of a world outside and independence of the 

mind, along with the element of representation, in which the mind interprets the data that 

it receives through the various senses are areas where Locke and Descartes share 

common ground. Contrast between the two views exists within the degree to which the 

mind plays a role in sorting and interpreting the information that is received. As 

described previously, Locke was of the view that data entered the mind passively by way 

of the senses, whereas Descartes ascribed to more of an active mental process in 

receiving and analyzing the data that senses collect. 

Explanations of perception in phenomenology are affected by the element of 

intentionality, which both connects this inquiry to and distinguishes it from previous 
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philosophical understandings. For some philosophers, the metaphysical view of perceiver 

and the perceived as two separate entities continued as it had since Plato's time. Brentano 

(1874), for example, suggested that all data that we consciously encounter fall within two 

classes - one physical and the other mental. Mental phenomena are "presented" to us 

through our sense perception and imagination, according to Brentano. Examples of this 

class of phenomena include hearing sounds, seeing colors, feeling temperature, thinking 

of concepts, "every judgment, every recollection, every expectation, every inference, 

every inference, every conviction or opinion, every doubt .... every emotion ... " (p. 60). 

Brentano saw mental phenomena as acts of doing (intentional), whereas physical 

phenomena were described as nouns, such as "a color, a figure, a landscape which I see, a 

chord which I hear, warmth, cold, odor which I sense, as well as similar images which 

appear in my imagination" (p. 61). Whereas Brentano's view included acts of 

intentionality, other phenomenologists sought to explain the essence of the phenomena 

that would lead to deeper understanding of its meaning to the individual. 

Husserl sought to ascertain the essential meaning, validity, and justification of an 

individual' s experience to the end that these would lead to insights about the phenomena 

that are required for knowledge. He did this by isolating or "bracketing" the essential 

meaning of the object (Moran, 2000). In order to achieve a high degree of intuition about 

phenomena that we encounter, we need to put aside previous understanding and 

assumptions about the object based on culture, philosophy, and science, which would 

enable us to focus on the object without bias and thereby allow us to better understand its 

"givenness" (p. 11). To expand on a previous analogy, when encountering the voices of 
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the other singers in the tenor section, I would need to put aside my cultural biases 

regarding the particular timbre that I feel would be acceptable within a choral setting 

based on what I know from my experiences singing western art music (especially if I 

were performing a style of music that was rooted in another cultural paradigm). I would 

also have to suspend my beliefs on proper singing technique that are rooted in either 

scientific or philosophical understandings of how good singing sounds. This would allow 

me to focus on the other voices as they are intended without interference from prior 

hypothesis or cultural bias. Husserl's use of the terms noesis and noema- derived from 

the Greek word noei5 meaning to perceive with the mind, to consider- distinguished 

between the intentional process of consciousness (noesis) and the "ideal" content 

(noema) of the conscious act (Smith, 2013). Husser! saw objects in the consciousness as 

transcending beyond mental processes toward the objects themselves (Moran 2000b, 

Introduction). Perceptions inspire other perceptions in an ongoing expansion of that 

which had initially come into consciousness (Sawicki, 2001, see Section 5). Husser I 

suggested that our conscious understanding of objects is not necessarily acquired all at 

once but rather from several perspectives that are stitched together and interpreted 

continuously. For example, when encountering a mountaintop, our view from the north is 

combined with our views from the other three sides in order to give a more complete 

perception of the object. 

Heidegger closed the gap between the individual and the objects in her/his world. 

Rather than existing as two separate entities, one inside the mind and the other outside in 

the world (the subject/object relationship), Heidegger posited that we exist in a world 
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with objects- being-in-the-world- and that we must interpret our relationships to them 

in context (Smith, 2008). Heidegger (1926) explored these relationships within their 

average everydayness through a mode of being to which he referred as "Dasein" (p. 67) 

[H. 42], which translates "there being" or "presence." In this central mode of being, we 

do not perceive or analyze objects from afar but instead, we use them in our daily tasks. 

Heidegger explained a particular state of being, "Zuhandenheit" or "readiness-to-hand," 

in which the entities around us can be utilized: "No matter how sharply we just look at 

the 'outward appearance' of Things in whatever form this takes, we cannot discover 

anything ready-to-hand" (p. 98) [H. 69]. 

Heidegger believed that we are always knowing of the world in which we exist 

and of the objects there within, and that we do not become aware of specific attributes of 

these objects until something happens to call our attention to them. At that moment, 

according to Heidegger, the object shifts from "readiness-to-hand" to "presence-at-hand" 

or "Vorhandenheit." "When equipment cannot be used, this implies that the constitutive 

assignment of the 'in-order-to' to a 'towards-this' has been disturbed .... when an 

assignment has been disturbed - when something is unusable for some purpose - then the 

assignment becomes explicit" (p. 105) [H. 74]. For example, a student in a vocal 

ensemble who may be singing from a piece of unaccompanied choral sheet music may be 

able to go through her/his vocal line without paying much attention to the notes 

(zuhandenheit), especially if the section of the music is one that had been learned at a 

previous rehearsal. When the music continues to a challenging section that had not been 

rehearsed, suddenly the notes written on the sheet music shift to vorhandenheit, where 
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they then become more obvious to the individual singer. 

