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Abstract

College music education was introduced in Ecuador without first establishing a formal training 
system for students to reach that educational level. Consequently, many students enter univer-
sity without having undergone formal music studies, relying instead on informal learning. This 
study explores the role of informal learning within the context of a university degree in musical 
performance in Ecuador. To this end, an educational innovation project was implemented at Uni-
versidad de las Americas (Quito, Ecuador). Two questionnaires and interviews were used to col-
lect data about the link between the project’s methodology and the students’ prior training. The 
results indicate that implementing a methodology aligned with students’ previous experiences 
increases motivation levels for studying music. Therefore, it is concluded that there is a need to 
reevaluate certain practices associated with informal learning within the framework of higher 
music education, particularly in countries where the educational structure is not fully developed. 

Keywords: higher music education; informal learning; music learning; motivation; jazz 

How to Cite: Merino, M., & Calvi, J. C. R. (2024). The Role of Informal Learning in College Jazz Education in Ecuador: 
Contextualizing Students’ Musical Capital. Harmonia: Journal of Arts Research and Education, 24(2), 358-375

Harmonia: Journal of Arts Research and Education 24 (2) (2024), 358-375
Available online at http://journal.unnes.ac.id/journals/harmonia
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15294/harmonia.v24i2.16005

to factor in the socio-cultural context prior 
to the introduction of foreign educational 
models given the traditions, characteristics 
and unique features of musical learning 
and transmission in Amerindian cultu-
res. These modes of musical learning and 
transmission are predominantly based on 
oral transmission cultures in which musi-
cal knowledge is passed on by imitation 
and repetition, as is the case in various 
ancient musical cultures including those 
of northern India (Farrell, 1997; Nettl & 
Russell, 1998) and the Amerindians (Wein-
berg et al., 2020; Stevenson, 2022), and also 
traditionally in modern musical cultures 
such as jazz (Carter, 1986; Berliner, 1994; 

INTRODUCTION 

From the early stages of the develop-
ment of colonial education to the present 
day, the evolution of music education in 
countries across Latin America has been 
shaped by adopting educational models 
imported by the countries in power. This 
process has systematically repeated the 
implementation of foreign educational 
models that were not suited to the specific 
features of local students (Godoy Aguir-
re, 2012) and were mostly based on the 
European conservatoires’ methodological 
tradition (Carrillo & González-Moreno, 
2021). It is therefore of utmost importance 
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Keezer, 1996; Prouty, 2004, 2006; Poulter, 
2008). Here it is interesting to note that sin-
ce its origins, jazz teaching and learning 
have traditionally been performed by oral 
transmission, just like the musical cultures 
referred to above. Furthermore, it is ques-
tionable whether the label informal lear-
ning (as the negative counterpart of what 
is called formal education) can be used to 
refer to forms of musical learning based 
on imitation and repetition, memorisation 
and listening, which generally prevail in 
oral cultures, as opposed to formal, stan-
dardised education based on text, reading 
and sheet music reproduced in institutions 
known precisely as conservatoires (Nettl, 
1995; Small, 1998).

The introduction of teaching metho-
dologies such as the one used for jazz in 
higher music education has thus led to a 
rethinking of traditional conservatoire 
music teaching methodologies anchored 
in reading and performance (Farrell, 1997). 
Teachers from a range of educational set-
tings have begun to explore new educa-
tional approaches which seek to build a 
connection between the students’ cultural 
context and their learning, thereby genera-
ting more relevant and effective learning 
processes than those previously employed 
(Ramírez Martínez & Rodríguez-Quiles, 
2020).

This is the background for the Uni-
versidad de las Américas (UDLA), a priva-
te university in Quito, Ecuador, where this 
study was conducted. The university runs 
a Bachelor’s Degree in Jazz and Modern 
Music Performance, designed on the basis 
of an educational franchise from a US uni-
versity which specifies aspects such as the 
sequencing of subjects, methodology and 
assessment systems. Although this educa-
tional approach had been successful in its 
home country, several teachers at the cent-
re pointed out that the situation was dif-
ferent at UDLA and that what was propo-
sed by the franchise was not applicable in 
Ecuador due to the features of its students. 
Based on these observations, between 2015 
and 2019 an educational innovation pro-
ject was implemented which involved an 

alternative to the combo subject. The com-
bo subject in jazz or modern music is the 
equivalent of the chamber music subject: 
it is the subject addressing musical perfor-
mance in a group.

The project’s purpose was “connec-
ting what is being studied with the reality 
and daily life of students” (Ramírez García 
& Rodríguez-Quiles, 2020, p. 18). To do 
this, it sought to draw on the students’ 
previous training, most of it acquired in 
informal learning contexts, and embed it in 
the institutional ecosystem at the univer-
sity. Thus, the idea was to link their pre-
vious training (their musical capital), the 
methodology of informal learning proces-
ses and academia. In other words, the aim 
was to prevent the situation described by 
Jaffurs (2004) in which students “learn in 
ways we don’t teach them” (p. 190). Prior 
knowledge acquired in the informal set-
ting is often dismissed by academia which 
sees the student as a blank slate. However, 
authors such as Folkestad (1998) contend 
that the music teacher rarely interacts with 
students who have no musical backg-
round. On the contrary, he argues that in 
most cases, students possess rich and so-
phisticated knowledge that they acquire 
from various sources and through a ran-
ge of activities outside the school. Accor-
dingly, the educational innovation project 
drew on the students’ musical capital and 
adopted a methodology that emphasised 
learning through listening, imitation and 
repetition which are common practices in 
informal learning processes and in musical 
genres such as jazz (Carter, 1986; Williams, 
1973; Berliner, 1994; Keezer, 1996; Prouty, 
2004, 2006, 2011; Poulter, 2008). This is of 
utmost importance given that this metho-
dology takes up and broadens the traditio-
nal ways of teaching and learning music 
while also factoring in the socio-cultural 
context in which it is produced, recovering 
not only previous musical knowledge but, 
most of all reaffirming and bolstering the 
students’ cultural and musical identity.

