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recordings to clean the transcripts allowed the researcher to become more familiar with the data 

by reliving the experience of being in the interview with the participants and refreshing the 

nuance and finesse of participant inflection and intention.  While grounded theory was not the 

intent of the coding process, the concept of constant comparison (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was 

used to evaluate the veracity of the data within the codes, shift data between codes, clarify 

definitions of codes, and identify new codes as analysis progressed.   

After open coding was completed for all observations and interviews, the researcher 

grouped initial codes into axial codes to develop categories between cases.  Saldaña described 

axial coding as a second cycle coding method, “for the latter stages of data analysis that both 

literally and metaphorically constantly compare, reorganize, or focus the codes into 

categories…” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 55).  Axial codes were grouped together digitally in the NVivo 

program, and categories were formed with the axial codes.  Categories emerged initially as 

responses to the research questions (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3.  Initial categories by research question 
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In the ongoing analysis, categories were compressed into what Saldaña referred to as 

“Concept Coding” (2016, p. 120).  Employing the phenomenological lens of “ferreting out the 

essence” of the phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 227), the researcher categorized the 

data across cases to describe the concepts of the “constituent, related elements” (Saldaña, 2016, 

p. 120). The original 70 categories were collapsed and subsumed into a more manageable 32 

categories (Appendix E).  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that the smaller number of 

categories, “the greater the level of abstraction and the greater the ease with which you can 

communicate your findings to others” (p. 214).   

Categories were dismantled from the research question categories and analyzed in an 

effort to discover themes that supported the scope of the research questions.  Themes were 

developed and triangulated inductively from the music teacher observations and interviews 

(Patton, 1990).  Saldaña stated that theming data “is a strategic choice as part of the research 

design that includes the primary questions, goals, conceptual framework, and literature review” 

(p. 200).  Convergent themes that crossed sources were used to increase understanding and 

trustworthiness (Patton, 1990).  Data were organized, coded, and analyzed using the most recent 

version of NVivo software. 

The evolution of the process from initial code to theme can be viewed in Figure 4.  The 

researcher employed the procedures defined in the subsequent section to ensure trustworthiness 

in the study: triangulation, reflexive journaling, and rich, thick description.  Participant quotes 

have not been altered and when given are provided in original form. 
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Figure 4.  Code-to-theme Construction 
 

Triangulation of data was employed to deepen the comprehension of the findings of the 

study by comparing data collected through observations, interviews, and the reflexive journal.  

Through triangulation of the data, multiple perspectives were considered to develop the themes 

that informed the findings of the study (Patton, 1990).  Observation data can yield different 

results than interview data; triangulation allowed the researcher to compare and contrast 
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differences and similarities of the data sources to strengthen the credibility of the study (Patton, 

1990). 

Trustworthiness 

Qualitative research encompasses a number of varied approaches to collecting and 

analyzing data.  A number of instruments may be used, but the primary instrument for data 

collection is the researcher himself (Krefting, 1991).  The researcher in this study was interested 

in the depth and nuance of the participant perceptions.  He spent years being trained, educated, 

and employed as a musician to listen and understand tone, distinction, and subtleties in human 

expression, and therefore was qualified to comprehend the refinements of the participants’ 

responses better than a written instrument (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Qualitative researchers 

undertake studies with biases already in place and use one’s unique perspectives to make sense 

out of collected data (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2012).  Therefore, issues of trustworthiness 

must be addressed in any study to support the data collection process, data analysis, conclusions 

and findings with as much rigor as possible. 

Credibility.  In keeping with the constructivist epistemology of qualitative research, and 

the assumption that truth and knowledge are created by the individual analyzing qualitative data 

from a number of participants, “the researcher’s job becomes one of representing those multiple 

realities revealed by informants as adequately as possible” (Krefting, 1991, p. 215).  Credibility, 

or truth value, is successful when the descriptions of the context, participants, and findings are 

recognizable by the reader (Krefting, 1991).  To establish credibility in this study, the 

researcher’s biography (Appendix K) serves as a foundation for understanding musical 

performance and music education.  The data collection process utilized a triangulation of data 

methods through the use of the EQUIP during field observations, and interviews recorded and 
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transcribed interviews for both audio and written records from which data were analyzed.  The 

researcher kept a reflexive journal throughout the data collection and data analysis processes as 

an aid in producing rich, thick descriptions. 

Dependability.  Being able to replicate a case study by a different investigator is the 

basis for dependability in qualitative research (Yin, 2014).  To achieve a high level of 

dependability, a pilot study was instituted in December of 2018 before the study took place, 

using a parallel participant to the study for the purpose of refining study protocols before 

interacting with study participants.  The pilot study mimicked the actual study, and pilot study 

participants provided feedback regarding observation and interview protocols in order to further 

hone and focus the study procedures.  It also served as part of the dependability audit. 

A detailed documentation of the triangulated procedures of the study took place 

throughout the study process.  This provided a thick, rich description (Guba, 1981) of the 

procedures so the study could be replicated accurately with the same cases by another researcher, 

who in turn could come to the same findings and conclusions (Yin, 2009). 

