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Abstract 
Digital media presents the opportunity for knowledge to be organised, 
presented and evaluated in new and more compelling ways. This paper 
presents creative case studies that utilise practice-led music and sound 
evidence as rigorous and accountable aspects of academic knowledge and 
content and the associated problems of evaluating non-text based work. A 
model of the save to DISC project is presented which documents innovative 
sound curriculum in schools and communities using a dynamic data base to 
store music education best practice examples and innovative music learning 
resources. It is proposed that this has relevance and is transferable to 
practice-led research because the focus is on evaluation through experience 
and explanation rather than evaluation through explanation. 

 

 

Introduction 

In Arun Sharma’s keynote address at this conference he talked about concentric circles 

of influence/impact. His anecdote that described the impact of a notable academic 

information technology researcher that ranged from the academic acknowledgement of 

his work through to the public and popular impact of his postgraduate students as the 

designers of the Google search engine is relevant here. 

 

Digital media presents the opportunity for knowledge to be organised, presented and 

evaluated in new and more compelling ways. This is good news for the arts where 

textualised descriptions of artistic product and processes hold more value in an 

academic world than the work itself. This paper presents creative case studies that 

utilise practice-led music and sound evidence as rigorous and accountable aspects of 

academic knowledge and content and the associated problems of evaluating non-text 

based work. A model of the save to DISC project is presented which documents 
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innovative sound curriculum in schools and communities using a dynamic data base to 

store music education best practice examples and innovative music learning resources. 

It is proposed that this has relevance and is transferable to practice-led research because 

the focus is on evaluation through experience and explanation rather than evaluation 

through explanation. The following discussion constitutes a report on a body of research 

about digital media assets and their use in research. This discussion although 

preliminary in nature draws upon a considerable body of associated research and is 

examined here through the implementation of these ideas in a case study format. 

 

Background 

For some years now I have struggled with what I felt as a musician was a textual 

reduction of musical data in case studies and wondered about incidences in my own 

research where data which remained in its symbolic form, music as music or a recorded 

artefact ie sound-file, was more compelling as evidence about phenomenon in its 

Ômusical formÕ for example than in some textual description of it. I wondered too about 

the incidences where the phenomenon itself was a case, a band or ensemble for 

example, where the change in its sound was the research phenomenon. While textual 

analysis in its broader sense includes media representations and is useful in reflecting on 

and analysing these data, it is often unable to adequately capture the evidence of 

changes and theory in sound phenomenon.  

 

In recent work with ePortfolio assessment where digital artefacts were stored and 

managed in a media database the arts researchers observed that it is the ÔartÕ that is lost 

when we assess artistic product in text and number (Dillon, 2002; Dillon & Brown, 

2006; Dillon, Brown, Smith, & Nalder, 2003; Dillon & Nalder, 2003, 2004; Dillon, 

Nalder, Brown, & Smith, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c). Furthermore, it was noted in the same 

research that a media artefact of an art work (a recording or digital image of the work no 

matter how poor the quality) still held more power as evidence than any description of 

the phenomenon or statistical representation.  

 

Australian aboriginal cultureÕs use of song, design, dance and story as a means of 

storing and communicating important cultural knowledge provides an interesting 

comparative framework for the use of art as a means of interacting with knowledge in 

ways other than print (C. Ellis, 1994; C. Ellis, J., 1985; Nakata, 2002). With these ideas 
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in mind the following discussion of creative case study begins my first attempts as a 

researcher to outline a method of participatory observation case study that seeks to 

rigorously and accountably utilise sound/music in ways, which are native to music 

making participant observers. While this paper discusses sound/music as the principle 

symbolic form, I have termed the approach creative case study because I believe that 

any artist/researcher would be able to transfer and adapt these approaches to their own 

art form. Furthermore, the essence of this approach hinges upon the broader use of 

audiovisual media and documentary style filmmaking and ePortfolios as principle 

means of creating artefacts within a case portfolio. 

 

save to DISC: Documenting. 