It is essential to point out that even 
though the degree course was focused on 
the study of jazz and modern music, the-
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se practices were rare as the process of 
including jazz in schools meant that this 
musical approach was largely discarded 
and replaced by methodologies tied to the 
formal study of music based exclusively 
on reading and interpretation, on the use 
of notation and the score as the only means 
of conveying musical knowledge. While it 
may be debatable whether jazz or so-called 
modern music “is foreign music” that does 
not belong to the musical traditions of 
American Indian cultures, what is impor-
tant here is their recognition as pedagogies 
of musical learning through listening, imi-
tation, repetition, and improvisation above 
and beyond their content or repertoire (Ja-
vors, 2011). The consequences have been 
reported in extensive studies showing 
constant frustration on the part of students 
in musical learning and early drop-out, 
not only in countries with traditional oral-
based cultures but also in many Western 
ones (Kavčič Pucihar et al., 2024).

From the early stages of the develop-
ment of colonial education to the present 
day, the evolution of music education in 
countries across Latin America has been 
shaped by adopting educational models 
imported by the countries in power. This 
process has systematically repeated the 
implementation of foreign educational 
models that were not suited to the specific 
features of local students (Godoy Aguir-
re, 2012) and were mostly based on the 
European conservatoires’ methodological 
tradition (Carrillo & González-Moreno, 
2021). It is, therefore, of utmost importan-
ce to factor in the socio-cultural context be-
fore introducing foreign educational mo-
dels, given the traditions, characteristics 
and unique features of musical learning 
and transmission in Amerindian cultu-
res. These modes of musical learning and 
transmission are predominantly based on 
oral transmission cultures in which musi-
cal knowledge is passed on by imitation 
and repetition, as is the case in various 
ancient musical cultures including those 
of northern India (Farrell, 1997; Nettl & 
Russell, 1998) and the Amerindians (Wein-
berg et al., 2020; Stevenson, 2022), and also 

traditionally in modern musical cultures 
such as jazz (Carter, 1986; Berliner, 1994; 
Keezer, 1996; Prouty, 2004, 2006; Poulter, 
2008). Here it is interesting to note that sin-
ce its origins, jazz teaching and learning 
has traditionally been performed by oral 
transmission, just like the musical cultures 
referred to above. Furthermore, it is ques-
tionable whether the label informal lear-
ning (as the negative counterpart of what 
is called formal education) can be used to 
refer to forms of musical learning based 
on imitation and repetition, memorisation 
and listening which generally prevail in 
oral cultures, as opposed to formal, stan-
dardised education based on text, reading 
and sheet music reproduced in institutions 
known precisely as conservatoires (Nettl, 
1995; Small, 1998).

The introduction of teaching metho-
dologies such as the one used for jazz in 
higher music education has thus led to a 
rethinking of traditional conservatoire 
music teaching methodologies anchored 
in reading and performance (Farrell, 1997). 
Teachers from a range of educational set-
tings have begun to explore new educa-
tional approaches which seek to build a 
connection between the students’ cultural 
context and their learning, thereby genera-
ting more relevant and effective learning 
processes than those previously employed 
(Ramírez Martínez & Rodríguez-Quiles, 
2020).

This is the background for the Uni-
versidad de las Américas (UDLA), a priva-
te university in Quito, Ecuador, where this 
study was conducted. The university runs 
a Bachelor’s Degree in Jazz and Modern 
Music Performance, designed on the basis 
of an educational franchise from a US uni-
versity which specifies aspects such as the 
sequencing of subjects, methodology and 
assessment systems. Although this educa-
tional approach had been successful in its 
home country, several teachers at the cent-
re pointed out that the situation was dif-
ferent at UDLA and that what was propo-
sed by the franchise was not applicable in 
Ecuador due to the features of its students. 
Based on these observations, between 2015 
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and 2019 an educational innovation pro-
ject was implemented which involved an 
alternative to the combo subject. In jazz or 
modern music, it is the equivalent of the 
chamber music subject, which addresses 
musical performance in a group.

The project’s purpose was “connec-
ting what is being studied with the reality 
and daily life of students” (Ramírez García 
& Rodríguez-Quiles, 2020, p. 18). To do 
this, it sought to draw on the students’ 
previous training, most of it acquired in 
informal learning contexts, and embed it in 
the institutional ecosystem at the univer-
sity. Thus, the idea was to link their pre-
vious training (their musical capital), the 
methodology of informal learning proces-
ses and academia. In other words, the aim 
was to prevent the situation described by 
Jaffurs (2004) in which students “learn in 
ways we don’t teach them” (p. 190). Prior 
knowledge acquired in the informal set-
ting is often dismissed by academia which 
sees the student as a blank slate. However, 
authors such as Folkestad (1998) contend 
that the music teacher rarely interacts with 
students who have no musical backg-
round. On the contrary, he argues that in 
most cases, students possess rich and so-
phisticated knowledge that they acquire 
from various sources and through a ran-
ge of activities outside the school. Accor-
dingly, the educational innovation project 
drew on the students’ musical capital and 
adopted a methodology that emphasised 
learning through listening, imitation and 
repetition which are common practices in 
informal learning processes and in musical 
genres such as jazz (Carter, 1986; Williams, 
1973; Berliner, 1994; Keezer, 1996; Prouty, 
2004, 2006, 2011; Poulter, 2008). This is of 
utmost importance given that this metho-
dology takes up and broadens the traditio-
nal ways of teaching and learning music 
while also factoring in the socio-cultural 
context in which it is produced, recovering 
not only previous musical knowledge but, 
most of all reaffirming and bolstering the 
students’ cultural and musical identity.

It is essential to point out that even 
though the degree course was focused on 

the study of jazz and modern music, the-
se practices were rare as the process of 
including jazz in schools meant that this 
musical approach was largely discarded 
and replaced by methodologies tied to the 
formal study of music based exclusively 
on reading and interpretation, on the use 
of notation and the score as the only me-
ans of conveying musical knowledge (Ja-
vors, 2011). The consequences have been 
reported in extensive studies showing 
constant frustration on the part of students 
in musical learning and early drop-out, 
not only in countries with traditional oral-
based cultures but also in many Western 
ones (Kavčič Pucihar et al., 2024).