During data analysis, a code-recoding process was employed; data were coded once and 

then again after an incubation period of two weeks (Krefting, 1991). 

Confirmability.  Neutrality is a concern in any type of study.  In this study, the 

researcher was the primary instrument, so it was impossible to remove contact between the 

investigator and the participants. Instead, the neutrality, or confirmability focused on the data and 

interpretation of the data (Guba, 1981).  To establish confirmability in this study, the data 

collection process utilized triangulation of data methods through the use of the EQUIP during 

field observations.  Interviews were recorded and transcribed for both audio and written records 

from which to analyze data.  Reflexive analysis was employed from the beginning of the process, 
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in the form of a reflexive journal.  This analysis was important for keeping the researcher aware 

of his impact on the data (Krefting, 1991). 

Transferability.  The proposed study employed purposive sampling.  The participants 

were teachers purposely selected because of the subject that they teach and the age of the 

students they instruct.  Guba (1981) believed that the purpose of this type of sample “intends to 

maximize the range of information uncovered” (p. 86).  The purpose of this study was to gain 

understanding across a wide spectrum of perspectives and allow for insights to emerge from the 

collected data.  By allowing for a variety of perspectives, points that are important and relevant 

across the gamut of participants can become known (Guba, 1981).  Descriptive data collected 

was thick and rich.  Krefting (1991) identified the importance of this in giving others the 

opportunity to “assess how transferable the findings are” (p. 220). This will allow researchers 

who may be thinking about transferring this study’s findings to understand the context in which 

this study was conducted.  By doing so, they will be able to comprehensively compare the 

possible contexts to aid in deciding the degree of fittingness to their own research (Guba, 1981).  

Krefting (1991) also suggested that an additional aspect of transferability was to “determine if 

the content of the interviews, the behaviors, and observed events are typical or atypical of the 

lives of the informants” (p. 221).  In this study, the data were typical. 

Limitations   

The limitations of this study were that it was context specific and emic in nature.  The 

findings only pertained to this study.  Because of the emic nature and the researcher-as-

instrument structure of this study, the researcher identified and monitored his biases throughout 

the process by means of the reflexive journal and analytic memos (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

The personal knowledge and passion of a researcher about a topic and/or participant group could 
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be a drawback to conducting a study.  However, those aspects of a researcher can also provide 

theoretical sensitivity (Zach, 2006).  According to Straus and Corbin, sensitivity is defined as 

“having insight into, and being able to give meaning to, the events and happenings in data” 

(1998, p. 46).  The theoretical sensitivity for this study was recognized initially through the 

relevant literature, and the researcher’s professional experience and personal interests. 

Participant bias regarding the topic could be considered a limitation, however the study 

was designed to investigate participant perceptions of inquiry-based learning.  When participants 

dismissed inquiry as an important dimension of the classroom, it provided additional material for 

analysis. 

The number of participants was well within suggested guideline by Creswell (2007), 

Morse (2000), Kuzel (1992), and Yin (2014) to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon 

under investigation.  However, the limitation of region could be considered significant.  There 

was diversity in the sample for the region where the study was conducted, however the region is 

different than other parts of the country, thereby making generalizability of the results 

impossible.  The study could be carried out in other locations as it was designed to expand the 

data set and data analysis. 

Ethics Statement 

Letters of consent were developed stating that participation was voluntary and the 

interviews would be audio recorded, and told of the time commitment the interview would 

require.  Participants were notified that all information gathered during interviews and 

observations would kept confidential.  To maintain confidentiality, each participant was assigned 

a pseudonym.  The observation data, and interview transcripts were coded with the 

corresponding pseudonym.  All interview recordings, observation information, and survey results 
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were kept secure in a locked cabinet in a secure location.  All participants were able to terminate 

their involvement at any time. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THEMES 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of practicing secondary school 

music teachers regarding their perceptions of inquiry-based learning in the secondary ensemble 

classroom. The research explored teachers’ perceptions of inquiry-based learning and how they 

believed it was beneficial or prohibitive to teaching their curricula.  The study design used a 

collective case study grounded in the work of Merriam (2009) and Stake (1995).  The case was 

bound by the participants’ employment in secondary ensemble music education. An inductive 

thematic coding method was used.  This approach was chosen for its efficacy in answering the 

research questions: (a) What does the inquiry-based secondary ensemble classroom look like, (b) 

What are the perceptions of secondary ensemble music educators of inquiry-based pedagogy in 

their classes, and (c) What are the conditions that allow or inhibit implementation of inquiry 

practices in the secondary ensemble classroom? 

Chapter Four describes the results of the phenomenon under study using two sources: 

participant observations and participant interviews.  Data collection took place from February 

2019 to May 2019.  During this period, 11 classroom observations were performed of the 

participants in the field and interviews of each participant were conducted immediately following 

the observations.  The primary source of data acquisition was the participant interviews.  

