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Tensegrity 
and

School/College Collaboration 
in Music Education



Context for 
Collaboration

• Initiated in 1996, Renamed in 
2000  

• Collaboration between 
Eastman School of Music & 
Rochester City School District 

• String Project, Choral 
Project, Professional 
Development for RCSD 
Teachers, Eastman Pathways 
Program 

• Initially Involved all ESM 
Music Education Faculty and 
90+ RCSD Music Teachers

The William Warfield Partnership
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Organizational 
Structure

Hierarchical?Webbed!



Tensegrity 
as a model of collaboration

Tensional + Integrity 
Continuous Tension 

with 
Discontinuous  
Compression
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The Georgia Dome, with a 
tensegrity-supported 

roof
5

Tensegrity structures



Dome Tent
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Tensegrity structures



Tensegrity 
Structures 
in Nature
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Cellular 
Structure: 
Traditional 

model 
(“water balloon 

filled with 
molasses”)



Cellular 
Structure

New Model, or 
“Complex Systems Biology” 

(Donald Ingber,  
Harvard Medical School)
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Benefits of Tensegrity

•Tension Stabilizes 
•Efficiency 
•Portable & Deployable 
•Strong, Yet Flexible 
•Motivated from 
Biology
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• Nucleus 

• Contractile 
microfilaments 

• Compressive 
elements 

• Intermediate 
filaments or 
Integrins

*From:  Ingber, D.  (1998, January).  Scientific American, “Architecture of Life.”

How to apply to partnerships?

Tensegrity in Cells*



From Cells to Groups

Effective partnerships need 
different kinds of people to fill 

needed roles 
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Pullers Pushers Integrators



Pullers

Often charged 
with day-to-day 
management 
duties;       
respond to 
pressure by 
turning inward, 
focusing on 
health of host 
organization
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“We (both partners) all are trying to 
work together to pull something, and 
sometimes on some issues we (college 
partner) have more clout. . .And so, I 
think this initial year and a half of the 
Partnership has been trying to  figure 
out who should pull when, who should 
pull harder on which issues.  And 
where actually can we make the best 
use of our resources, of our status, of 
our students and our facilities and our 
program.”

Notes on “Pulling”
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Pushers

Often found in 
development 
and PR roles; 
respond to 
pressure by 
communicating 
core values to 
outside groups
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Notes on “Pushers”
“I’m interested in being sure that the energy 
(the PR and the bustle) doesn’t overwhelm the 
product--in this case the teaching. I have this 
press release our PR folks want to send out 
about the string program. (laughs) And it 
sounds like it’s been around for 5 years! “And 
the ideas are this, and this is happening.” And if 
you go over to the school, we are still 
measuring kids for instruments and collecting 
parent information. So the PR is way out ahead 
of the reality. And that can be great. . . But I 
think it can also reach a point where the 
advance buzz overwhelms the reality, and can 
even have a negative consequence to it. 
So I just want to make sure all the people 
looking to get attention about this keep their 
hands off the kids, as much as I can.”15



Integrators

Connect other 
members and 
provide stability 
within the 
organization; 
respond to 
pressure by 
monitoring and 
balancing 
tensions within 
the organization
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Notes from an 
“Integrator”

“(laughs)  I don’t know, Mitch--I’m learning 
so much about what’s going on!  Coming in 
as an outsider, its kind of a shock to your 
system to see the extent of it, and to get 
an earful of the politics, which are 
extensive.  You kind of become the 
confessor for a variety of people who view 
you as an objective third party with the 
district.  There’s a lot of discontent about 
the politics of the situation--not with the 
Partnership--but the politics of the 
district.  I don’t know what else to say--it’s 
been a shock to my system.”
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*From:  Judge, A. J. N.  (1998).  Living differences as a basis for sustainable community.   
Transnational Associations  [On-line journal].  Available HTTP:  Hostname: www.uia.org   
Directory:  uiadocs/quenchin.htm

*Tension is necessary for effective  

(and sustainable) collaboration

Prestressed Stressed

Tension
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• active participation of top-level 
leaders 

• both “top down” AND “bottom up” 
participation and leadership 

• a shared vision and common mission 
among groups and individuals 

• “buy-in” from members of both/all 
groups 

• long-term personal commitment from 
leaders 

• efficient communications systems

Characteristics of 
Effective Partnerships
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• Research on existing partnerships 

• Case studies 

• Evaluation projects 

• Development of grounded theory 

• Research on emergent partnerships 

• Application of research results to 
new collaborations 

• Longitudinal studies over time to 
assess growth and sustainability

Need for Research on 
Partnerships
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• How will your music education community assess 
its needs? 

• Is top-level institutional support and 
cooperation present from each member 
organization? 

• Is the institutional climate of each member 
organization conducive to risk-taking? 

• Are the goals of each member organization 
clearly defined and congruent? 

• Do the partners share a common vision and goals 
for the collaboration?  

A Partnership Primer 
Leadership & Vision
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• Is there a written agreement concerning resource allocation 
between partner organizations, including personnel, finances, 
released time, in-kind contributions, etc.? 

• What resources (i.e., musical, human, financial, time) are 
available in your community? 

• Are the member organizations willing to allocate sufficient 
resources toward partnership initiatives? 

• How will key people (i.e., visionaries, leaders, potential adopters) 
be identified?  

• Will your partnership invite other community music organizations 
as potential collaborators? 

• Will your partnership involve: 

•  •  pre-service teacher education? 

•  •  professional development opportunities for teachers?  

•  •  defining music literacy for the community? 

•  •  curriculum development or revision?

A Partnership Primer 
Resources & Structures
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• How will you document and communicate 
the activities of your partnership? 

• What kinds of documents and artifacts 
will be collected throughout the 
evaluation process? 

• Who will conduct the evaluation (in-house 
participants or outside consultants)? 

• How will you design your assessment to 
measure music learning and other 
partnership goals authentically? 

• How will you know your partnership is 
successfully meeting its goals?

A Partnership Primer 
Assessment & Evaluation
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Contact Information

Mitchell Robinson, Ph.D. 

Associate Professor of Music Education 

College of Music 

Michigan State University 

East Lansing, MI 48824 

Phone:  517.355.7555 

Email:  mrob@msu.edu