Informal music learning 
Since the 1990s, authors such as Lil-

liestam (1996), Fornäs et al. (1995), Green 
(2002, 2005) and Folkestad (2006) have 
underlined the need to study the informal 
processes associated with music learning, 
which they define as a multidimensional 
process that should be studied in all its 
contexts and not just the institutional one. 
Authors such as Folkestad (2005) and Her-
rera, Cremades and Lorenzo (2010) point 
out that nowadays, the music-teaching 
process is based on the study of Western 
classical music to the exclusion of other 
methodologies which would make it pos-
sible to build “the necessary connecti-
on with the real sound environment that 
surrounds the students and makes up the 
bulk of their knowledge and experiences” 
(Herrera, Cremades & Lorenzo, 2010, p. 
38). Green (2006) argues that introducing 
the various methodologies tied to infor-
mal learning would have positive effects 
on students and that although different 
teachers in different countries have tried 
to blend the classroom with students’ mu-
sical culture outside school, at present, 
formal music education has only changed 
its curriculum by adding content and not 
informal learning methodologies (Green, 
2005). She, therefore, suggests fashioning 
a less traditional learning context (less Eu-
rocentric or anchored in the tradition of 
conservatories) which retrieves practices 
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of learning musical genres such as jazz 
(or other popular or folkloric genres) in 
which music is approached without star-
ting “from musical reading-writing as a 
sine qua non for making music” (Ramírez 
Moreno & Rodríguez-Quiles, 2020, p. 20). 
This would also craft “a more effective and 
meaningful learning environment in that it 
is generally comfortable and without the 
pressure to get a numerical grade” (Mok, 
2017). 

However, although most of these 
authors agree on the importance of stu-
dying informal learning, they do not all 
share the same definition of it, thus leading 
to a number of categories. Folkestad (2006) 
notes that these categories are not exclu-
sive, and in most of the various authors’ 
conceptions they have areas in common. 
Rogers (2007) defines informal learning on 
the basis of where it takes place, thereby 
defining informal learning as any which 
is conducted outside schools. Meanwhile, 
Jorgensen (1997) defines the term on the 
basis of who leads and makes decisions 
about what and how to study, where in-
formal learning is that which is not led or 
sequenced by a teacher. Finally, some aut-
hors refer to the intention of the process, 
either in relation to whether the student is 
aware that they are learning (Ziehe, 1982) 
or whether the activity has an educational 
purpose (Trilla, 2003). 

Nevertheless, and anchored in the 
needs of this study, informal music lear-
ning will be examined by drawing on the 
ideas of authors such as Green (2002, 2005, 
2008) and Lilliestam (1996) who derive 
their definition of informal learning from 
an analysis of its methodology. This met-
hodology is characterised by practices in 
which the student selects the repertoire 
they wish to study and engages in a con-
tinuous process of trial and error, both 
individually and in groups. The student 
organises their study independently or 
with the assistance of people close to them, 
such as family or friends, and builds in 
improvisation and composition as essen-
tial components of the learning process. 
Finally, it is pertinent to note the omnipre-

sence of hearing in the above processes 
since the student can learn by imitating re-
cordings or their peers by harnessing this 
sense. Thus, conscious peer direction and 
unconscious learning through attentive 
listening, imitation and dialogue among 
the group’s members can be observed in a 
group setting (Mok, 2017). All this entails a 
paradigm shift from a culture based on the 
eye, reading, text and score towards the re-
covery of an oral culture based on hearing 
as the primary sense of learning music, art 
and science which resides squarely in liste-
ning (Calvi, 2018).

Informal music learning and jazz: a meth-
odological connection

The study of the development of 
jazz teaching reveals various connections 
with informal music learning. Carrillo 
and González Moreno (2021), citing Green 
(2002) and Vitale (2011), point to various 
processes by which popular musicians 
harnessed the informal learning strategies 
described above to learn music. They in-
clude learning “through interaction with 
other musicians, the use of self-taught 
learning methods, as well as encultura-
tion processes” (p. 140). The authors also 
note the importance in these processes of 
“learning through hearing and imitation, 
collaborative work and developing cre-
ativity” (p. 140). With respect to learning 
jazz, authors such as Williams (1973), Car-
ter (1986), Murphy (1994), Berliner (1994), 
Prouty (2006) and Goldman (2010) take a 
very similar line and when describing how 
musicians learned jazz, they emphasise the 
significance of oral learning in the early 
stages of the development of the musical 
genre, as jazz had not been codified in any 
other way than aurally. Listening and imi-
tation among musicians thus became es-
sential for the transmission and learning of 
the genre, something which connects at the 
methodological level with the previously 
described conceptions of informal learning 
from authors such as Lilliestam (1996), Fol-
kestad (2006) and Green (2002, 2005, 2008). 

Berliner (1994) differentiates between 
two types of learning: auditory learning, 
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imitation, and the presence of a community 
of musicians. Firstly, situations involving a 
musical role model: “Experts guide youn-
ger members in applying their technical 
knowledge by constantly rehearsing and 
performing with them, thereby transmit-
ting their deep sense of responsibility for 
the music” (Berliner, 1994, p. 50). This mu-
sician serves as a guide or mentor for the 
youngest musicians who imitate them. An 
example of this is the informal instrument 
practice sessions between musicians from 
the same neighbourhood or participation 
in jam sessions, which became laboratories 
where they could interact and learn from 
the aforementioned musical role models.  

Secondly, situations where musi-
cians learn by osmosis as they are involved 
in music activities that are part of their dai-
ly lives, such as the repertoire performed at 
mass, popular songs played at family gat-
herings and other musical examples asso-
ciated with social events. Indeed, Berliner 
(1994) defines the jazz community as the 
main educational agent in the early part 
of the twentieth century, thereby forging a 
new connection with informal learning in 
which the group is involved not only as an 
educating agent but also as a source of ex-
trinsic motivation.

Jazz musicians learn to improvise by 
interacting with other musicians following 
a pattern of imitation and repetition and 
innovation with respect to what is heard 
and played in which the better trained mu-
sicians are conveyors of technical skills, 
knowledge, ideas, insights, beliefs and 
more which are transmitted by imitation 
and repetition, by contagion or osmosis to 
the beginner musicians. This is especially 
the case in jam sessions, in the collective 
musical improvisation session taking pla-
ce in the public venues scheduling them 
where the musician is exposed to interac-
tion with other musicians, generally in an 
atmosphere of camaraderie and mutual 
support yet also competitive, and in which 
a logic and dynamic of virtuous competi-
tion in improvisation skills, implicit criti-
cism and review of the outcome of the joint 
action unfolds (Calvi, 2018). 