Secondary sources were the classroom observations enhanced with some of the participants 

providing artifacts.  The 11 participants were distributed across 7 different data collection sites, 

providing an opportunity for triangulation across a variety of diverse educational settings. 
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Table 3 
 
Participants 
Participant Description 

Bob Male instrumental (band) music teacher of 30 years. EdD in Music 
Education completed. Fine Arts Department Chairperson 
 

Dina Female vocal music teacher of 30 years.  Master’s degree completed 

Kirby Male vocal music teacher of 11 years.  Master’s degree completed, 
doctoral work in progress 
 

Rachel Female instrumental (orchestra) teacher of 14 years.  Began career as 
performer and transitioned to teaching when she became unable to 
perform.  Master’s degree with some doctoral coursework completed 
 

Keith Male instrumental (band) music teacher of 20 years.  Master’s degree 
completed 
 

Zane Male vocal music teacher of 14 years.  Master’s degree completed 

Evan Male vocal music teacher of 20 years.  Doctorate in psychology 
completed 
 

Paul Male instrumental (band) music teacher of 20 years.  Master ‘sdegree 
completed 
 

Cavendish Male instrumental (band) music teacher of 7 years. Master’s degree 
completed 
 

Kevin Male vocal music teacher of 23 years.  Master’s degree completed.  Also 
serves as choral director in a local university. 
 

Ezra Male instrumental (band) music teacher of 20 years.  Master’s degree 
completed.  Also serves as district Fine Arts Administrator 

 

A thematic coding approach to data analysis allowed theoretical concepts and themes to 

emerge as the research collected data and explored the phenomenon (Saldaña, 2016).  The 

thematic coding approach to data analysis allowed for the finding of open codes, the 

development of categories, or axial codes, and the emergence of final themes (see Table 4). 
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The first theme, Teacher Identity, emerged from participant stories about their 

experiences as student musicians, pre-service teacher educators, and professional experiences as 

both teachers and performers.  Two sub-themes that came forth dealt with formation of 

participant teacher identity, and balance of teacher identity and musician/performer identity. 

The second theme, Attitudes and Beliefs, emerged via teacher identification of curricular 

goals and means by which teachers achieve those goals.  Three sub-themes that further explained 

the philosophy, attitudes, and beliefs were curricular goals of participants, traditional teaching, 

and creative teaching which directly implied themes of behaviorist and constructivist approaches 

to music education. 

The third theme, Perceptions of Inquiry, emerged from data elicited by direct questions 

regarding the perceived need for and use of inquiry in the secondary ensemble classroom. The 

theme divided into three sub-themes: professional development needs, developmental levels of 

students and the need for scaffolded instruction to address those needs, and unintended and 

unrecognized inquiry-based learning in their own practice.  

The fourth theme, Obstacles, manifested as participants described barriers to use of 

inquiry in their classrooms/rehearsal spaces, schools, and to the larger community of music 

education as a whole.  The data suggested that there are numerous barriers to utilizing inquiry in 

the secondary ensemble classroom, ranging from the size of the classes to educator devaluing the 

benefits of inquiry-based learning.  There was a close connection to Philosophy, Attitudes, and 

Beliefs to this theme. 
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Table 4 

Final Themes 
Theme Definition 

Teacher Identity Participant explanations of lived experiences that lead to 
becoming an ensemble teacher. 
 

Philosophy, Attitudes, and Beliefs Participant beliefs about their roles as music educators 
and how they identify and achieve their goals. 
 

Perceptions of Inquiry Participant feelings regarding inquiry-based 
teaching/learning in the ensemble classroom. 
 

Obstacles Participant identified barriers to using inquiry-based 
learning techniques in the ensemble classroom. 

 

Classroom Observations 

Interviews were the primary source of data.  Triangulation from classroom observations 

were used to verify and provide credibility to the interviews.  Observational data, recorded and 

measured using the EQUIP instrument related most deeply to the sub-theme of Traditional 

Teaching, and the theme of Perceptions of Inquiry.  Each participant taught his or her class from 

the front of the room, and dominated the talking time, in a traditional large-ensemble format.  

For the majority of observations, students spoke rarely.  When students posed questions, the 

questions were consistently based in skill or technique required to create the correct sound or 

expression, as defined by the music notation on the page and the teacher’s interpretation.  

Questions presented by the teachers were focused on right answers, rather than higher-order 

thinking skills.  On the continuum of inquiry defined by the EQUIP summative rubric, with 1 = 

Pre-Inquiry, 2 = Developing Inquiry, 3 = Proficient Inquiry, and 4 = Exemplary Inquiry, only 

two participants, Evan and Kevin, showed a proficiency with inquiry (Level 3) during the 
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observed lesson, while the remainder of the participants demonstrated developing inquiry (Level 

2) as described in Table 5.   

