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“It’s Much More Collaborative”: 
Democratic Action in Contemporary 
Collegiate A Cappella
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ABSTR ACT
The purpose of this case study was to explore the democratic practices of an all-female contempo-
rary collegiate a cappella ensemble. Due to advances in the Internet and portrayals in popular 
media, contemporary a cappella participation on collegiate campuses has seen a period of extreme 
growth. There is interest within music education research to understand the role of democracy in 
a variety of musical settings, but empirical research connecting democratic action to the everyday 
practice of music ensembles is relatively sparse. This case study involved documenting and examin-
ing 8 hours of observation and 10 hours of group and individual interviews over the course of a 
10-week rehearsal and performance sequence. Tan’s (2014) 5 qualities of a democratically run 
instrumental music ensemble (people, participation, equality, cooperation, and conflict) served as 
a framework for analysis. Emergent themes included “stepping up,” vulnerability, and transmis-
sion. Findings indicate that Tan’s qualities may need reconceptualization in order to apply to a 
peer-led ensemble working democratically, with equality of opportunity as a primary characteris-
tic. Suggestions for further research and implications for teaching are provided.

PROLOGUE
On the piano in Room 21 of the Music Administration Building sits a bag of Swedish 
Fish. Tonight, the piano will provide more function as a table—a water bottle, some 
pencils, and a few pieces of paper sit next to the gummy candies—than as an instru-
ment. The desks in the white, rectangular room are pushed to the corners, piled with 
coats and backpacks. Sixteen women, college freshmen through seniors, enter the room 
in small groups, interacting socially as they reconnect with friends after a long winter 
break. Hallye W., dark-haired and dressed comfortably in a large, bohemian-style 
hooded sweatshirt, speaks over the din: “Hey guys!”
 It’s time for Significant Others to start rehearsing.
 Emily K., wearing a bright blue Cookie Monster T-shirt, holds a water bottle in 
one hand and her smartphone in the other. She hums a starting pitch as the ensemble 
begins their standard warm-ups. As they sing, women leave the circle to write on one 
of the chalkboards in the room, sharing the positive and negative things from their day. 
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“Passed jury & am still a piano major.” “Hot chocolate.” “Videos of babies in class.” 
“Still kind of sick (hence the PJs).” “RAIN.” “Giant forehead zit.”
 With very few exceptions, Emily K. and Holly S. (the elected music co-directors) 
let the group sing without stopping, marking mistakes in their scores to address later. 
After a run-through, the women share a few notes with the other members of the choir, 
and then the group runs the song a second time. All the while, Hallye W. keeps the 
choir relatively focused on the task at hand, allowing off-task talking to a point but 
otherwise addressing behavior and “chattiness.” Thirty seconds pass, then 60, and then 
Hallye W. reins the women in. Emily K. lists the next song to be sung, the members 
rearrange themselves into a mixed section format, and they begin the next number.

Developing from a tradition of small, student-led vocal groups beginning with 19th-
century glee clubs and continuing through barbershop and doo-wop in the early 20th 
century, contemporary collegiate a cappella ensembles have experienced a period of 
extreme growth in the last three decades. Through positive portrayal in popular media 
(Glee, The Sing-Off, Pitch Perfect) and advances in Internet technology allowing collabo-
ration not just across campuses but across the country, more and more college students 
are choosing to make music in peer-led vocal ensembles. Though a comprehensive 
directory does not exist, scholars put the current number of contemporary collegiate a 
cappella ensembles somewhere around 1,200 (Duchan, 2008).
 In recent years, there has been interest within the music education field in under-
standing the role of democracy in a variety of musical settings, but empirical research 
connecting democratic action to the everyday practice of music ensembles is relatively 
sparse and has largely ignored contemporary collegiate a cappella as a site of study. 
Philosophically, much has been written about the place of democracy in the music 
classroom (Allsup, 2012; Mayhew & Edwards, 1965; Tan, 2014; Woodford, 2004). 
Empirical research, however, has most often taken place in (a) informal music-making 
ensembles whose members have little to no formal music training (Campbell, 1995; 
Green, 2002) or (b) the teacher-led secondary ensemble (Allsup, 2003; Sweet, 2008). 
Studies of informal music-making practices, such as those employed by rock bands, 
frequently involve participants with very little formal music training or who have inten-
tionally chosen not to participate in curricular music education. This makes application 
of these practices to a more formal music-making setting difficult. Allsup’s 2003 study, 
in which he facilitated the creation of two student-led small ensembles, remains one of 
the only studies in music education to directly observe the enactment of democratic 
principles in the music classroom. This study, however, still involved an older adult in 
a nonparticipant role as facilitator. In order to understand how democratic principles 
are enacted authentically in a peer-led musical ensemble, it may be more beneficial to 
explore how students with formal music training choose to make music when removed 
from the teacher/student ensemble dynamic.
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 This is the subject position (Preissle, 2008) from which I entered into the research: 
While I participated in traditional ensembles in secondary school and college (and 
beyond), my collegiate experience also marked my foray into peer-directed contem-
porary a cappella ensembles, as both a participant and a participant-leader. Often, the 
members of these ensembles come from traditional, school-based, teacher-led ensembles 
but choose to make music in a very different way upon entering college. Many of 
these ensembles have deep histories, separate from traditional ensembles, in that older 
members and alumni are responsible for the development and transmission of group 
goals and identity (Paparo, 2013). I have seen firsthand how peer-led contemporary 
vocal ensembles can operate democratically; thus, as I set out to explore the question of 
democratic action in a music-making ensemble, collegiate a cappella came quickly to 
mind as a possible site for observation.