Heidegger (1926) extended the conversation from the world of objects to include 

encounters with other individuals. Heidegger acknowledged that we are not alone in the 

world but rather that we exist in a human world with other daseins, and that "Others are 

encountered environmentally" [author's emphasis](p. 155) [H. 119]. Heidegger used the 

term "being-there-too" in reference to our encountering of"others," which he defined as 

"those from whom, for the most part, one does not distinguish oneself- those among 

whom one is too" (pp. 154-155) [H. 118-119]. According to Heidegger, the "being-with­

one-another" that comes as a result of doing the same thing contains an element of 

"distance and reserve" (p. 159) [H. 122]. To make this point, Heidegger used the example 

of individuals hired for the same task to point out that an encounter with others "often 

thrives only on mistrust;" however, this is not always the case, for when individuals are 

engaged in a common task, they are "authentically bound together..." enabling "the right 

kind of objectivity [die rechte Sachlichkeit ], which frees the Other in his freedom for 

himself' (p. 159) [H. 122]. 

Following Heidegger's description, as presented, individuals in an a cappella 

vocal ensemble exemplify "being-there-too" by their engagement in a common task. 

Whereby each is bound to the other through her/his participation in the group and 

specifically through working on a specific composition, there remains an element of 

objectivity that exists as a result of each individual interpreting the experience in her/his 

own way. 

Merleau-Ponty considered perception from a perspective reflective of the research 
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that was being done in Gestalt psychology during first half of the twentieth century 

(Flynn, 2011 ). The view of Gestalt (a thorough description of which goes beyond the 

scope of this investigation) was such that the whole was understood to be greater than the 

sum of its parts. Merleau-Ponty followed an existentialist path, which suggests that 

human beings cannot be understood merely through the lens of physics, biology, 

psychology or other sciences; neither can they be understood simply by the addition of a 

moral picture to the scientific one (Crowell, 2010). Gestalt psychology, which gave 

credence to both the whole and those elements that contribute to its structure, came about 

in response to atomism, the prevailing view during the early decades of the twentieth 

century, which emphasized the breaking down of the whole into smaller parts for the 

purpose of examination and analysis. Flynn (2011) explained," ... in order to arrive at a 

'basic' unit of explanation, for example, 'sense data' or the 'reflex arc', it is necessary to 

simplify analytically what actually had been given phenomenally in experience" (see 

Section 1 ). Behaviorism reflected a similar approach in education to the degree that tasks 

were separated into components and set out in sequential order from simple to complex 

(Twomey Fosnot, & Perry, 2005). Learning was seen as a "system of behavioral 

responses to physical stimuli" (p. 8), a linear progression of the mastery of skills and sub­

skills. "Learners are diagnosed in terms of deficiencies, called 'needs,' then taught until 

'mastery'- defined as behavioral competence- is achieved at each of the sequenced 

levels" (p. 9). Along with the Gestalt theorists, Merleau-Ponty rejected the causality of 

Behaviorism in the learning process. Gestalt theorists saw learning not as a causal 

process that is the rehearsed response to a definite stimulus, but rather the response of an 
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organism to a form or structure (Flynn, 2011). Merleau-Ponty (1963) posited, "learning is 

not a real operation, not a correlation established between two individual realities - a 

certain stimulus and a certain movement- which would not be modified by their 

association" (p. 99). To illustrate this, the author used the example of a child learning to 

associate the pain of being burned with the presence of a flame. According to Merleau­

Ponty's view, the causal reaction of suddenly withdrawing the hand when burned is not 

what is learned in this situation, but instead the association between the flame and a 

painful experience. 

Merleau-Ponty's understanding of perception suggests that the relationship 

between the perceiver and the perceived are not exclusive; we are not passive receptors of 

that which is brought to us by our senses; what we notice is not merely the objective 

world; and that the inside and outside worlds are inseparable. (Reynolds, 2001). Merleau­

Ponty (1976) described our understanding of the world in which we live based on our 

awareness of"things near and far," of"foregrounds and horizons," suggesting that this 

awareness enables us to form a "picture," which becomes significant to us (p. 408). Our 

ability to understand the world in which we live is due to the fact that we are "situated in 

it" and that "it understands me [us]" (p. 408). Merleau-Ponty believed that the individual 

elements that make up a particular object are joined together in a way that enables its 

perceiver to perceive its whole structure. For example, each of a melody's "moments" is 

connected to the ones that came before it, all of which are necessary in order for there to 

be a melody (p. 408). 