Table 5 

Participant Level of Inquiry Observed 

Participant 

Summative 
view of 
Instructional 
Factors 

Summative 
view of 
Discourse 

Summative 
view of 
Assessment 
Factors 

Summative 
view of 
Curriculum 
Factors 

Overall View 
of Lesson  

Bob 2 1 2 3 2 
Dina 1 1 2 3 2 
Kirby 1 2 3 2 2 
Rachel 1 1 2 2 2 
Keith 1 1 2 2 2 
Zane 2 2 3 3 2 
Evan 3 3 3 3 3 
Paul 3 2 2 3 2 
Cavendish 1 1 2 2 2 
Kevin 3 2 3 3 3 
Ezra 2 2 2 2 2 

 

The connection to traditional teaching observed in the classes also spoke to the 

participants’ perceptions of inquiry.  Large-ensemble music teachers shift focus to more intense 

rehearsals as they get closer to performance dates.  Observations were scheduled at a non-

performance-intensive time to see participants teach under less stress, and during a time that 

Rachel referred to as ‘gravy,’ in the school year.  Rachel recognized that, if one was going to 

employ inquiry in their classroom, this was the time of year to do it.  However, traditional 

teaching methods were still the foremost source of learning during these class sessions.   

In the following section, these themes will be explained in greater detail and depth.  

Participant quotations ground the analysis and is representative of the whole participant group, 

unless noted otherwise. 
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Theme One – Teacher Identity 

The theme Teacher Identity emerged from participant explanations of their lived 

experiences as student musicians, pre-service teacher educators, and professional experiences as 

both teachers and performers. Two sub-themes that came forth dealt with construction of teacher 

identity, and balance of teacher identity and musician/performer identity. 

Sub-Theme: Construction of teacher identity.  The participants shared personal stories 

about their own experiences in high school and college, which formed their initial conceptions of 

what it meant to be a music teacher and greatly influenced their personal philosophies and 

pedagogies in music education.  None of the participants stated that they had experienced any 

inquiry-based learning in ensemble situations as students in elementary, middle, or high school.  

Only two participants, Keith and Zane, were able to identify opportunities provided for inquiry in 

ensemble classes in college: Zane in undergraduate work and Keith during his graduate studies.  

None of the participants recalled experience with inquiry-based learning in any other subject 

areas in middle or high school.  Bob and Kirby both recalled seminar classes or graduate classes 

where inquiry techniques were used in non-music classes. 

Cavendish described his teaching experience thus far as modeled after the “way I must 

have experienced them as a kid coming up.”  In observing Cavendish’s ensemble class, it was 

clear that his experience as a student could be described as traditional.  He went on to say that 

“what more can we do in terms of presenting basic musical knowledge and history and kind of 

incorporating those elements into teaching. I don't think that's changed from when I was a kid, or 

from just from previous 20-30 years ago, to now” 
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Dina attended a parochial school.  Her experience as a student, similar to the majority of 

participants, was defined by direct instruction, not just in music, but in all disciplines. “I went to 

Catholic Elementary, so definitely anti-inquiry. Don't ask any questions; Here's the answer.” 

Some participants stated that the influence of their early experiences as student musicians 

taught them what not to do as a music educator.  Ezra spoke of another successful band 

director/clinician and his own experience, stating “how he rehearses the group is much different 

than how I would do it. And there isn't open-ended questioning. It is directed from the podium, 

very traditional. I think that's pretty much what I grew up with as well, you know, from youth 

orchestras, through my own high school wind ensemble.” 

Paul spoke of the inspiration and great experiences he had in both high school and 

college, and the importance of the techniques and pedagogy he learned from his teachers and 

professors, but because the profession is steeped in traditional teaching methods, he had no 

exposure to inquiry-based learning during his pre-service education and very little in his masters 

studies, positing “…this ensemble teacher in college is really inspiring because of this, and 

because of that, so you pick that up. So of course, where have we picked [inquiry-based learning] 

up? And we haven't.” 

Bob spoke of his college ensemble experience, asserting “I go back to my Midwest 

training where you were told what to do. And if you didn't do it, you were punished.” Like Ezra, 

he learned what kind of educator he did not want to be through that experience, stating “But I 

certainly came out of there going. ‘I don't want to be like this.’” 

Kirby spoke of his pre-service education and experience with inquiry, stating “At 

[university] in my ensemble classes, and indeed in my conducting classes, choral literature, it 
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was straight up good old-fashioned lecturing, you know, as direct instruction. There's no inquiry-

based anything.” 

Zane’s experience, while not necessarily inquiry-based, was different than the previous 

traditional behaviorist dispositions to pre-service music teacher education examples.  In 

describing his college choral ensemble experience, Zane averred, “I think that did shape a lot of 

what I do now.  It wasn't just ‘Here's the music. Learn the music. Sing this crescendo. Don't sing 

this crescendo’ kind of stuff. And there wasn't a lot of feedback. We weren't talking back to [the 

professor] often, unless it was “sing ‘do’” or whatever. But there was a lot of higher-level 

thinking that was causing our brains to turn, other than just singing the music.”  Zane felt that his 

choir director taught choir like a private voice lesson.  Since the vocal students in his college all 

learned the same vocal technique, the choir director was able to access the information students 

were learning individually to expand how they thought about singing in an ensemble.  

Consequently, students were to think deeper about what they were doing in the chorus 

classroom.  Zane acknowledged that all the students were building on previous knowledge of 

basic music skills that had become organic in the singers in the class. 