L I TER ATURE  REV IEW
The study began as an investigation into the development of musical independence, 
using the contemporary collegiate a cappella ensemble as a research site. In the following 
section, I present literature on musical independence that led to the onset of the study, 
alongside literature on democratic action, the specific aspect of music making that 
emerged as the more salient, observable concept. Ultimately, I highlight Tan’s (2014) 
five qualities of democratic action in formal music making as a framework for the study.

Musical Independence
This study began with the assumption that members of contemporary collegiate a 
cappella ensembles would display qualities of musical independence. For the purpose 
of this article, musical independence will be defined as the ability to evaluate, select, 
refine, and perform a musical selection without the assistance of a more knowledgeable, 
often older, and more “experienced” leader. Musical independence is often stated by 
music educators as a curricular goal in the development of young musicians, though it 
is worth noting that music researchers have yet to reach consensus on what qualities of 
music making the term encompasses. Studies of musical independence often examine 
the development of motivation, self-efficacy, and other qualities within the confines of 
self-directed practice (Chaffin, Imreh, Lemieux, & Chen, 2003; McPherson, Nielsen, 
& Renwick, 2013; McPherson & Renwick, 2011; Nielsen, 1999, 2001), though these 
researchers have largely set aside the term “musical independence” to focus on self-
efficacy specifically.
 Other authors have examined musical independence by focusing on a variety of 
other elements of the music-making process. Berg (2008) offers specific, goal-oriented 
practice techniques for students in a chamber music setting, suggesting that musical 
independence might be best understood through individual practice. Campbell (1995) 
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echoes this thought, stressing individual responsibility for the learning and practice 
of music. Researchers have examined the practice habits of informal garage bands 
(Campbell, 1995; Jaffurs, 2004), the dynamics of same-gender versus mixed-gender 
classroom interaction in secondary popular music courses (Abramo, 2011), and the 
teaching practices of popular musicians in a formal instrumental setting (Robinson, 
2012). Snow (2011) advocates for deeper student engagement in the music-making 
process as a way to develop musicianship in singers. Still other researchers have exam-
ined composition projects and courses (Cape, 2014; Hopkins, 2015; Ruthmann, 2008; 
Tobias, 2014). Morrison and Demorest (2012) expand the concept of independent 
musicianship, bringing it into an ensemble setting and including many aspects often 
entrusted to a director: input into song selection, analysis of the score, preparation of 
and for rehearsal, and agency during rehearsal and performance. All aspects are impor-
tant in the development of independent musicianship. These studies suggest themes of 
individual accountability, student choice, and agency as important factors that may be 
present in an ensemble that develops musically independent individuals.

Democratic Action
Scholarship on democratic action—not simply existing in a political structure but being 
allowed and expected to act democratically—in education, and in music education spe-
cifically, has mainly taken place in the realm of music philosophy (e.g., Allsup, 2003). 
Beginning with Dewey (1916), authors have championed individual choice, respon-
sibility toward peers, and equality in the classroom. Music practitioners for whom 
democratic action is an unfamiliar concept might misunderstand it to mean that every 
participant has an equal voice and the group collectively decides at all times what to do 
and not do. This may have more to do with the relative lack of research exploring how 
exactly the members of democratically run ensembles make decisions and, perhaps more 
importantly, how they make music together. Indeed, music educators and philosophers 
examining the history of democracy in education and its possible future have pointed 
out that the concept is not a simple one. Allsup (2012) asserts that while democracy cer-
tainly means that all participants have a stake, and that power is shared and distributed, 
this power can vary based on personal capacity and desire. Dewey (1916) references 
this shared responsibility, stating that older members of a society have the responsibility 
to communicate with younger members about the expectations, goals, and identity of 
the group. Woodford’s (2004) reading of Dewey (1916) confirms that democracy in an 
educational setting (or in a musical ensemble) means equality of opportunity as opposed 
to equality of result—every individual has the same chance at success, as opposed to 
every individual being required to reach the same goals. Jorgensen (2001) explains that 
a dialectical approach, where one considers not simply the two “sides” of an argument 
but the “ground between” them, offers music educators the opportunity to better under-
stand how democratic action might work in a formal music-making ensemble; that, 
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for instance, shared decision-making might allow for an atmosphere where power is 
negotiated. However, with very little empirical research into democratic music making, 
reconciling democratic action with larger concepts of musical independence is difficult.
 Within the research into musical independence, a framework might exist to bet-
ter understand how the development of these skills relates to democratic action in 
an ensemble setting (See Figure 1). It might be entirely possible for a musician to 
be musically independent in an ensemble that is completely undemocratic (e.g., if a 
totalitarian director makes every decision, musical and otherwise, for the members of 
the ensemble). A student in this ensemble might still develop musical independence in 
ways relating to self-efficacy, motivation, and self-reliance. Likewise, a democratically 
run ensemble might not necessarily encourage musical independence.
 Morrison and Demorest’s (2012) model demonstrates that perhaps democratic 
action—sometimes referred to as agency—might be understood as an important ele-
ment in the development of musical independence in an ensemble setting. In their 
model, the elements that comprise the selection, study, and preparation of a piece of 
music are placed along a line. The vertical line in the middle represents the dividing line 
between what parts of the process are traditionally performed by the director (left) and 
the parts of the process where the ensemble members are allowed to participate (right). 
By adapting Morrison and Demorest’s model to imagine it as a continuum with a slid-
ing scale (Figure 1), literature concerning musical independence can be reconciled with 
literature about democratic action.