In music education research we abstract musical experience and privilege the 

explanation over the immediacy of the experience. save to DISC is simply about 

documenting innovative musical experience in a way that connects audiovisual artefacts 

with theory using a dynamic database to store and connect these data. Connected to this 

are several groups of researchers funded by grants and research programs who collect 

examples of best practice and innovation and who create new resources for use in music 

education. Currently aligned with this program are: a Queensland University of 

Technology postgraduate cohort; a European Union Socrates Grant (Sweden, Holland, 

UK, Cyprus, Spain, Hong Kong); an Apple University Consortium grant (for database 

design); and an application for an ARC Linkage grant (Dillon, Stewart, Brown, Arthurs, 

Dodge, & Peacock, 2004) in partnership with music industry market enhancer 

Oxygen42 plus further partnerships with a number of Australian Universities and 

professional organisations in progress.  

 

Primarily this research is concerned with music and meaning and connecting music 

experience with generic intellectual developmentÑart as a way of knowing and health 

and wellbeingÑso that the positive benefits of music experience could be established in 

a rigorous and accountable way (Dillon, 2005). The notions of a causal link between 

music experience and generic educational benefit have not been established clearly 

using existing explanatory methodologies (Winner & Cooper, 2000; Winner & Hetland, 

2000). save to DISC proposes to simply capture compelling examples of music 

experience and compare them so that a contextual conceptual framework can be formed 

and grow through a collaborative research process. The project seeks to design and test 
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new models for evaluating the cultural health of a community and create new culturally 

inclusive music programs in schools and communities. 

 

 

Figure 1 Four levels of influence/impact. 

(For a working model follow this link and click on the icons: 

http://dmap.ci.qut.edu.au/spin/Model.htm 
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Designing  

The design for save to DISC involves four levels described below with the impact and 

potential outlined: 

 

1) Summary abstract and promotion: A short Ôsong-lengthÕ Audio Visual 

documentary, website or hypertext document that encapsulates the research like 

an abstract or promotional media. (Represented by the pentagon.)  

 

 

Figure 2 Audio Visual Abstract 

 

The impact of concise AV abstracts is quite profound. Through the medium of a 

QuickTime movie or a website model, concepts and theory can be demonstrated and 

philosophy can be modelled. In much the same way as physicist or astronomer 

might use physical modelling to demonstrate a theory or model the life of a solar 

system. It allows a concept to be presented in a concise presentational form which 

has impact on political/general public or non-experts that might influence funding or 

development. The impact is amplified by its connection to the layers beneath that 



©2006 S. Dillon, for Speculation and Innovation: applying practice led research in the Creative Industries 

 
6 

represent rigour and accountability and a transparent research methodology. This 

concise record when linked to the levels beneath provides what we call Evidence 

Based Advocacy. It is promotional and is advertising for the project it captures but is 

linked in a rigorous and accountable way to evidence of the effect and impact of the 

research. 

 

2) Peer validating and publication: creation of a publication that has direct links to 

media data and is assessed/refereed by peers, then published in a multi media 

format (Represented by the ellipse.) 

 

 

Figure 3 Extract from a journal article.  

Note the hyper-linked text to a video of an interview. 

 

Level two represents the equivalent of a peer refereed journal article. At this level 

peers evaluate the research. The modes of presentation are not restricted to 

traditional text journals; they could be a television or film documentary, a website, a 

piece of software or a recording of a performance, musical composition or artefact 

of a visual arts exhibition. The level allows peer evaluation or collaborative research 

to take place. It provides a site where interaction about research takes place in a 

transparent way and provides an opportunity for research to be dynamic and to grow 

over time. The problems raised by this level are inherent in the need to develop 

appropriate evaluation criteria for each of the modes of research presentation that 

will be recognised as valid by the research bodies. 



©2006 S. Dillon, for Speculation and Innovation: applying practice led research in the Creative Industries 
 

7 

 

3) Theory building, connecting and processing: involves applying theories to data 

and connecting data through using analytical tools.  

 

 

Figure 3 Example of a theory matrix which hyper links theory to AV evidence.  