Later on, jazz as a musical genre un-
derwent a series of changes in the way it 
was taught due to a process of institutiona-
lisation that was essential for its admission 
into academia (Javors, 2001). Javors (2001) 
contends that these changes are due to the 
Eurocentric approach of educational insti-
tutions today, which hinders the inclusion 
of a musical genre with an Afro-centric ae-
sthetic. Other authors such as Nettl (1995) 
point to other problems such as the rejecti-
on of improvisation in this type of school. 
Consequently, jazz and its teachers had to 
address a process of codification of its lan-
guage which would enable them to adapt 
to the needs of using the notation present 
in universities or conservatories and build 
a common theoretical foundation which 
they could tap to communicate (Prou-
ty, 2011). An instance of this is the work 
done by musicians such as George Rus-
sell, which led to the development of sca-
le-chord relationship theories, a tool that 
underpins the teaching of improvisation 
today. This exemplifies a process of dena-
turing the musical genre in which charac-
teristic aspects of jazz, such as certain me-
lodic or rhythmic inflections, are left out 
(Ake, 2002). This process thus shifts the 
learning of jazz from the informal to the 
formal setting, thereby relinquishing the 
methodology described above.

In Western culture, music literacy has 
a very specific meaning which is the abili-
ty to read musical notation. In this context, 
visual interaction with the score is consi-
dered paramount, often overshadowing 
auditory learning methods. Hence notati-
on is of immense importance in Western 
musical communities, overlooking the fact 
that many of the first musical encounters 
often occur through hearing and not sight. 
Nonetheless, music is perceived primarily 
in modern societies as what is written on a 
score rather than what is transmitted oral-
ly or learned by imitation and repetition 
(Nettl, 1995). 

Informal learning and its intersection 
with motivation and musical capital 

Notwithstanding the established ca-
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tegories, the features of this study make 
it critical to unpack the potential intersec-
tions between motivation, students’ mu-
sical capital and informal music learning. 
In terms of motivation, Green (2002, 2005) 
emphasises its significance in informal 
music learning processes. She argues that 
students who participate in informal lear-
ning show high levels of intrinsic and ex-
trinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation is a 
driving force for their individual progress 
and is fuelled by the fact that these students 
feel identified with both the musical activi-
ties they engage in and also the music they 
play, which allows them to define themsel-
ves on a personal level (Fornäs et al. 1995; 
Green 2002, 2005; Coulson 2010, Valenzue-
la 2014). Meanwhile, extrinsic motivation 
stems from many of these learning activi-
ties being conducted on a group basis. The 
group, often consisting of friends or family 
members, prompts the students to develop 
a sense of responsibility, cooperation and 
commitment to music learning (Jorgensen 
1997; Green 2002, 2005). 

It is crucial to note the dynamics of 
peer interaction and communication in 
improvisational music learning processes, 
how affective, cognitive and communica-
tive bonds are established with the other 
person or people that allow music lear-
ning. This is especially true in music gen-
res such as jazz where the virtuoso com-
petitiveness between musicians enables 
modes of learning by osmosis, imitation, 
repetition, contact and affection in hori-
zontal spaces such as jam sessions, chance 
musical encounters, etc. (Calvi, 2018). In 
aseptic settings such as music institutions 
(conservatories) where teacher-learner re-
lationships are hierarchical and vertical, 
knowledge is examined and quantified, 
thereby blocking the learning process and 
removing motivation. Pleasure is a core 
component of any learning process, es-
pecially in music (Colwell & Richardson, 
2002).

In terms of musical capital, Coulson 
(2010) draws on Bourdieu’s conception 
of capital to coin a term (musical capital) 
which encompasses the music experiences 

and knowledge that enable individuals to 
develop their musical identity. She says 
this musical capital is obtained from ear-
ly ages by experimenting with music in an 
open, intuitive and inclusive way with the 
support of the role models involved in the 
process, especially when these are more 
experienced musicians. Herrera, Crema-
des and Lorenzo (2010) point out the inter-
section between motivation, informal lear-
ning and musical capital by emphasising 
the importance of connecting classroom 
experiences with the information which 
has shaped the student’s musical backg-
round through the inclusion of practices 
related to informal learning in order to en-
hance their motivation for learning music. 

METHOD 

Description of the Educational Innova-
tion Project

The educational innovation project 
in this study was conducted as an extra-
curricular subject as part of the music de-
gree programme at the Universidad de las 
Américas in Quito, Ecuador. The extra-
curricular subjects at the university were 
referred to as “club”. The teachers started 
from the hypothesis that the results in the 
programme were not ideal due to the ab-
sence of an appropriate training system 
for the university in Ecuador and the lack 
of an educational proposal tailored to the 
students’ particular features. In response 
to this situation, an approach was adopted 
that sought to enhance the students’ mu-
sical capital by focusing on instrumental 
practice and hearing development.

This approach took the form of using 
the repertoire as a key tool to address va-
rious theoretical and musical aspects ari-
sing from instrumental practice. Following 
Weintraub’s (1993) perspective, this way 
of working means that theory comes out 
of practice and not the other way around, 
thus meeting the specific needs of the stu-
dents at any given time. In terms of audi-
tory learning, repertoire was worked on 
using recordings as the main tool. Monson 
(2009) points out that recordings play a key 
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role in jazz and modern music teaching as 
they fulfil the same role as sheet music or a 
reference bibliography. 

However, the inclusion of recordings 
in the learning process did not mean dis-
carding written media; rather, the latter 
were used to add to and enrich the process, 
the primary focus of which was the audi-
tory aspect. Although learning by ear has 
been virtually eliminated from educational 
institutions, Lilliestam (1996) argues that 
learning through notation should not be 
seen as diametrically opposed but instead 
as complementary practices on a conti-
nuum depending on the degree of cultural 
literacy. The innovation project sought to 
break down the dichotomy between oral 
and written media. Authors such as Fra-
ser (1983) and Prouty (2006) contend that 
while hearing is essential in musical lear-
ning and improvisation, the integration of 
sound and notation is equally necessary. 