Cavendish’s college band ensemble experience was reflected in his teaching.  Of his 

involvement in college jazz band, he stated “But I remember in college. We didn't always play 

enough. And it was very frustrating.”  During the observation of his class, it became obvious that 

Cavendish remembered that experience.  His students played for a majority of the class time, and 

talking was kept at a minimum from the podium.  The only speaking observed was Cavendish 

giving direct, skill-based instruction. 

In Evan’s classroom observation, Evan asked a senior student who was planning a career 

in music education to facilitate the first twenty minutes of his upperclassmen ensemble, 
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including a vocal warm-up and part work on one of the pieces on which the chorus was currently 

working.  His student demonstrated a strong knowledge of teaching in the style of what he had 

experienced in his high school courses, which was very traditional.  In the same manner, Paul 

asked a student in his underclassmen ensemble to conduct a class warm-up during the researcher 

observation period.  The student demonstrated an understanding of what she had seen modeled in 

class by her instructor. 

Participant stories highlighted the continued experience of traditional teaching methods 

from high school through college, which informed the second sub-theme under Teacher Identity. 

Sub-Theme: Balance of teacher identity and musician/performer identity.  

Participants’ experience as performers of music informed how they approach a class.  

Participants considered a conductor and teacher to be the same in an educational setting, and yet 

do not consider them the same in a professional setting.  Classes in most participants’ parlance 

are not classes but are rehearsals.  In a traditional rehearsal, neither the conductor or the 

ensemble members ask questions.  Bob stated, “when you conduct…when you are running a 

rehearsal, you don't put things in to an interrogatory.  You don't go ‘What is the best way to 

make this phrase better?’”  In a professional situation, this is expected.  Schools, however, are 

not professional performance spaces.  Posing problems properly to lead students to higher-level 

thinking is the responsibility of the teacher and is a more long-term goal (Bernard & Abramo, 

2019). 

Standing on the podium in the center of the room was a comfort zone for participants, 

according to tradition and experience.  Paul posited, “It is the easiest thing in the world for me to 

stand in front of the kids for 40 minutes and not say anything about the pieces and assuming that 

the kids are at a level where they can play them. And I feel like that's a much easier approach.”  
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Rachel also declared, “Taking yourself out of the center is hard to do when you're conducting an 

ensemble.” 

 In the same manner of balance, participants equate rehearsing and teaching as the same 

activity, and yet most do not consider a rehearsal to be a place to ask questions or be more active 

than producing sound.  Keith put it quite succinctly when he pointed out the sign in front of his 

classroom, noting, “Well, you can see it on my wall. ‘Less talk. More music. Every day.’ That's 

kind of our mantra.”  He went on to say, “I have pretty strict rules and procedures in these large 

ensembles. You have to. There's no talking really, and I don't want to field the individual 

questions. I tell students, ‘can you talk me one on one for that? We can deal with that in lessons. 

I mean, if it's kind of general-based, I'm fine with that. I will sometimes say, ‘What are your 

questions?’” 

Kirby described his idea of the perfect rehearsal as, “it should be a very social, joking 

around, light-hearted situation where we're rehearsing, rehearsing, rehearsing, we crack a joke, 

we have a little bit of fun, we get right back on task. That's the goal.” 

Many secondary ensemble teachers instruct classes other than the ensembles they are 

assigned to teach.  Dina teaches music theory classes, small group lessons, and music 

appreciation classes as well as her choral ensembles.  In discussing lessons that she taught, Dina 

stated, “It depends what class you're talking about. In a rehearsal, I don't know that I would call it 

a lesson.”   

Kevin also serves on faculty in a small, but prestigious college in the Hudson Valley.  His 

perspective was different in that he saw students coming to college ill-prepared for the rigors of 

the music program.  “And I remember prior to me getting to [this college] they used to basically, 

just plunk out the notes. Plunk out the notes? What the hell's the point of that? It’s like you're just 
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spoon-feeding them. You're not teaching them.”  Consequently, he prepares his high school 

students differently.  During the observation of his classroom, Kevin kept a high pace with all his 

activities.  Unlike the traditional ensemble classroom, his room was messy and loud with 

students engaging with material while Kevin worked with different groups or sections of 

students.  Students were able to figure out difficult passages in their own vocal lines because 

Kevin stressed sight-reading activities as part of the class period.  When he brought his students 

together, he asked for responses that gave student opportunities to express their opinions of the 

work that was going on: “Name three things that we did well in that passage” and “What are 

three things that we could work on to make this piece sound better?” 

Music teachers frequently teach more than one grade level of students.  Ezra taught both 

middle and high school.  He felt that there were advantages and disadvantages to his situation.  

He serves as his own feeder program, so if his students like him in sixth grade, he is likely to 

keep them going forward.  He is also responsible for keeping his program alive.  He scaffolds his 

grade level ensembles so that “in sixth grade, I’m teaching them how to rehearse.”  In a 

traditional ensemble class that means students “learn that [the] rehearsal is directed by the 

conductor.”  He felt that as they get older “they’ve been set up with that understanding…now 

they can take a larger part in the rehearsal.”  In rehearsing (teaching) his high school ensembles, 

“I try to let the students come to the realization about what they should be doing as often as 

possible” but found that “it’s impossible when you’re working on high level music; the concepts 

have to be given to the students.” 