Theoretical Framework
Employing a dialectical approach to the writings of Dewey (1916) and their connec-
tion to Eastern philosophy, Tan (2014) offers a potential framework for democratic 
action in music ensembles, outlining a fivefold concept of democratic action that must 
contain people, participation, equality, cooperation, and conflict. The people must be 
present and part of the process of music making—as the emphasis in the ensemble 
classroom shifts from the conductor to the students. Ensemble members can very lit-
erally “vote with their feet,” choosing to leave the group if they feel that leaders don’t 
have the best interests of the members of the ensemble in mind (Tan, 2014, p. 63). As 

Figure 1: An adaptation of Morrison and Demorest’s (2012) model for musical independence.
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these individuals feel well represented by their chosen leaders, they participate in that 
process to the best of their ability; a select few must not make all of the decisions for 
the group. Participation may be verbal or may involve thoughtful musical engagement, 
but it must involve each ensemble member accessing his or her latent knowledge for the 
benefit of the group. Equality, a concept that is often misunderstood in its application 
to practical settings, is not equality of result—where each participant must reach the 
same outcome—or equal distribution of social resources, but equality of opportunity for 
self-realization. Each ensemble member has an individual set of strengths and capacity 
for growth, and although each person’s path might look very different, all members con-
tribute their natural endowments and are pushed to explore and refine them. It is worth 
noting that in clarifying exactly the type of equality (of opportunity), Tan approaches 
a working definition of equity—access to the same opportunities regardless of starting 
point—with regard to democracy in the ensemble classroom. Cooperation and conflict 
are interrelated and equally important. Individuals at all levels of power within a musical 
ensemble are expected to cooperate toward a common goal, but “genuine democratic 
cooperation can be realized only when its apparent opposite—conflict—is simultane-
ously embraced” (Tan, 2014, p. 70). Conflict is not a problem to be resolved, but a 
natural part of the process of democratic music making. In a secondary ensemble, this 
might mean a leader presenting multiple options for the interpretation of a piece, allow-
ing for discussion to occur, and then assisting the members in responding to conflict.
 By utilizing Tan’s (2014) five themes of a democratic music ensemble as a frame-
work, I sought to understand the role of democracy in a contemporary collegiate a 
cappella ensemble and how democratic action might relate to the development of 
musical independence. Theoretical analysis techniques (Saldaña, 2013) allowed for an 
evaluation of this framework as a possible model for democratic action in an indepen-
dent, peer-led music ensemble. Guiding questions included: How does a contemporary 
collegiate a cappella ensemble work democratically? What qualities of democratic action 
developed by this ensemble might be applicable to other settings? Specifically, I exam-
ined both the organizational structures of the ensemble as well as the musical practices 
related to rehearsal and performance.