Following Fraser (1983) and Prouty 
(2006), the innovation project was desig-
ned specifically to break down this dicho-
tomy between oral and written media sin-
ce, as these authors argue, both sound and 
notation play a key role in improvisation 
learning. Based on the results of the inno-
vation project, this study describes the role 
of informal music learning at the metho-
dological level in the context of higher stu-
dies in jazz and modern music in Ecuador.

Project implementation and participants
The educational innovation project 

was implemented at the Universidad de 
las Américas (Quito, Ecuador) between 
2015 and 2019 with a total of 29 student 
participants. A pilot group and five dif-
ferent groups were organised during this 
period (see Table 1):

Table 1. Distribution of the groups
Period 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Spring Pilot 

group
Gr. 
#2

Gr. 
#3

Gr. 
#4

Gr. 
#5

Fall Gr. #1 Gr. 
#2

Gr. 
#3

Gr. 
#4

Gr. 
#5

These groups were formed after te-

achers of the combo course shortlisted stu-
dents based on their musical level and in-
terests. Once shortlisted, students had the 
option to decide voluntarily whether they 
wished to take part in the project. Each 
group had two one-hour sessions per week 
which were run in the same place where 
the music degree combo classes were held: 
a venue equipped with the instruments 
required, plus a computer and loudspea-
kers. The sessions unfolded in very diffe-
rent ways depending on the members and 
the subject matter. As Ramírez Martínez 
and Rodríguez-Quiles (2020) note, these 
sessions could not be rigorously planned 
in advance since their value lies in their 
adaptability to the educational needs of 
the moment. On this basis, the sessions 
might include the following sections:
1.	 Instrumental warm-up in the form of a 

jam session.
2.	 Presentation of the repertoire and sub-

ject matter by listening to references 
(CDs, concert videos, etc.).

3.	 Transcription/composition of the re-
pertoire in question. Depending on the 
difficulty or length of the example, this 
section was assigned as a task to be 
completed outside the classroom. 

4.	 Performance and recording of the re-
pertoire.

5.	 Listening to the recording and feed-
back from the teacher and fellow stu-
dents.

6.	 Theoretical and practical exercise pro-
posal.

7.	 Guided improvisation imitating the 
guidelines obtained from the auditory 
reference or the teacher.

8.	 Conclusions.

Design
The study was conducted using a 

mixed methodology. Firstly, a qualitative 
approach was employed due to the nature 
of the problem, the small number of parti-
cipants and the interest in exploring their 
experiences (Strauss & Corbin, 2016). This 
approach is also justified by the diversity 
of the group made up of participants with 
different personalities and backgrounds, 
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which is aligned with the constructional 
perspective that interprets reality as a sha-
red and diverse experience (McMillan & 
Schumacher, 2005). Accordingly, the main 
data collection tool used was semi-struc-
tured interviews (Kvale, 2011). In turn, a 
quantitative part was added by using two 
ad hoc questionnaires in order to triangulate 
the information and glean a more comple-
te view of the phenomenon studied (Cook 
& Reichardt, 1986). Both instruments were 
validated by expert groups. 

The interviews included student, te-
acher and administrator informants. The 
teacher informants included a number of 
profiles; one of them was a teacher taking 
part in the innovation project, another was 
a teacher at the university where the pro-
ject was carried out and finally there were 
two teachers from other universities in the 
country. As for the administrators, one of 
them was the director of the music degree 
course at the university where the project 
was conducted while the other was from 
an external university. A general script 
was drawn up divided into several sec-
tions which are associated with the cate-
gories and subcategories of analysis (See 
Table 2).

Table 2. Interview analysis categories and 
subcategories

Category Subcategory
Prior training Informal training

Family
Peer group (friends, etc.)

School
Other

Opinion University
Music degree course

Students
Subject: combo

Subject: innovation 
project

The interviews were recorded for 
subsequent transcription and analysis 
with Atlas.ti software. The process was 
conducted via videoconference and started 
with a mock interview that was discarded 
from the analysis. 

Two questionnaires were drawn up, 
both designed to obtain descriptive data 
from the participants. The input question-
naire at the start of the project was divided 
into four sections: student identity, socio-
economic level of the family and cultural 
profile of the home town, previous musi-
cal training of the participant and informal 
learning. The second, output questionnai-
re was divided into three sections: descrip-
tion of the university studies completed, 
opinion on the university and the music 
degree programme, and opinion on the 
innovation project. Data were collected 
using Google Forms, and the results were 
codified and analysed using SPSS softwa-
re.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The participants’ prior training and cre-
ation of cultural capital

The project participant was a student 
who began their musical studies between 
12 and 13 years of age (average age 12.6 
years). The forms of learning most cho-
sen by the participants were self-taught, 
at 69%, and private lessons, at 51.7%. Only 
17.2% said they had received musical edu-
cation at school which is described as very 
basic or elementary, reflected in expres-
sions they used when describing it such as 
“school drumming” or “rock pattern and 
school basics”. Just as in studies such as 
the one by Coulson (2010), the role of fa-
milies was relevant. As Herrera, Cremades 
and Lorenzo (2010) and Coulson (2010) 
point out, the family plays a crucial role in 
the behavioural, cognitive and emotional 
development of children, thus influencing 
the creation of their musical capital and 
the learning process. Table 3 shows how 
families were the first link between seve-
ral participants and their musical training, 
even though only 12 of the parents had an 
occupation related to artistic endeavours.

In terms of the creation of their mu-
sical capital, the participants reported va-
rious experiences that, in some way, cont-
ributed to their training as musicians. The 
activities in which they said they had a 
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Table 3. Prior training: the family
Participant Font
Student 1 On my father’s side, he played in a village band. He played the clarinet, he gave it 

up many years ago. He also liked protest music, he was in lots of demonstrations 
when there were a lot of them here, so protest music was an important part of his 
life, so there was a guitar in my house.

Student 2 I always liked music. I started studying bass because both of my brothers played 
guitar and they told me that I would play bass.