(For a working model follow this link and click on the highlighted links: 

http://dmap.ci.qut.edu.au/Spin/evidence.htm 

 

At this level the application of theory and searching and meta-tagging takes place. The 

example above is a simple matrix where a theory of meaning in music making is hyper-

linked to the refereed article, which describes the theory and to a series of multi media 

evidence cells. The duty of this level is to provide a multidimensional map through the 

data. It is essentially a tool box of search engines, theoretical modelling devices and 

research indexing searching and theorising tools such as NUDIST or ENVIVO or audio 

visual meta tagging devices that allow non text or numerical data to be found and 

connected. Furthermore the level should allow a tracking procedure that documents the 

research processÑplotting the pathway the research has taken and the tools used. 
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This level provides tools for research and multiple lenses on phenomenon while also 

tracking the process and providing a dynamic reflective site for research to be practiced, 

reflected upon and observed within its symbolic as well as across its media forms. 

 

4) Evidence storage and coding: involves storing a variety of media; identifying the 

format; and coding and writing explanatory notes. 

 
Figure 4 Media evidence cells with meta-tagging. 

 

(For a working model follow this link and click on the blue MEC bubbles: 

http://dmap.ci.qut.edu.au/Spin/MEC.htm  

 

Level four is the base data level. In this area artefacts of data can be uploaded and meta 

tagged with descriptors identifying data format, allowing descriptive notes and coding. 

Data can be viewed or interacted with, commented on or coded for connection between 

data. It is the base level of the database for the uploading of assets; simply a soup with 

floating objects that require identification and navigational detail.  
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Evaluating 

In the abovementioned model formal evaluation occurs at level two, as this is where the 

publication/presentation can be peer reviewed or where a document is prepared by the 

researcher(s) in a format that links directly to the analytical and research organisational 

tools and processes in level three and the digitised artefacts of data in level four. At this 

level research can be peer reviewed but unlike conventional peer review structures this 

model allows the reviewer to see and even replicate the researchers analytical processes 

and see and hear source data. This makes the process of research and analysis extremely 

transparent and potentially more accountable and rigorous than conventional review 

processes where the reviewer only has access to an explanation and description of the 

research context, data and data analysis. It also allows for collaborative and dynamic 

research processes because data can continue to be added to the document and the 

presentation can involve several participants. This style of research allows a theoretical 

model to continuously be tested and developed while linking it to cycles of new 

iterations and context. Furthermore it would be possible for the formal publication to 

also allow the viewer to review methodology or examine source data materials. This has 

implications for the design with regard to the level of interaction with and transparency 

of data and levels of access the researcher or the publication body allows. 

 

Presenting  

Level one constitutes the public and political demonstration of the concept or research 

outcomes. It involves making a short demonstration of the research in video or 

DVD/software form. Arun SharmaÕs notions of concentric circles of influence/impact 

are embodied in this level as the impact is public and concise like a television news grab 

but has the authority of the rigorous, accountable and transparent research processes 

beneath it which provide a clear foundation for the research. The power of the audio-

visual abstract is that it provides compelling and concise presentations of research for 

promotional purposes. It too has the capacity for public scrutiny, allowing the audience 

to access the transparent methodology and data trail. In a sense it combines the kind of 

public presentation that occurs at conferences and the journal article abstract into a 

compelling overview of the research which is able to be contextualised by the 

immediacy of the audiovisual interface. This is particularly appealing for music 

education research because the impact of being able to present audio visual examples of 

music performance and creative production has been silenced by the process of textual 
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reporting of current research journals, relegating music experience to the ephemeral 

rather than the present and meaningful. 

 

Re appropriating methodology 

These technologies are themselves emerging and developing at a great rate, but the 

methodologies that guide this form of research have strong precedents in anthropology, 

ethnomusicology and documentary filmmaking. In research about culture in 

anthropology the use of tape recordings, notated transcriptions and film has an extensive 

history (C. Ellis, 1994; C. Ellis, J., 1985; Merriam, 1964). NUDIST N-Vivo and several 

other software database systems have methods for dealing with rich media non-text data 

using tree structured index systems that track the research and also encourage rigorous 

procedures while enabling the management of large bodies of data. The difference for 

this research is that the metaphor for management is not a textual organisation but one 

which uses media as the primary means for organisation. While text meta tagging is 

important, the use of audio and visual representations of data allows a different kind of 

structure. 