Merleau-Ponty (1976) placed emphasis on the role of the body in perception. The 
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author saw the body as always present, not as an object in the world but as a way of 

communicating with it. Merleau-Ponty criticized classical psychology' s lack of 

distinction between the body and other objects, explaining that the body can never be 

"completely constituted," as "it is that which sees and touches" (p. 92). An object, as 

described by Merleau-Ponty is something that can be moved away from us and removed 

from our sight. The motility of the body is what allows us to draw nearer to the objects 

that we encounter and to aid in our perception of them. Merleau-Ponty felt that motor 

habits of the body are learned and reinforced, and that the body's "primary actions," 

which are necessary for sustaining life, also have meaning in expression. This is 

evidenced in musical endeavors such as singing and dance. In singing, the very 

mechanism that is essential to our survival finds new meaning in the expressive rendering 

of melody. At times the body reaches beyond that which it is capable of doing without 

aid: "Sometimes, fmally, the meaning aimed at cannot be achieved by the body's natural 

means; it must then build itself an instrument, and it projects thereby around itself a 

cultural world" (p. 146). Our perception may change; however, habitus steers us away 

from dramatic shifts of perception with every new experience (Reynolds, 2001). Habitus 

has been cultivated when the body has "absorbed a new meaning, and assimilated a fresh 

core of significance" (Merleau-Ponty, 1976, p. 146). 

The continuity that results from the habitual response of the body and the 

stabilizing effect that this has on perception, as described by Merleau-Ponty, implies 

interesting considerations for the choral ensemble. If the habits of our bodies measure 

into our perceptions of the choral experience in the way that is described, then we can 
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expect a certain degree of carryover from one rehearsal experience to the next. For 

example, a student moving between the formal, institutional chorus environment and the 

contemporary a cappella group would possibly perceive of congruence between the two 

experiences. The role of our bodies in our perception of our experiences is an important 

aspect of an individual's ability to understand our everyday world. Merleau-Ponty saw 

the very nature of perception "not as an event or state in the mind or brain, but an 

organism's entire bodily [author emphasis] relation to its environment" (Carman, 2008, p. 

1). The importance placed by Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty on the interaction of 

individuals with their environment, has allowed us to view the engagement of students in 

an a cappella ensemble through philosophy's descriptive lens. In the next section, I have 

explored the individual and her/his environment through a different lens, one that is based 

on a theory of cognitive development. 

Constructivist learning theory. The second theoretical framework through 

which this study has been viewed is constructivist learning theory. Constructivism is a 

psychological theory of learning that is based on the writings of Jean Piaget and Lev 

Vygotsky. Piaget spent much of his career as a scientist studying evolution. Through his 

work in observing physical changes among one species of snails living in different 

environments of varying degrees of harshness, he theorized that organisms play an active 

role in their own adaptation. Changes in their activity resulted in an imbalance in the 

organism's genome, which in turn caused genetic possibilities that were most suitably 

adaptive to the environment in which they were placed (Twomey Fosnot & Perry, 2005). 

As a learning theory, Constructivism rejected the notion that truth corresponds with an 
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objective state ofthe world (von Glasersfeld, 1996). That which we touch, see, hear, and 

smell is a product of our own perceptions. We engage with art from a vantage point 

rooted in cultural perspectives that are common to our locations in the world, "always 

with some consciousness that our constructs are not the only ones; that our approaches to 

aesthetics must always be interpretive and provisional" (Greene, 2005, p. 115). 

Knowledge, according to Constructivist theory, has an adaptive function, 

stemming "not as more or less accurate representation of external things, situations, and 

events, but rather as a mapping of actions and conceptual operations that had proven 

viable in the knowing subject's experience" (von Glasersfeld, 2005, p. 4). Knowledge is 

situated in the mind of the individual and is constructed by that individual over time 

through the interaction of current experiences with previously constructed 

understandings. Conceptual knowledge is not handed from teacher to student by words; 

however, "language enables the teacher to orient the student's conceptual construction by 

precluding certain pathways and making others more likely" (p. 7). Regardless of 

whether this orientation is passed from the instructor to only one student or to an entire 

class, the meaning that is taken from an experience is individual in nature. Students may 

construct meanings that may be similar to those of other students. Although meaning may 

be based on similar experiences, such as those resulting from shared discoveries, the 

individual nature of acquiring knowledge suggests that these meanings are not entirely 

the same and therefore should not be considered as being truly shared - only that which is 

"taken-as-shared" (Cobb, 1991 ). The individual nature of students' perceptions suggests 

that meanings constructed within the context of the choral rehearsal will likely vary from 
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