Student 3 I basically started at a very young age. I mean, my family, my father is not a 
trained musician, let’s say academically, but he has made a living from music all 
his life. He has been an orchestra conductor, all of it purely by experience. So I’ve 
been surrounded by that since I was a child. My older brother is also a musician, 
just as hands-on, and I learned to play some instruments from an early age and 
I wanted to study music when I grew up, but unlike my father, I wanted to do it 
academically. So I did start playing... I started playing drums. I learned the drums 
because my dad and my older brother are basically percussionists and I basically 
learned with them. They taught me everything they knew. I had a band with my 
brother and we played our own songs. He played the guitar and I played the 
drums... we would play songs by bands we liked as covers and we would also 
compose. I learnt to play the drums by copying songs I liked and as I was always 
surrounded by that.

Student 4 Well, I started playing the drums when I was a young kid. As my father is a musi-
cian and he was studying for his degree in music... I used to go with him to big 
band rehearsals and all that stuff. And I always, always liked it. I had more of a 
thing for drumming and I think a friend of my dad’s gave me some drumsticks 
and I took them home and then my dad put together a drum kit with, with mat-
tresses, with pillows, and things like that for me to play and that’s when I started 
to use the drumsticks, I started to play something, not a drum kit, but something. 
And I was so insistent on the drums and always the drummer and this and that... 
that when I was about 5 or 6 years old, my dad bought me a drum kit for Christ-
mas.

fair amount or a lot of experience included 
playing in cover bands (48%) and underta-
king a musical project of their own (37.9%).  
These experiences are highly rated by the 
participants and emphasise not only the 
musical training received but also the va-
lues they learned as a result of informal 
learning. These include versatility, deve-
loping curiosity, motivation and personal 
added value (see Table 4):

Green (2005) argues that these expe-
riences are highly significant in student de-
velopment, describing them thus: 

“All the activities revolve around music 
in which learners are thoroughly en-
cultured and with which they strongly 
identify. Through these practices, young 
popular musicians can develop relative-
ly advanced aural, improvisatory, com-
positional, and technical skills and, in 
some cases, theoretical understanding. 

These musicians typically value perso-
nal qualities of cooperation, responsibi-
lity, and commitment. They place more 
emphasis on musicality or “feel” than 
on technical prowess. Most significant-
ly perhaps, they respect a wide range 
of music, including classical music, and 
display high levels of motivation, com-
mitment, and enjoyment in music ma-
king.” (p. 28)
However, neither their prior training 

nor their musical capital seems to have 
been sufficient for entry to higher edu-
cation. Both teachers and administrators 
argue that the prior training of students 
when starting university is insufficient 
and point out how the country’s structure 
does not allow students to acquire the kno-
wledge required for this kind of musical 
studies. As one of the administrators put 
it: “to build a school with quality musical 
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performers, we have to look at the founda-
tions [...] In Ecuador we don’t have a de-
cent state education system in music from 
an early age. Because schools and colleges 
don’t have that education” (Interview 6 - 
Participant Administrator 2). 

Motivation and its impact on studies
In the various periods of prior trai-

ning, it was found that the participants had 
an intrinsic motivation for music learning, 
which is characteristic of informal learning 
processes. However, on entering univer-
sity, the participants describe a clash of 
expectations between the students and 
the educational model set out at the uni-
versity: it is indisputable that the students, 
influenced by contemporary society, so-
cial media and the music industry, tend to 

see the study of music as a process cent-
red exclusively on achieving the role that 
this society and the musical environment 
propose. However, academic instruction 
in music seeks to create all-round profes-
sionals trained not only to develop their 
artistic talent but also to gain in-depth kno-
wledge of the music profession as a whole. 
Analysis of the interviews revealed that 
at a macro level, the students’ idea of stu-
dying music was far from what the degree 
course actually offered (see Table 5):

Thus, the intrinsic motivation gained 
through the informal learning processes of 
prior periods which led them to want to 
pursue higher studies in music disappears 
when they encounter an institutionalised 
learning process which differs greatly 

Table 4. Prior training: rating experiences associated with informal training
Participant Font
Student 1 I was in rock bands playing covers.

Informal learning I think is a survival thing, I like to think of it that way. You have 
to solve problems in one way or another. That’s something I think is very valu-
able, I mean, when you don’t know what’s going on and you want to do some-
thing you have to use whatever method you have to achieve it and I think that’s 
something that helped me at university as well.
Those of us who come from a more informal school are used to adapting to what-
ever there is, to whatever the situation may be. We have, I don’t mean more expe-
rience, but a greater familiarity with this versatility, as I said, this state of survival, 
of having to adapt to whatever conditions you’re in. Maybe people who are more 
school-oriented had a harder time adapting to different situations which might 
come up in the environment.

Student 2 A really important part of that learning was in the band I have, which is progres-
sive rock, we were always playing new songs. For example, by Rush, Pink Floyd 
or Porcupine Tree and those progressive rock bands... and we were always kind of 
trying to push it with the compositions as well, like trying to go beyond what we 
were already doing. So that’s very important for me; it has made us improve our 
technique.

Student 3 I guess with the informal way you develop more of this creative side or your 
curiosity about things. I feel like if you’re curious enough, you do it because you 
want to. I feel like you have more motivation to learn things, and it’s more fun 
and more enjoyable.

Student 4 What I did with my band at school had a lot more value because it had that... 
personal added value... this is my project and I’m going to take it forward. And I 
have to see how I’ll do it.

Student 5 It has taught me to toughen up. From a very young age it taught me that I have to 
learn to accept the personalities of all musicians, to learn to be told that you can’t 
do it, to learn that I have to sit for weeks to learn a piece that doesn’t come out 
right away, and I have learned to react quickly and adapt to styles and adapt to 
the surroundings I’m in.



Marcos Merino et al., The Role of Informal Learning in College Jazz Education in Ecuador: 369

from their previous informal experiences: 
“in many cases you could feel this unwil-
lingness to theorise everything that they 
had previously considered... like not un-
derstanding everything that comes after-
wards” (Interview 9 - Student participant 
1). Here, Resnick (1987) describes the for-
mal educational setting as a place where 
rules are taught and students are discoura-
ged from embedding the knowledge they 
have gleaned informally which disrupts 
the continuity between what they already 
know and what they learn at school. Other 
authors such as Green (2002), Jaffers (2004) 
and Wright (2008) point precisely to the fai-
lure to include this informal learning in the 
school setting as one of the main reasons 
for students’ disengagement at university. 