This technology assists emerging problem formulation, for example, by allowing the 

problem to remain in its symbolic form. A musical or choreographic problem might be 

best viewed in notated form or even in a video or audio form which would allow it to be 

articulated and understood more clearly than a flat text explanation alone. 

 

Emerging questions 

The ePortfolio research suggested that the methods of documentation supported by the 

technology were not practice dependent but media dependent (Dillon & Brown, 2006). 

Furthermore the same research suggests that arts provides compelling metaphors for 

Ôdancing through information spaceÕ and provides organisational models that are not 

dependent upon existing alphanumeric structures. This means that if the problems were 

aural then audio media is most appropriate but if, for example, there was a kinaesthetic 

or movement component of the problem then video would naturally be more 

appropriate. The digitised medium allows for a variety of lenses on phenomenon to be 

simultaneously present. For example, a musical score can be present alongside a video 

of dancing or a dramatic presentation. This variety of media and multiple lenses on 

phenomenon is one of the most important aspects of qualitative research. Allowing the 
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media to remain as is and simply tagging for retrieval and cataloguing actually provides 

more rigour and accountability than an abstract description. 

 

The documentation processes of digital technology also make for greater rigour and 

accountability. Level three of the model presented here utilises simple matrices for 

analysis that allow the reader to actually examine first hand the approach to research 

used by the researcher. This is only a simple example of what is possible. In NUDIST a 

tree structured indexing system tracks research decisions; but in the more sophisticated 

media systems three dimensional models can be constructed to not only track the 

process but display multiple researchers pathways through the same data. 

In this way the system can not only track creative decision making but can also, for 

example, display the creative decision making as a curated exhibition—hence 

potentially making the research report itself a creative act. 

 

Applying these principles to practice-led research 

The model described above is one that simply outlines the advantages of documenting 

multi media artefacts or assets and connecting them through database technology. It 

demonstrates that artefacts of practice-led research and in the case of software design as 

creative practice that these once considered ‘ephemeral’ areas of research can now be 

considered present and the experience of arts making as well as the art object can be 

documented in a form which bears a closer representation to its symbolic form than a 

description previously afforded. In music education where our data is primarily about 

how music is made, experienced and the interaction between teacher and student which 

require documenting and examining access to meaning and engagement. For years I 

have been able to present audiovisual examples of music made by students or video 

footage of teachers practice at conferences which communicate theory and pedagogical 

principals in a compelling and immediate way to peers. The impact of these has been 

somehow silenced by the journal article or proceedings which followed. The notion of 

privileging the explanation over the experience itself is one which has overshadowed 

my respect for the process of evaluating and validating music education research. The 

model described in this paper presents an opportunity for allowing each of the 

concentric circles of influence/impact to be felt on multiple levels and to multiple 

audiences, with each level drawing strength from its connection to the other.  
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The save to DISC project is primarily about documenting innovation in a form that will 

enable best practice in music education to be presented, compared across contexts, 

shared and theorised. The model presented here allows the essential elements of music 

experience to be documented, evaluated and presented in a rigorous and accountable 

form. It allows theory to be demonstrated, philosophy to be modelled and practice to 

lead research through examples of the symbolic form rather than silent explanations. 

There are implications, of course, for the development of appropriate criterion for 

evaluation and evaluation of such research, particularly at the media centric rather than 

hyper-textual levels. There are ethical and representational issues. There are issues 

associated with levels of access and security of data, intellectual property and 

technological concerns which range from the development of interfaces to the 

metaphors used to design them. These concerns are not trivial but they are able to be 

navigated through meta research approaches that test and apply principles of software 

development as research (Brown, 2005) where the software can model philosophy and 

iterative interaction with users affects the development and evolution of the software 

design. 

 

Each level of this model has direct implication for research and research publication. At 

levels three and four the researcher will need to develop new methodologies and 

strategies for modelling and analysing data. Technologically there are opportunities for 

the development of a range of ‘plug ins’ that search, theorise and model data and act as 

tools for data/asset management and interrogation. Level three provides a virtual 

toolbox for researchers and research collaboration. Level four provides a receptacle for 

mass storage and identification of data that will provide opportunity for the 

development of streaming server and multiple format management. Levels one and two 

have implications for publishing and evaluation. Potentially heralding a whole new 

paradigm of research publication that moves beyond text only documentation. The 

implication for this in respect to the publication of refereed journals is massive. It is 

only a matter of time before all of these will need to move to this format just as 

television has taken over from conventional journalism as the main outlet for news. 