METHOD
This exploratory case study used ethnographic data collection strategies—observation, 
group and individual interviews, material culture collection—to explore how the mem-
bers of an all-female contemporary a cappella ensemble on the campus of Northwestern 
University worked together democratically. The study took place over the course of 8 
weeks; data collection comprised 8 hours of observation and 10 hours of individual and 
group interviews. In that time, I observed four 2-hour rehearsals and a performance as 
well as conducted individual interviews with eight of the 16 members of the ensemble. 
Given the age of the participants (all college-aged adults) and the lack of generalizability 
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in the study, the university’s institutional review board determined that this study did 
not qualify as “research,” negating the need for IRB approval. The members of the group 
and I spoke, however, about their options regarding anonymity; all of the participants 
expressed support for using their actual names and the real name of the ensemble with-
out masking.
 Members interviewed included key members of the core “executive board” leader-
ship of the ensemble—president and music directors, as well as members with less vital 
elected positions. Interview participants were primarily seniors (5) with multiple years 
of experience in the ensemble, though the perspective of juniors (1), sophomores (1), 
and freshmen (1) were solicited for variety of outlook. I recorded and fully transcribed 
each interview, resulting in 100 pages of single-spaced text data. Interview participants 
were allowed the opportunity to review their quotations and choose a pseudonym for 
attribution; all stated that they were comfortable with the use of their real first name 
and last initial.
 Recruitment of participants occurred using purposeful sampling, as I opened com-
munication with a number of a cappella ensembles on campus. Although I am not a 
part of the a cappella community at the university, I am a part of the larger campus 
community, so I used connections within the music department and the websites of 
some of the a cappella ensembles to initiate contact through e-mail and other social 
media. The members of Significant Others (or, simply “Sig O”) showed the most excite-
ment and willingness to be part of the study. As I was not a member of the ensemble, 
I assumed a nonparticipant role, observing rehearsals and conducting interviews before 
and after rehearsals. Observation and interviews occurred mainly in the old Music 
Administration Building on the university’s campus. Fieldwork took place primarily at 
night, since the group rehearsed three times a week from 10 p.m. to midnight. While 
many interviews occurred before and after rehearsal, some interviews were conducted at 
other times to accommodate individual scheduling needs. My experiences with choral 
ensembles (6 years of middle and high school choral music teaching experience) and 
my participation in contemporary a cappella ensembles (4 years of collegiate a cappella 
performance experience and 2 years in an ensemble post college) shaped the interviews, 
which were centered on topics such as rehearsal practices, organizational structure, audi-
tions, and election of leadership. A semi-structured interview format was implemented 
in order to better understand where themes emerged between group members and to 
allow for organic development of topics (Table 1). Though Tan’s (2014) five themes 
served as a theoretical framework for analysis and coding, interview questions primarily 
concerned structural and musical elements of the ensemble as reported and described 
by the members themselves.
 Data were analyzed for themes using theoretical analysis techniques (Saldaña, 
2013). Theoretical coding, a second-stage coding method, allows for the use and evalu-
ation of a preexisting framework, such as the five components of a democratic music 
ensemble suggested by Tan (2014). After an initial round of coding into multiple 
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categories, I searched for ways in which the themes identified by the coded data might 
align with Tan’s five themes, either confirming, denying, or suggesting modifications to 
his framework. Three major themes were identified: one using in vivo language taken 
directly from the words participants used to describe their experiences and two others 
closely related to those descriptions. I used multiple data collection methods, including 
observation, interview, and artifact analysis (of arranged musical scores), as well as mem-
ber checking, meant to vet my “outsider” interpretations of the themes that emerged 
and to address trustworthiness. At the end of data collection, I presented the members 
of the ensemble with the three themes that were beginning to emerge in the analysis 
process, and I allowed the participants an opportunity to express their opinions in a 
group discussion format as well as through anonymous written response. Additionally, 
I allowed interview participants the opportunity to review transcripts of selected quota-
tions for accuracy and intention. The members of the ensemble showed overwhelming 
support for the themes and quotations as they were presented; no negative feedback was 
received.

Participants
Sig O is the only all-female a cappella group on the university’s campus, one of more 
than a dozen ensembles in a large and active campus a cappella tradition. The group 
was founded in the mid-1980s and has elected its leaders and auditioned new members 
independently and democratically ever since. The current members of the ensemble are 
White (12), Hispanic (3), and Asian (1). The women, ranging in age from 18 to 22, 
come from a variety of majors, from theater to communications. In fact, only one of the 
women was a music major (piano performance), though every member engaged with 
music extensively, and in a variety of ways, prior to enrolling in college.

Table 1
Interview Topics and Sample Questions

Topic Sample Question

Personal background “What other types of musical experience have you had, either  
  right now or in the past?”
Relationship between “How did musical experiences in school prepare you to be  
musical experiences  in Sig O?”
Song selection “Can you describe the way songs are chosen?”
Rehearsal practices “Who do you feel ‘leads’ rehearsals? Does this change or stay  
  the same?”
Performance practices “Can you describe how you stay together with the group during  
  a performance?”
Leadership-specific “What do you think is your responsibility to the newer members  
 questions   of the group?”
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 Table 2 includes the name, year in school, and major of ensemble members who 
participated in a group or individual interview, as well as whether they hold an elected 
leadership role in the group. Each spring, the members hold elections for each position; 
after a nomination process, the group conducts a special meeting where individuals 
nominated for each position have an opportunity to explain why they would be a 
good fit for the position, and then every member votes on who will fulfill that role for 
the next school year. Eleven of the 16 members hold such a position, ranging from a 
president and music directors, who facilitate the rehearsal process, to a social chair, who 
schedules group bonding activities and fosters friendship and morale in the ensemble. 
This information is included both to describe the individuals whose words appear in 

Table 2
Vital Information of Significant Others Interview Participants

Name Leadership Role Year Major Past Musical 
  in School  Experience

Hallye W. President Senior Theater, English 7 yrs. choir, 3 yrs.  
     private voice,  
     2 yrs. piano
Emily K. Music Director Senior Anthropology 7 yrs. choir, 15 yrs.  
     orchestra, 1 yr.  
     private voice,  
     15 yrs. private  
     violin
Holly S. Music Director Senior English,  9 yrs. choir, 4 yrs.  
    Gender studies  private voice,  
     10 yrs. piano
Samantha K. Social Chair,  Senior English 5 yrs. choir, 9 yrs.  
  Publicity    private voice,  
     4 yrs. piano 
Suzie L. Social Chair Senior Communication 7 yrs. show choir,  
    sciences  7 yrs. private  
     voice, 12 yrs.  
     piano
Andrea S. Assistant Music Junior Piano 11 yrs. choir,  
  Director   performance  16 yrs. piano
Meredith F. Treasurer, Assistant Sophomore Communications 7 yrs. choir, 1 yr.  
  Music Director   studies  private voice,  
     13 yrs. piano
Liz M.  Freshman Psychology 1 yr. choir, 4 yrs.  
     band, 2 yrs.  
     orchestra,  
     2 yrs. piano
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the following sections and because the contribution of individual skills to a leadership 
structure emerged as an important finding, as detailed below.