When looking at the subjects related 
to instrumental practice, a similar pattern 

of demotivation emerges. In the specific 
case of the combo subject, the participants 
hold opposing views as they rated aspects 
such as the proposed content of the sub-
ject (69%) and the teaching staff (86.2%) 
highly, yet 62.1% of the participants clai-
med that the students’ engagement in the 
subject was medium to low. Likewise, and 
even though they appreciated the contents 
of the subject, the participants noted the 
limited depth in tackling them: “Usually 
it was: ‘yeah, let’s just play this song and 
we’re done...’ And there was nothing more 
to get into” (Interview 7 - Student partici-
pant 3); “I felt frustrated in the combos be-
cause it was like... I’m here to play covers 
and nothing else. There was nothing more 
than that, there was no way to go further” 
(Interview 8 - Student participant 4). This 
analysis suggests that, notwithstanding 

Table 5. University period: the concept of studying music at university
Participant Font
Student 1 They came in with an idealised idea of what it is to be a musician and what it is to 

study music. They entered a school not necessarily to learn but only because they 
said “if I get in here I’m going to be a musician” and I’m not necessarily going 
to have to study to become a musician or to improve or to evolve as a musician.
A lot of people came here who had learned on their own and felt that, like a lot 
more freedom and not necessarily a requirement to learn. In many cases they felt 
that they didn’t want to... to theorise everything that they had learnt before, like 
not understanding everything that comes after that. 
It’s just that... that might motivate or end up shutting the door on your dreams, 
so to speak. If you look at the percentage of people who graduated, that’s exactly 
what happened, like most... more than half of the people who started studying 
ended up dropping out for “this or that reason” from the degree.

Student 3 There were kinds of students who were more into following the rules, doing 
what was prescribed, and there were other students who were a bit more rebel-
lious, let’s put it that way. It’s like they didn’t get used to the way of studying be-
cause I feel that the idea they give you when you study music is sold as “it’s easy, 
I don’t have to do maths and I don’t have to do anything else and I want to study 
this because I want to get it done quickly, to get a qualification now” or because... 
I don’t know, others who think that you don’t need discipline or something like 
that. Actually, it’s like any other degree, it needs constant discipline and focus. 
I feel like there were quite a few students who were the ones who thought that 
way, that it’s a job that’s going to be hard work... and others who wanted to do it 
in a more liberal way.

Admin. 
participant 

1

One thing I don’t think they’re aware of is the formation that it takes. This ain’t 
a hobby. You and I know that. Anybody who’s conscious knows that. It’s not a 
hobby. It’s not a past time. It’s not reading a book or... it’s a lot of practice, a lot of 
application. You have to immerse it, it’s just a lifestyle, it’s a way of life, it’s a phi-
losophy. It’s much deeper. And unfortunately, I think they have very superficial 
picture... because they’re bombarded with imagery, that’s what they know... that 
today anybody can be a composer, a musician.
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the similarity between a practical subject 
and the student’s previous experiences (si-
milarity with their musical capital), there 
was something in the delivery of the sub-
ject that made the students feel demotiva-
ted, disengaging them not only from the 
subject but also from their university edu-
cation.

Connection to informal learning
After taking part in the innovation 

project, the participants defined the expe-
rience as follows (see Table 6):

Table 6. Innovation project: assessment
Participant Font
Student 1 In my case especially talking 

about the clubs, it was wonder-
ful. It was sometimes painful, 

suffering, but it was wonderful. 
Because of the number of chal-
lenges there were, the number 
of new skills and abilities we 

had to pick up.
Student 2 The club was completely dif-

ferent from what I had experi-
enced before, something 100% 
demanding in all the classes.

Student 3 Those were the classes you 
enjoyed the most and learned 

the most.
Student 4 There you basically learn 80% 

of what you study. The other 
20% you get in classes like har-
mony, arrangements, composi-

tion and so on.
Student 5 It’s like making real music, not 

wasting time on things that 
should have been done right 
from the start of the course. 
You cover a lot more topics 
than in a combo or a thirty-

minute class.

One of the reasons for the innovation 
project’s results is the role of motivation 
in connecting the project and the partici-
pants’ musical capital. These connections 
are built on three levels:

Voluntary participation: as discussed 
above, after the selection conducted by the 
teaching staff, the participants decided vo-

luntarily whether they wanted to be part 
of the innovation project, just as they had 
done in previous experiences when lear-
ning music in a self-taught way or pursuing 
music projects such as cover bands. When 
asked about their motivation for tackling 
their degree subjects, the participants clai-
med that many students’ only motivation 
was to pass the subject and not to learn 
in it: “the attitude that the class is just the 
class, it’s compulsory”; “most of them are 
not pushing hard enough like they are not 
being ambitious or studious enough” (In-
terview 2 - Student participant 2). Nonet-
heless, when asked about the project, the 
participants contended that they took part 
in it based on their inherent motivation, 
pointing out that they were there just for 
the sake of learning as it was not part of 
the degree structure: “you’re not doing it 
just for a grade, you’re going to learn” (In-
terview 2 - Student participant 2); “there 
wasn’t even a grade or anything. We were 
there for the fun of it basically” (Interview 
7 - Student participant 3); “the combo is 
a compulsory class; the club is the place 
where you go because you want to. In the 
combo, many people make an effort while 
others don’t, whereas in the club, everyone 
makes an effort and everyone wants to get 
to the same place” (Interview 1 - Student 
Participant 5). This is in keeping with Mok 
(2017): a meaningful learning environment 
with no pressure such as getting a grade. 

