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Throughout the United States, middle school and high school level guitar classes are experiencing a dramatic increase in student enrollment.  Part of this increase is based on the availability and popularity of guitar based musical video games (Clements, Cody, & Gibbs, 2008). In order to meet the needs of secondary school students drawn to actual guitar playing based on their passion for virtual guitar playing through video games, this study sought to create lessons and develop new teaching approaches that draw connections between the two. 
 
The purpose of this action research study was to introduce undergraduate music education majors to the video game Guitar Hero World Tour© in order to expand students knowledge and perception of video game use in the music classroom and to create sound pedagogical musical arrangements within game play in order guide their future students from virtual guitar playing into actual guitar playing.
 

The 
guiding questions were:

1. Will experimentation in musical video game use alter pre-service music educators’ perspectives about the validity of gaming as a means for musical involvement?

2. Is it possible for pre-service music educators to create simple musical arrangements within game play that will guide future students to a pedagogically sound transition to actual guitar playing? 

This was a multiple case participatory action research study.  By nature, action research is a reflective process of problem solving led by individuals working together with others in teams or as part of a “community of practice” to improve the ways they address issues or solve problems (Lewin, 1946). The subjects in this study consisted of the members of two intact beginning level guitar techniques courses (n=31), the instructor of these courses, a member of the university Gaming Commons and instructional technology department, and a music theory instructor with musical gaming experience who served as an outside observer.  The class consisted of basic guitar pedagogy and playing including I, IV, and V chords in the Keys of G, D, A, and various strumming patterns, the formation of rock bands, including the arrangement of popular music using informal learning techniques, and the Guitar Hero © Project.

The project’s procedures consisted of the following:
· A pre-experience questionnaire to determine their familiarity with video game use and to explore their perspectives of musical gaming use in education settings. 

· Two in-class training modules on the use of Guitar Hero World Tour © on a PlayStation 3TM with special focus on the Music Studio component.

· Three two-hour evening programming session in which the students were divided into small groups and given the task to choose a simple 2-3 chord song they can play on guitar and to arrange and input their selected song into the Music Studio.  Each group was asked to create a Lead line (melody), Rhythm line (chords), Bass line (root), and Drum line. 
· An hour-long performance of traditional materials, their individual rock band arrangements, and demonstration of the Guitar Hero © projects.
· A post-experience questionnaire to determine their perspectives of musical gaming use in education.
Guitar Hero World Tour © was selected for this project due to its Music Studio component.  The Music Studio allowed participants to input their own arrangements of songs leading to the development of new teaching materials.  Researcher devised questionnaires were created to explore the impact this study had on participants’ perceptions of the use of musical games in music classrooms.  After each in-class session, the instructor and both outside observers took detailed reflective field notes on what had transpired. The instructor alone repeated this after each out-of-class session.  Each in- and out-of-class session was video recorded for later transcription.  The pre and post questionnaires were analyzed using measures of central tendency.  The instructor and outsider field notes, the transcription of the video recordings, and student-produced materials were triangulated to gather a rich description of the proceedings.

Analysis 1 - Pre and Post Perspectives

Students’ Perspectives

It was discovered that these particular groups of student played video games fairly infrequently and that two student overall had never played any games in the Guitar Hero © series.  Their initial perspectives about the use of gaming in the music classroom, or any classroom setting, were mixed with less than 20% of students indicating a possible use for gaming in education and only two students reporting having ever used games as part of any class.
“I do enjoy playing games, but I’ve never though of them as an education tool.  I’m unsure how much games actually teach us about real life.”

“I’ve played musical video games previously, and I know they can be challenging, but games are more about getting together with friends than actually learning anything.”

After their experiences playing and creating within the game structure perspectives appear to have changed with 94% of students reporting that it is important for future teachers to understand games and the ways in which youth interact with them.  97% ranked the Guitar Hero © assignment as highly motivational in terms of guitar learning.  87% of the students reported a desire to use musical games in their future teaching 
“After having this experience, I am eager to find new ways in which to bridge the gap between what students do outside of school and what they can do in the music classroom.”
“I really feel that there are lessons being taught in the game that apply to music teaching and learning.  The motivational factor alone is enough for me to want to understand video games better and find ways in which I can incorporate them into my teaching. “

Instructor’s Perspectives

The instructor had some trepidation going into this project about her comfort level using this form of technology, the ways in which music students might view the use of gaming in this setting, and the extent to which students would be open to trying something new.
“I was afraid that there would be technical glitches.  Even after hours of practice, I am still finding difficulties within the game and am struggling to determine if this is the best way to introduce students to the uses of gaming in education. “
“These are School of Music students who have dedicated much of their lives to perfection in their (music) studios and I fear that this will be viewed as simply entertainment that has no place in formal education.”