Some participants realized the need for teaching, rather than rehearsing.  Paul spoke of 

teacher observations and how administrators like the activity of students in his band class.  He 

felt that “we have to actually remember to try to talk a little bit, because if we don’t, maybe the 
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kids aren’t taking away any sort of knowledge other than just regurgitating music that’s in front 

of them.” 

Zane modeled life-long learning for his students and built a relationship of trust with his 

students.  When students were nervous about trying new techniques, Zane declared 

[I] went through all the reasons and I was very clear.  I tried to be as transparent as 

possible.  This is an experiment for me.  I’ve never done this before.  We’re going to 

work through this together.  If we don’t like it, meaning you and I, we don’t have to do it, 

but you need to give me two or three weeks to make sure it works first. 

Zane worked more as a facilitator when trying out the new technique, inquiring of the students, 

“I asked the kids ‘Are you hearing this difference?  What are you hearing?’ so again, we weren’t 

just doing it.  We were working through it together as a group and listening.” 

Music educator identity was a strong influence on how teachers approached their 

ensemble classes.  Construction of music teacher identity begins while teachers are still students 

and informs how one views teaching in an ensemble.  Further, music teachers are trained first to 

be performers, then how to be teachers.  Balancing those identities also has an influence on the 

construction of teacher identity, and informs the next theme, Attitudes and Beliefs. 

Theme Two – Attitudes and Beliefs 

The traditional philosophy of ensemble music education is to bring about the vision of the 

director; there is no time for discussion or disagreement with the authority figure on the podium.  

The learning involved in this paradigm is strictly to follow the gestures and commands of the 

authority figure without understanding the ‘why’ involved in making music.  This theme 

surfaced through participant discussions regarding outcome goals teachers implicitly set for 

students, and through observations of participants in action during class sessions.  Observations 
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data provided information and triangulated interview data about participants’ personal 

philosophies of music education, their attitudes toward their roles, curriculum, and their positions 

in the school system, and their beliefs about why they chose to do what they do.  Three sub-

themes surfaced under this theme: Outcome Goals, Traditional Teaching, and Creative Teaching. 

Sub-theme: Outcome goals. Ensemble teachers are in a unique position as educators.  

Music teachers often teach multiple grade levels and watch their students grow over a number of 

years, unlike English language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science teachers who may 

only have a particular student in class for one year before they move up and into another 

teacher’s class.  Participants expressed a wide variety of long-term outcome goals for their 

students.   

Lifelong appreciation of music.  Cavendish wanted his students to understand that they 

do not have to “play professionally to play on a professional level” and that “they can continue to 

love it, and pursue it at that level, at a high level, but just not professionally.”  His classroom 

goal is one of sound being an accurate “representation of the music.” 

Kirby’s view on the ultimate goal was that he wants to create “lifelong performers of 

music, and that they enjoy music and that they may be in, become patrons of classical music and 

choral music, specifically.” 

Kevin, like Kirby expressed a goal of enjoyment of music as well.  “I want them to walk 

out like just having a true cultural experience of music. I want them to be able to enjoy it because 

like, you know, this is the stuff I used to sing in high school.” 

Evan saw the music goals for his students as a means to a larger objective.  He asserted 

“the core of what I want them to walk away with [is] much more of a character goal…a goal that 
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allows whatever is inside of them that needs to be or can be expressed, has an opportunity to [be 

expressed]; that they sort of can connect with aspects of themselves via performance.” 

Paul stated a number of goals that were all connected.  “I think the goal is for students to 

be life-long enjoyers, people who are involved in or listening to, are partaking in or experiencing 

the arts in some way for the rest of the life, some way of bringing them higher levels of 

happiness, satisfaction, and joy, making connections to their subjects, or to their careers in that, 

in that case.”  To that end, Paul felt that it was important for students to have a good experience 

in his classroom because he wanted to make musically literate people who can engage and 

become audience members and become boards, who eventually support arts and education.” Like 

Evan, Paul believed that the arts, more so than other subjects “help students know who they are.”  

He felt that the performances students give, while important, are not the end goal.  “If they have 

come through and they've learned a lot about themselves, through their engagement in playing 

music or being onstage or singing, that is always the ultimate thing.”  Even so, Paul listed the 

more immediate goals of the performing ensemble as “the goal of producing wonderful music, 

the goal of students working together in a collaborative way, the goal of learning your 

instrument, the goal of fingerings and notes and intonation issues and things like that. There's so 

many components.” 