The methodology: at the methodolo-
gical level, a bond is established with their 
previous experiences through the promoti-
on of learning by ear, imitation and instru-
mental practice which are common practi-
ces in informal learning as outlined above. 
The participants rated the methodological 
aspects highly, noting that: “even if there 
is written theory, there is nothing better 
than practice to understand how swing 
should really sound or how an up-tempo 
piece should sound” (Interview 9 - Student 
participant 1); “there may be books and all 
that, but unless you play, unless you are 
involved until you understand what the 
right approach is... I think these are things 
that in the combos you can’t really see” 
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(Interview 1 - Student participant 5). In-
deed, when comparing the combo subject 
with the project (subjects that should have 
a similar methodological approach), 82% 
of the participants said that, even though 
they were designed as the same type of 
subject (a subject for playing in a group), 
there was no connection between the way 
of working in the project and in the com-
bo subject. Making the features of informal 
learning the main tools of the classroom 
thus prevents the disconnect between the 
system proposed by the university and the 
student described above, thereby averting 
the loss of motivation when addressing 
musical learning. This in turn ties in with 
the ideas of Valenzuela (2014), who holds 
that when students are challenged in a way 
that is aligned with their skills and ways of 
doing things, they are more highly moti-
vated. When comparing the combo subject 
with the project, 82% of the participants 
said that, even though they were designed 
as the same type of subject (a subject for 
playing in a group), there was no connecti-
on between the way of working in the pro-
ject and in the combo subject. 

The importance of the group: the 
group plays a crucial role in informal lear-
ning processes as an educating agent that 
enables both peer imitation and motivatio-
nal feedback among its members (Jorgen-
sen, 1997; Green 2002, 2005). As Dewey 
(1994) points out, in a social constructivist 
setting, a community of learners is built 
where collective experiences take on dif-
ferent meanings, both personal and aca-
demic or, in this case, musical. In terms 
of the project, the participants described 
the importance of the group on the ba-
sis of two factors: the set-up of the group 
and the motivation it brought them. First-
ly, they argued that it was important that 
the members of each group were selected 
and grouped based on the teachers’ crite-
ria as this meant they had a greater affinity 
(musical and knowledge) between them: 
“I think the fact that they chose the stu-
dents was important because they picked 
the students the teachers think will play 
well with each other, and that is important 

because it motivates you... they put you 
with students who are in the same place 
as you” (Interview 7 - Student Participant 
3); “In principle, because of the selection 
of students. I feel that the level was balan-
ced. At the clubs, I think they put you with 
people who are at your level” (Interview 
2 - Student Participant 2). The participants 
also underlined the role of the group in 
fostering learning and, as described by 
Wenger (1999), in addressing challenges 
collectively as equals: “We were like-min-
ded peers. I had a rapport with them and I 
could ask them and learn more from them, 
learn more together” (Interview 8 - Stu-
dent participant 4); “It was peer pressure. 
It doesn’t mean competitiveness but rat-
her just seeing the person next to you and 
pushing each other” (Interview 9 - Student 
participant 1); “It’s given me the chance to 
play with musicians who are better than 
me and make myself study a thousand ti-
mes harder. And not just perform to get 
a grade but rather to perform so that my 
colleagues in the band and my teacher can 
say ‘okay, this is working’’’ (Interview 9 - 
Student participant 5).

CONCLUSIONS

Music teaching is constantly faced 
with the challenge of finding (and justi-
fying) its place in the educational arena, 
grappling with problems that are repeated 
like an ostinato regardless of place or time. 
Yet music is more than just a discipline as 
it has been with humanity since time im-
memorial in all cultures of the world and, 
therefore, needs no justification. From the 
anthropological standpoint, its practice is 
essential for the development of the hu-
man species, and now more than ever it is 
once again an essential activity to alleviate 
contemporary ills.

One of these challenges confronting 
today’s Western music education model is 
the high attrition rate at its various educa-
tional levels (North et al., 2000; McPherson 
et al., 2015; Kavčič Pucihar et al., 2024). An 
example of this is the specific case of this 
study, the Universidad de las Américas, 
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where students enter a degree course in 
which studying music is presented to them 
very differently to what they had pictured. 
They are also introduced to a way of practi-
sing music which differs significantly from 
their previous experience, which prompts 
some students to drop out of their studies.

Many of the student participants 
have a skewed image of what a musician 
is and what becoming a professional per-
former or composer entails. This is due 
to various social or socio-cultural factors 
beyond the scope of this study. However, 
it is also evident that many of the educatio-
nal models proposed by academia are far 
removed from the students’ musical reali-
ty. Their musical capital outside school is 
very different from what they experience 
inside it. This is because in school, stu-
dying music is addressed with content and 
methodologies that are outdated in relati-
on to the constant (and often too fast) prog-
ression of music in contemporary society. 
This disconnect means that students are 
not motivated to practise music in a formal 
setting because they are not able to contex-
tualise their musical endeavours within it.

The results of this research show that 
the study of informal learning and its prac-
tices plays a crucial role in the methodolo-
gical contextualisation of students’ musical 
capital in the framework of higher music 
education. In other words, formal music 
learning methodology can be enhanced by 
adding practices such as learning by ear 
and imitation in such a way that the stu-
dent is able to relate their previous experi-
ences to those they have at university.

This is all the more evident in the 
speciality of jazz and modern music, whe-
re informal learning is even more preva-
lent in previous periods due to the absence 
of preparatory levels. This will enable stu-
dents with the profile of those at the Uni-
versidad de las Américas to make the most 
of the musical capital they have acquired, 
notwithstanding the shortcomings of their 
previous formal training. As noted abo-
ve, interaction with a student who has no 
musical training is rare (Folkestad, 1998). 
It will also enhance the motivation they 

acquire innately during informal learning 
processes and which in many cases leads 
them to pursue higher education in music.

There are two potential areas for 
further research. Firstly, the study will be 
extended geographically in Latin America 
to get a picture of students as they prepare 
for university studies in countries whose 
educational systems may have features in 
common and face similar difficulties. Se-
condly, these kinds of educational practi-
ces should be embedded in the official mu-
sic degree programme and transformed 
from innovation projects or pilot studies 
into a mainstream part of the education 
system. There is also a potential extension 
of the study, which is related to one of its 
limitations. This would be to conduct the 
research in state education since the ins-
titution where the innovation project was 
undertaken is a private university. This 
extension would be particularly signifi-
cant in the Latin American setting where 
there are considerable socioeconomic dif-
ferences between students in the state and 
private sectors. 
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