RESULTS
Three main themes emerged from the data, and two of these themes fit logically into 
Tan’s (2014) qualities of a democratic music ensemble: “Stepping up” applies to Tan’s 
concept of equality of opportunity and “vulnerability” is evidenced in Tan’s idea of par-
ticipation. It also became clear that within the structure of a completely peer-organized 
ensemble, his framework might be reorganized and expanded. For this reason, a third 
theme of transmission emerged, activating Dewey’s (1916) idea of the development of 
a society.

Theme 1: Stepping Up
The ensemble members discussed how the structure of the group allowed for each indi-
vidual to contribute her unique strengths, stepping up when needed. In fact, without 
an older and more experienced leader making decisions for them, members were often 
compelled to contribute their individual skills. Individuals with strong musical skills and 
experience playing the piano arrange the songs or run a sectional rehearsal. Other mem-
bers with a background in choreography or costuming present ideas for performances, 
and someone with graphic design skills designs and distributes posters advertising for 
auditions. The members offer these skills to the group, and the skills are developed 
through exposure and repeated opportunity to use them. Even within an elected posi-
tion, members divide and distribute responsibilities based on strengths. Holly S. and 
Emily K., the co-music directors, described how their individual strengths—both musi-
cally and otherwise—allowed them to share the duties of the position:

Emily K.: We have, I would say, equal roles. We have different skills, which works. 
I cannot play a note of piano, so that’s where Holly saves me. I guess I am 
more of the pitch police. So, I would hope that we have equal amounts of 
leadership. I do worry sometimes that I have a big mouth and I speak too 
much, but yes, we are. [Note: Emily has perfect pitch.]

Holly S.: I would agree. I’d say we’re pretty much equal. Emily does the pitch 
and I do the piano—I think we kind of balance each other out, because she’s 
much more blunt and outspoken than I am, and I’m kind of the nicer one, 
essentially. We recognize this.

 It is important to note that an element of choice still shapes whether, and to what 
degree, members of Sig O step up to offer their skills. Andrea S., the only music major 
in the ensemble, was active not only in her curricular musical duties (such as personal 
repertoire and private lesson accompanying) but in student-run musical productions 
on campus. She saw her time in the group, in some ways, as a break from musical 
responsibilities:

BCRME_205.indd   60 8/4/16   10:44 AM

This content downloaded from 165.124.167.34 on Mon, 26 Sep 2016 16:01:41 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



61

Berglin Democratic Action in Collegiate A Cappella

My explicit experience in Sig O is, I really enjoy sitting back, which I feel a little 
weird about sometimes, because I know I could offer more. I have a lot of my best 
friends in the group and I just kind of arrive at rehearsal at the end of a long day 
and I’m like, “I’m not gonna do anything.”

 Stepping up was not always limited to the realm of officially elected positions. In 
a rehearsal setting, ensemble members are responsible for identifying their mistakes or 
difficulties with an arrangement and communicating them with the rest of the group. 
In this sense, the members not only offer their strengths to the ensemble but own their 
weaknesses as well. Samantha K. described how this ownership might happen in a 
rehearsal: “Most of the time, with smaller mistakes, it’s self-identified, so it’s someone 
stepping forward and saying, ‘Yeah, I didn’t sing here’ or ‘I sang here, but I did not sing 
the right thing.’”
 This theme most relates to Tan’s (2014) quality of equality of opportunity. 
Ensemble members identified both individual strengths, which they offered in service 
of the group, and weaknesses, both of which were in turn developed. The varied con-
tributions of ensemble members met the needs of the group at certain times and not at 
others, requiring individual agency from those members—their stepping up—to meet 
those needs.

Theme 2: Vulnerability
As ensemble members described the musical and structural elements of participating in 
a cappella in general and in Sig O specifically, they identified an element of vulnerability 
present in many activities. Hallye W., the president, explained this phenomenon:

It’s hard because it’s very personal—I think a lot of stuff in a cappella is very vul-
nerable and personal, like auditions and solo auditions, song selection. When you 
suggest a song, that means that you like the song, you want to sing the song, you 
think Sig O should sing the song, and then people are like, “Oh god, I HATE 
this song . . .” So we also have rules that are set up like, “When you talk about the 
song, make objective comments.”