Self-directed learning.  Dina, Ezra, Kirby, and Keith spoke about independent 

musicianship as an important goal for their students.  Dina, in the immediacy of an upcoming 

performance, expressed the need for independence to her students in this way: “Look, if I were 

you, I would prepare myself for this. I'm up here and I can coach you with some stuff. But what 

are you doing to teach this to yourself? How may I help you with that?” 
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Keith claimed that “learning how to rehearse it on their own because there’s no teacher 

guiding them through it” makes them independent musicians and that helps them by “learning 

how to work through their mistakes.”  This concept of perseverance is an important lesson to 

carry over to and from other disciplines. 

Ezra was explicit about this concept, declaring “We want them to be independent 

musicians. So, in the band room, we want students to be able to go on to a college program and 

feel like they can slide into pep band, student ensemble, something and have a great time doing 

that.” 

Kirby spoke of it in terms of his goal of creating life-long performers of music and how 

he, as a professional performer viewed the behaviors of a professional musician.  Speaking of the 

performer-conductor relationship in a professional ensemble, he stated as a performer, “I just 

want them [the conductor] to give me two sentences of what you want, and I just want to do it.”  

Kirby went on to cite a specific example of how he felt when performing under a specific 

conductor:  Just tell me that you want me to crescendo/decrescendo there, you want this word 

accented, and that schmanze is the accent in this phrase.  That's all I need. Okay. I don't need to 

talk about my feelings.”   

Public performances.  Ensemble teachers typically are not driven by the pressure of 

standardized- or state testing.  This does not, however, mean that they are not tested in other 

ways.  Paul defined public performances as music students’ tests, asserting “the drive towards 

the test will often determine how much time somebody can spend on something.  So, we could 

spend time doing something creative and the outcome may not be as polished as people expect. 

And that's what we're judged on eventually.”  Music teachers have goals for their students, but 

many feel stresses from other sources.  Paul felt that ensemble music teacher goals “are 
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measured by those on the outside: the community, the students, the parents, the administrators. 

[Their goals] are often very different than what our goals are.”  Paul referred to outside goals as 

“showcase ensembles” that keep funding coming into the program.  Paul believes that 

stakeholders outside the department are concerned with the product/performance as the goal, 

thereby guaranteeing support for the program. 

Evan echoed Paul’s thoughts on the performance as the test, declaring “Concert’s coming 

up, and this is coming up, and that's coming up and this is coming up, and all these things are 

coming up all of these, if you will, the, the equivalent of the test in our, you know, field.”  

Sub-Theme: Traditional Teaching.  Orchestral, band, and choral ensembles in schools 

emulate professional performance ensembles, which are director/conductor-centered, and focus 

on the end product: a performance.  By the time a young musician becomes a professional 

musician, he is expected to be able to perform how a conductor wants him to perform.  Paul 

claimed “the role of the traditional conductor is the holder of the baton and the keeper of 

wisdom. And sometimes you need that.”  A student’s musical knowledge is deemed proficient if 

he can respond to the non-verbal commands the conductor gives with his baton, body, and facial 

expressions.  Many of this study’s participants teach in this behavioristic fashion.  Bob spoke of 

his own development as an educator, and how he “tr[ies] to look at it more holistically: to be 

right notes, right rhythm, but also take a look at the dynamics.”  As a musician, Bob appreciated 

working with people who exhibit “more expressive conducting, trying to get to the core of the 

music without imposing it.” 

Ezra and Kirby both spoke to the benefits of traditional teaching.  Ezra noted “I know 

some teachers who do more traditional rote instruction, and their ensembles perform absolutely 

magnificently.”  Kirby also realized that the students can be “successful without knowing 
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anything about music” because they can repeat what they are taught and Kirby “can teach them 

an entire concert by rote.”  While students will not necessarily learn any sort of musical 

concepts, he felt that “I can do that all the time. But that doesn't actually teach them and they can 

be really successful.” 

A traditional classroom leaves little to no room for a student to speak, other than to ask 

the conductor questions about the music at hand.  Evan spoke of his formal ensemble training in 

college as a place where it was “inappropriate” for the student musicians to speak, and that if he 

would have been given the opportunity to speak and ask questions, he would have.  There was a 

greater emphasis on “getting the material learned, and sort of an efficiency factory.”  Evan 

recognized that students inherently understand the tradition of not speaking in rehearsal, and that 

“there’s this guy sitting up there playing and directing, and [the musicians] are the vessel, the 

recipients.” 

Time and efficiency are of the essence in a product-driven classroom.  Many of the 

participants spoke on the need for expediency in rehearsal.  In voicing his thoughts on time in 

class, Bob contended “Do you have to really have a time to have a kid try and fail, try and fail? 

Or should I say, ‘Okay, I want you to arch this phrase.’ To ask questions, I think is a much less 

efficient way. I think there's a matter of efficiency with that.” 

Most participants felt that there should be a greater amount of playing/singing during 

class than talking.  In this traditional viewpoint, students gain musical skills by performing and 

making corrections when the teacher/conductor notices mistakes.  “I want to play and the kids 

want to play,” Cavendish asserted.  “And I really try not to talk; I try to save my talking between 

pieces when the percussion has to move.”  Cavendish’s rehearsal reflected his philosophy.  It 

was fast-paced, and any spoken words came from Cavendish at the podium.  Students were 
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actively involved in producing sound and took his instruction seriously.  Such an approach 

makes it incumbent upon the teacher to hear and identify musical technical performance issues.  