 

Most clearly this shift in paradigm suggests the need to demonstrate the equivalence and 

perhaps the superior processes of rigour, accountability and transparency of media 

centric research. This will also involve the development of criteria and processes for 
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evaluation that are recognised by the bodies which fund research. These are not 

insurmountable tasks as the evaluation of artistic practice is highly developed and has 

been enhanced by media capture in portfolios for many years in arts practice doctoral 

thesis. What needs to be made clear is that this is not simply another strategy for 

qualitative research, but another kind of research that supports, enables and embodies 

characteristics of both qualitative and quantitative methodologies while not abstracting 

experience or the artefacts of practice. These are not so much new methodologies but 

the re-conception of the ancient methods of storing communicating and referencing 

important cultural information in a variety of non-textual symbolic forms. Digitisation 

re-conceptualises indigenous concepts of knowledge referencing management and 

communication (Elizabeth Mackinlay, 2004; Elizabeth  Mackinlay & Dunbar-Hall, 

2003; Martin, 2001; Will, 2000) in a way that is as accurate and enduring.  

 

In our research into ePortfolio systems which dealt with media assets management and 

evaluation we argued that artefacts of artistic practice when organised into a system that 

documented creative practice and combined both the experience of the work and 

explanation of the work was rigorous, accountable and compelling. I would like to 

propose that this kind of documenting and assessment is clearly relevant and 

transferable to practice-led research because the focus is on evaluation through 

experience and explanation rather than evaluation through explanation alone. While this 

paper has reported on a pilot study that presents a conceptual model for digital research 

processes, the model presented here has already stimulated practical application through 

the adoption of the Ôhyper-linked journalÕ model by two peer refereed online Australian 

music education journals. The data base model is being developed in collaboration with 

Manchester Metropolitan University and UK software developers UcanTV as an open 

source application for testing in September of 2005. Postgraduate researchers in the 

save to DISC project will employ this technology for their research and publication 

processes. A European Union research project called PROSIME (Promoting Social 

Inclusion in Music Education) will employ the technology for collaborative research 

across five European nations and connect with researchers in Australia and Hong Kong. 

These projects will feed dynamically back into the International Database for Education 

in the Arts (IDEA) being developed collaboratively between Manchester Metropolitan 

University and QUT. 
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It is difficult contain the excitement that this idea presents. Perhaps the claims here are 

Ôblue skyÕ thinking. While this may seem to overstate the claims that are being made 

here I can assure you that all over the world these ideas and technologies are being 

developed and applied. What is needed from us in the arts is to provide examples of 

how arts can provide imaginative metaphors for the management of data and lead the 

development of skills, techniques and processes of research which take advantage of the 

opportunities presented by emerging technologies. This is not so difficult, for although I 

am proposing that this is a new paradigm it is in fact a very ancient use of the artistic 

representation of knowledge that provides a model for us. The only addition is that 

digitisation offers the possibility of another means of capture, storage and cognitive 

amplification beyond text and human memory. 

 

Artist practitioners and those who work with non-textual symbolic forms recognise that 

the approach and model has the potential and the capacity to awaken the silenced voice 

and presence of artistic practice in the world of research. The future for this is exciting 

and the obstacles not insurmountable. The largest obstacle will be the attachment that 

many have to the past text-driven paradigm and the inability to embrace the power and 

impact of the new media centric one. While I am not suggesting that text and number 

will be replaced, they should be considered as one of the range of media and research 

tools available to understand and produce new knowledge. I sense that we are on the 

threshold of a new paradigm of research and publication and that the potential for 

creative practice, the arts and artistic experience is profound. In a sense this paper 

heralds its own redundancy. 

 

AuthorÕs note: The inclusion of papers written by the author is not an attempt to be 

self-referential but to place this paper in the context of a larger ongoing body of 

research. 
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