 Beyond the vulnerability of walking into a room of strangers and singing to audi-
tion for a place in their group, many of the activities in which the members of Sig O 
engage involved this element of vulnerability. The members re-create that audition 
process regularly, auditioning for the solos that anchor each song. The songs themselves 
are chosen through a formal song selection process, where individuals submit songs 
they enjoy and the other members vote on whether to arrange and perform them. Even 
the act of arranging songs comes with an amount of vulnerability; many of the women 
who arrange songs have very little formal training in the process of arranging, so they 
frequently apologized for perceived mistakes—often within the score of the song itself. 
Holly S., one of the music directors, illustrated the fear involved with the arranging 
process:
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We’re starting one of my—we’re starting “Electric Lady” today [by] Janelle Monae, 
and I arranged it, and I had a really hard time with it. I was really struggling to 
figure out what to do with it, so it’s always just like—especially when it was hard, 
I was like, “Oh god, what if this doesn’t work?” and especially this song is very 
different from a lot of stuff that we do, so, yeah—it’s a very scary time.

 This vulnerability, however, was ameliorated by the connection between the mem-
bers of the ensemble and the way rehearsals were run. Liz M. described feeling like the 
comfort and atmosphere of the ensemble helped alleviate anxiety over errors: “It feels a 
lot more free and open, and mistakes are very much forgiven. So, it’s not as scary, actu-
ally, to audition for solos in this group as opposed to other places.”
 I observed a number of times, in fact, where the recognition of vulnerability mani-
fested as humor. Emily K.’s arrangement of one of the songs began with a note—“God 
speed everyone. I have no idea if this is gonna work”—and contained a moment where, 
on their first run-through, the group completely broke down and had to stop. A fit of 
laughter ensued.
 The women frequently laughed after mistakes happened, and they admitted their 
errors much more often than one might in an ensemble with less of a sense of connec-
tion. Samantha K. described this phenomenon, recognizing how her own perceived 
weaknesses became a point of laughter within the group:

There’s a fair amount of, especially in the very early process, when we’re not think-
ing about shows yet, there’s a fair amount of smiling or wide eyes during the song 
when you realize, “Oh no, that’s not what it’s supposed to be.” Most of us, I think, 
make fun of our own mistakes. So, I know I’m terrible at clapping while we sing, I 
just am so bad at it, and we do that pretty frequently, and even when it’s something 
simple I just totally cannot focus on my hands.

 I align this vulnerability—vulnerability as it relates to action—to Tan’s (2014) 
concept of participation. Members might make mistakes, but they are nonetheless 
encouraged by the rest of the ensemble to participate in vulnerable acts like auditions 
and arranging songs. Tan (2014) imagines members of a trumpet section who, by 
being allowed to make and fix their own mistakes, “Learn to think not just in terms 
of their own parts but also those of others, and transfer this heightened sensitivity to 
other musical contexts” (p. 66). By acknowledging mistakes and employing humor to 
ameliorate some of the “sting” of this admission, individuals enter into a dialogue with 
other members and actively participate in the music-making process.

Theme 3: Transmission
Participants identified a shared sense of values and an identity for the group, which 
each member passed on to the younger members. Samantha K., a senior member of the 
ensemble, described this process of passing down expectations in detail:

I think that part of the process of being in an a cappella group is that the more 
senior members expect things of you as a new member, and you internalize those 
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and then expect them of other people, so if you’re just joining the group, even as 
a junior, I think that while you may not know what the expectations are coming 
in, you very quickly learn what the more senior members who’ve been there a long 
time expect to have happening at every rehearsal, and that’s how the expectations 
get passed down through different generations of the group and different itera-
tions.

 Interestingly, when asked directly about the history of the group, members had 
only a vague sense of when the group was created, and their memories of former mem-
bers extended only a few years into the past. Nonetheless, participants described a high 
standard of expectation, a set of values for the group and its place in the a cappella 
landscape at the university, and a number of musical and structural traditions informed 
by the past. Meredith F. explained:

I heard that before, there was a rivalry between certain members of the group, and 
sometimes it got a little bit catty, but they were also really talented. I know they 
auditioned for The Sing-Off on NBC and they made it to a certain round. I know 
that musically, we’ve always had a high standard, like Emily and Holly; they take 
clues from past arrangements to apply to their current ones. They’re always learn-
ing from the past, because it was successful.

 At times, this transmission happens directly, from person to person. For example, 
after the group elects new leaders in the spring, outgoing leaders work together with the 
members who will take over their roles as they plan the group’s spring concert. For the 
music directors, transmission of skills and values is more direct, as there are two elected 
assistant music directors. Though these individuals might not necessarily be chosen 
to take over as music director the following year, this transfer often occurs. Holly S. 
described the ways in which she and Emily K. involved the assistant music directors and 
developed their skills, delegating responsibilities when they had scheduling conflicts or 
needed to discuss auditions for solos:

We have two assistant music directors right now, who we sometimes ask to teach 
parts. So we’ll take each one and go learn, or if we’re going to be late to rehearsal, or 
we’re going to go conference about the solo issue, before rehearsal starts say they’re 
going to lead warm-ups and do stuff like that.

 This transmission, however, might also change normal practices as a direct result of 
negative experiences. As younger members spend more time in the ensemble and move 
into leadership positions, they adapt the practices of the group—the initial audition, 
song selection, solo auditions, and more—in an attempt to address issues that arose in 
prior years. Samantha K. described the song selection process her first two years in Sig 
O, where group members were required to attach their name to each song they were 
suggesting:

It was just chaotic and stressful and somewhat aggressive, especially between 
people who already maybe were not best friends, if they were coming in with very 
different expectations for what our set was going to look like. So I think some of 
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my dislike of song selection is residual, from when it was worse. It’s much better 
now, it’s much more peaceful and friendly and people get along better.