After the completion of the project, the instructor’s worries faded and she was more than pleased with multiple facets of this project including the openness of the students, the shift to informal learning, and the students’ creativity and motivation levels.
“The students have really come together through this project.  I have seen them transform from instruction seeking to class leading, a transition I didn’t expect to see… not only are they excited about playing, they are excited about the possibilities the technology is providing in terms of their future teaching.”

“Some characteristics of the game I saw as unimportant, such as instrument choice and timbre, have been of sincere interest to students and the creative aspects of the game have stimulated their music making and thinking.” 

Analysis 2 – Creation of Materials

Student Work

Students were asked to select a two to three chord song appropriate for use with youth to arrange using the Music Studio portion of Guitar Hero – World Tour ©. The students commonly selected folk songs or songs that had been played previously in class.  Examples of the songs selected included The Cuckoo, This Land is Your Land, and Mary Had a Little Lamb. 
After selecting a song, group members selected which instrument they would like to play and went through the process of changing to the appropriate key.  Then a decision was made as to which instrument line would be input first. Most selected to lay down the Lead line due to many songs beginning with an anacrusis. The other instrument parts were added in varying orders. 

During this process, each group became their own entity, following different paths for song creation.  Some groups were very methodical, carefully following their own constructed order, while others simply dove into the process.  All groups worked independently of the instructor and the instructor only intervened when there were technical issues. 
While individual students laid down each instrument line, there was constant and consistent input from all group members regarding the overall sound.  It was not uncommon for students to judge quality or make suggestions as to when to redo a part or section and what instrument timbre should be used. 
There were numerous technical difficulties during each recording session, including: controlling the tempo and audible click track, lack of familiarity with the PlayStationTM  and Music Studio program, controllers falling asleep from inactivity, and the lack of ability to edit recorded sound at the level most students had experienced using professional level recording programs.  Despite these difficulties, the students worked diligently to complete the task and appeared to enjoy doing so.  
The songs were presented during a final concert and there was much pride and excitement as the students listened to the created arrangements of each group.

Teacher’s Observations

Despite some frustrations with the program and technical aspects, the instructor was amazed at how quickly and easily to the students took to the task and helped one another in the creative process.
“The students approached their arrangements with the utmost sincerity.  Even those with little to no gaming experience were intrigued by the program and took pleasure and pride in contributing to the group dynamic.”
“The class quickly became informal.  The students were learning and teaching one another as is often seen in the (musical) creation processes of amateur or community musicians.  One student would begin to compose and the others would join in making critical decisions.  Many students judged their work critically and worked diligently to lay each track exactly as they wanted.”

“This whole process has been reminiscent of my experiences as a middle school teacher – when the music room was a general hang out for students.  Not only are the students enjoying the process, they are enjoying each other.  Music has once again become “cool” and inhibitions and competition, which are common place at the collegiate level, have faded.” 

Conclusions

As evident by the data collected, it appears that even the most simple uses of gaming in educational practice can have an effect on the perceptions of pre-service music educators.  During this project students’ attitudes changed regarding the positive attributes of gaming beyond a means of entertainment, as did the extent to which games are both preconceived educational environments and now, due to technological advances, environments open to player input and creativity.  In regard to the musical content both within the game play and through the use of the Music Studio, these pre-service educators were inspired to continue their knowledge of games and how they may be of use in their future teaching. 
Due to the technological difficulties within Music Studio, it does not appear to be practical at this time to create meaningful lessons within the program.  This is not to say that pedagogical ties between virtual and actual guitar playing are not present, simply that the technology has yet to be developed within the game to allow for the precision needed to make arranging meaningful and consistent.

This study was affected by time limitations due to the length of the course and the amount of materials to be covered.  Future research that allows for a greater portion of time for free exploration of the program by students would be beneficial.  

Not explored in this study was the use of MIDI interface to assist in song creation.  Future studies using the MIDI interface may result in a reduction of technical difficulties. Additionally, work that focuses more comprehensively on students’ reactions, feelings, and thoughts regarding the use of musical games in educational settings would be of interest.