 Since Tan’s (2014) model deals primarily with secondary ensembles with estab-
lished, long-standing directors, he does not include transmission as a component of 
democratic action. In a peer-led ensemble without a static, central leader, this transmis-
sion is more apparent. Transmission becomes an important part of the responsibilities 
of the members of a peer-led ensemble, as group identity and expectations are com-
municated between older and younger members and as ensemble members are aware 
that transmission must take place. Whether values and traditions are simply passed on 
to newer members, or whether these practices are altered as the needs of the ensemble 
change, a system of transmission must be in place to allow for senior members to pass 
down important identity elements before leaving the ensemble.

DISCUSS ION AND IMPL ICAT IONS
The findings of this study indicate that in order to apply Tan’s (2014) five qualities of 
democratic action to a peer-led ensemble working democratically, those qualities might 
need slight reorganization. Although Tan does not place emphasis on one quality over 
another, the findings of this study indicate that, for Sig O, one quality does seem more 
prominent, appearing almost as a prerequisite to the remaining qualities.
 The primary element of democratic action in Sig O seems to be equality of 
opportunity. As Tan (2014) explains, this is not equal distribution of resources or 
simple “equality”—each member of the group having 1/16th of the responsibility for 
the group—but “equality of opportunity for self-realization” (p. 67). Nearly every 
member of Sig O has an elected leadership role. These positions are hierarchical by 
nature, with the president and music directors serving as the “exec” board, but indi-
vidual members are encouraged to formally contribute their talents: There is a trea-
surer, a publicity chair, two assistant musical directors, three social chairs, and other 
roles that allow members to identify and develop their strengths within the ensemble. 
This structure allows each member to participate in the ensemble to the best of her 
ability, and it encourages a system where the women feel comfortable contributing 
their skills and working toward their development. With this participation, though, 
comes vulnerability. From auditioning for the ensemble to solo auditions, from pre-
senting a song that you arranged to offering your strengths in a leadership role, each 
member puts herself in a vulnerable position, and other members of Sig O are positive 
and supportive in these vulnerable moments, which allows members to feel safe and 
well represented.
 Though there is no “leader” of Sig O—no older individual who exists outside of the 
group and makes decisions on its behalf—there is still a leadership structure that allows 
for individual members to take on roles with more responsibility. The members of the 
exec board, the president (Hallye W.), the two music directors (Emily K. and Holly S.), 
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and the producer (Mac A.-C.), are elected to their positions each year and must, first 
and foremost, have the interests of the other women in mind as they advocate for the 
group, what Tan (2014) would call “leaders working for the people.”
 Tan (2014) separates the two elements of cooperation and conflict in his model, 
though he underlines the relatedness of both concepts, stating that “genuine democratic 
cooperation can be realized only when its apparent opposite—conflict—is simultane-
ously embraced” (p. 70). For ease of use, considering them two parts of the same process 
might help understand their relationship and coexistence. The women of Sig O talked 
frequently about being close friends, and with that friendship comes the opportunity for 
true cooperation—and conflict. This may happen within the rehearsal, as the members 
work together to learn a new piece of music or as they discuss a theme for an upcoming 
show. It may even occur outside of rehearsal, as the members spend time together—the 
music directors, for instance, are roommates—and as conflicts naturally arise. The inter-
view participants were clear, however, that cooperation and conflict were an expected 
part of the ensemble; they were not asked to “leave it at the door” as one might hear in 
a secondary performing ensemble. The lines between “social” and “musical” activities 
were, in fact, blurred. Without the freedom to experience both cooperation and con-
flict, the members of Sig O might feel less able to participate fully in the ensemble; the 
rehearsal process might seem less organic or less fun.
 Finally, in Dewey (1916), we find the idea of the transmission of values and tradi-
tions in a society. Without communicating standards, ideals, hopes, habits, and opin-
ions from older members to younger ones, the social group (in this case, an all-female 
a cappella ensemble) could not survive. Though this is not a direct part of Tan’s (2014) 
qualities of a democratic music ensemble, this may be due to the fact that Tan’s focus on 
a teacher-led ensemble has a culture-bearer, an individual whose position is more fixed, 
making transmission less of a concern (since his or her place in the group is much more 
long term.) Formal, teacher-led ensemble directors might list musical independence as 
a curricular goal or focus on student agency in the musical and organizational decision-
making process, but in a peer-led ensemble with a constantly rotating set of members, 
the development of individual agency and independence is imperative to the long-term 
stability of the ensemble, especially when large groups of senior members graduate and 
leave the group.
 While the focus of this study moved away from musical independence, some form 
of individual musical independence is a precursor for participation in Sig O. Though 
the women come to the ensemble with varying levels of traditional musical knowledge, 
each member displayed evidence of musical independence in a number of ways. Each 
member had previous experiences in school music and private lessons, which placed 
them on the path toward being an independent musician. When 16 musicians at vary-
ing levels of independence come together to make music, however, systems and struc-
tures must be in place that allow these musicians to work together, and those systems 
manifested through democratic action in Sig O.
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CONCLUS ION
Future research might focus on other examples of democratic action in peer-led 
musical ensembles. Reconciling research into democratic music making with the 
literature on musical independence, specifically in the ensemble setting, might allow 
researchers to discover connections between these two concepts. Does existence of 
one preclude the other? Is development of one predicated on the development of the 
other? Seeking to answer these questions and others might provide insight into the 
development of both musical independence and democratic action. The collegiate a 
cappella ensemble is a medium rich with opportunities for closer examination, and 
more research might examine the democratic structure of these and other ensembles. 
While researchers like Mayhew (2009) have examined the perception of a cappella 
ensembles by members of a university community, others have discovered quali-
ties similar to the findings of this study. Duchan (2012) conducted a historical and 
ethnographic study of three collegiate a cappella ensembles. His findings indicate 
the importance of the rehearsal process not simply for refinement of musical perfor-
mance, but for the development of many of the social and organizational qualities 
present in Sig O. Paparo (2013) studied an all-male collegiate a cappella ensemble, 
and while his main findings involve themes such as culture and fraternity, he none-
theless observed themes present in this study, such as the importance of a leadership 
hierarchy and participation in the operation of that ensemble. Practitioners seeking 
to encourage student engagement in music ensembles may find assistance in the 
democratic structures of an ensemble like Sig O, where equality and participation, 
responsibility toward peers, cooperation and conflict, as well as the transmission of 
values and traditions all come together to foster an ensemble founded and operated 
by peers. Although instrumental educators have begun to explore small-group music 
making through chamber ensembles and popular music groups (e.g., Randles & 
Stringham, 2013), and while those concepts may exist in professional organizations 
such as the Orpheus Chamber Orchestra, choral educators may be less likely to devel-
op peer-led, small-group experiences for singers. In fact, while many members of Sig 
O described the benefits of their participation in chamber ensemble experiences such 
as madrigal, show, and jazz choirs, only one of the members interviewed reported 
an experience in high school with any similarity to Sig O, where the members of 
the ensemble not only prepared music autonomously but also chose the repertoire 
themselves, voting on and then arranging music to suit the needs and desires of the 
group. Suzie L. described her experience in this ensemble:

Our curricular choir director ran it, but he was pretty hands off about it. We kind 
of got to choose what we wanted to do. We had a couple girls who were into 
arranging, so we had more freedom in that, he just kind of would oversee things, 
and he brought in arrangements as well, so we kind of did a mix of things, so it 
was kind of a step between having a full-time director and then what we have now, 
which is we do our own thing.
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 Practicing music educators, especially those with choral ensembles, might find 
that authentically engaging with contemporary collegiate a cappella offers benefits 
for both students and teacher. Choral music directors have programmed the music 
being performed by these ensembles (and on shows like Glee) for concert settings, 
but large-scale adoption of peer-led, democratic music-making strategies has not yet 
occurred. When students in secondary music programs graduate from high school, a 
growing number are choosing to participate in ensembles very similar to Sig O; they 
not only perform contemporary music, they arrange and rehearse that music, doing 
so in a peer-led setting quite different than the ensembles they left in high school. 
Might democratic strategies in secondary performing ensembles prepare a larger 
group of student musicians for a more diverse set of music-making opportunities? 
Educators might allow students opportunities to offer their strengths to the ensemble 
with a leadership structure that engages not simply the best musicians (or the direc-
tor’s favorites) but all students, creates a safe space for students to be vulnerable in 
their sharing, and encourages students to be more active in the transmission of group 
values and expectations to younger members. This would not only contribute to the 
often-stated curricular goal of developing independent musicians, but take some of 
the burden of time, programming, and decision-making off the shoulders of the direc-
tor.

EP I LOGUE
It is the last week of the winter quarter, and the women of Sig O have gathered together 
in the Music Administration Building after a much-needed break. Their concert a few 
weeks earlier was well attended, and in the days and weeks that followed, they met 
together informally in pairs and small groups, getting coffee and catching up. Tonight, 
they welcome three new members. With eight seniors graduating in a few short months, 
the ensemble can’t rely on fall auditions alone to replenish their ranks. In the next 10 
weeks, they will elect next year’s leaders, select the songs for their spring concert, arrange 
these songs, audition for solos, and work together to prepare for and execute a strong 
concert; for many, the spring concert is their last opportunity to sing with the group. 
There is an energy outside of Room 21, as we wait for Hallye W., who has the keys. The 
new members appear wide-eyed but eager, and their enthusiasm is infectious. Hallye 
arrives, the women enter the room, and as she introduces the new individuals who will 
join the ranks of Sig O, a round of applause erupts. Then, the women move into their 
standard rehearsal formation, a circle that allows each ensemble member to see everyone 
else, and the women of Sig O get to work.

AUTHOR’S  NOTE
Jacob Berglin, Northwestern University, 6906 N. Ashland Blvd. Apt. 1S, Chicago, IL 
60626; jacob.berglin@u.northwestern.edu; 269-806-2293.
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 Research completed while enrolled in graduate study at Northwestern University 
(September 2014–May 2018).
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