Cavendish saw the technical issues as paramount to his goals. 

Ezra pointed out that he “skews toward” more playing and less talking, especially in a 

professional rehearsal.  With students, he tried to “let the students come to the realization about 

what they should be doing as often as possible” but when working “on higher level music, the 

concepts have to be given to the students, in many cases.”  Ezra conducts a number of high 

school honor and all-county ensembles, where students from different districts come together to 

rehearse together for a number of days and then perform together.  The assumption is that the 

students learned the music before they came together and are prepared to work together as an 

ensemble.  In those cases, Ezra found that “that they don't get to coherently come together as a 

group as much. So, I tried to make sure that my conducting will indicate what I need it to 

indicate, so that I don't have to talk as much.” 

Keith, who had the “Less talk.  More music. Every Day” mantra posted in his classroom 

contended, “Everything I've read, and in my own practice, and my own observations that holds 

true, the less I'm talking, the more we're playing better.” 

Kirby expressed a dilemma for taking time to talk in class because those discussions 

could become too directive and lecture-oriented:  

I'd rather be singing, singing, singing as much as possible. I do think that we need to have 

time for those questioning techniques like we talked about, but I don't know. I also think 

that that reverts too quickly into the, making it teacher- centered.  Sometimes, I find that 

if I'm trying to do those questioning techniques and engage them in conversation, it 

becomes more preachy.   
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Paul observed that during classroom observations, administrators appreciated the 

performing aspect of class.  Paul claimed, “I find most administrators doing observations love 

that. Because they're used to teachers talking and talking and talking and talking and talking.”  

Kirby’s experience was different, as he stated “[Administrators] want to see all this dialogue. 

And I'm going ‘no, that's not actually what it looks like in a choral rehearsal.’” 

Kevin disclosed a perspective different from the rest of the participants regarding class 

discussions.  Kevin found that speaking with students about cultural and social contexts of a 

piece corrected technical issues from a more organic place.  He worked with an ensemble of men 

singing the Battle Hymn of the Republic.  He was not satisfied with the sound of the ensemble, 

so instead of asking them to sing it again with director-led modifications, he led a discussion 

about the historical context of the piece.  “We talked about the Civil War. Look, the Battle Hymn 

of the Republic…this was when Sherman's march was going down.”  Kevin asked his students 

what they knew about the Civil War, and after ascertaining what basic facts students memorized, 

he explained the context of the piece.  “This is the song was going as Sherman was burning 

down all of Georgia, decimating it, okay?  The whole point is, ‘we're right, you're wrong.’  In the 

ten minutes they spent discussing the historical context, students understood the meaning of the 

piece contextually.  “But that ten minutes I spent talking, they got it right like that.  Instead of me 

saying, “No, let's fix the vowel here” …if you understand what the piece is about, maybe the 

vowels will fix themselves, which they did.” 

Dina expressed feelings of pressure of being ready for the next performance, and how 

there is always another performance looming in the near future.  “Just the pressure of getting 

stuff done. Just like it's a concert time, we got to get this music learned. There's always just 

something, you know what I mean?”  Ezra seconded Dina’s thoughts, stating, “All ensemble 
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directors are always up against that clock to that performance.”  Rachel concurred, saying, 

“Sometimes you just have to get stuff done.  Concert time.  I'm not asking no questions.  I'm just 

barking, I’m just barking orders.” 

Many participants believed that non-verbal communication is a form of inquiry.  

Teachers of ensembles ask for musical responses to conducting gestures.  Bob asserted, “I think 

conducting is a non-verbal or very limitedly verbal art way of teaching. I think I try to express 

things non-verbally.”  When students respond musically, he considered his reaction with gestures 

to be feedback.  “There's a lot of nonverbal feedback too.”   Keith felt strongly about non-verbal 

communication.  “I do have silent rehearsal. Sometimes I don't say a word, right?  I only 

communicate non-verbally and they don't say a word.  Those are super effective.”  A silent 

rehearsal for Keith was defined as a rehearsal where he does not speak.  Students must watch and 

interpret gestures to respond musically. 

Rachel considered learning to interpret conductor cues as part of a musician’s “training.”  

She came to question non-verbal communication as inquiry-based learning, pondering “because 

if it's a nonverbal communication, I'm not explicitly asking them questions. But part of training 

them to understand these cues, that's a lot of that kind of training and nonverbal communication.” 

Traditional teaching is highly focused on training and musical skills and concerned with 

physical aspects of producing sound and decoding of musical symbols.  Cavendish saw the skills 

as fundamental; without that basis, one cannot go deeper into the music, stating, “You want them 

to know about the piece and to know about music. But if they're having trouble playing like, you 

know, D, G, B flat, I'm not sure how much talking is going to help them with that.”  He went 

further to speak of his sense of pragmatism by claiming, “I'm just more of a practical person in 
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that way, where I want the kids to be able to play the music. And then, learn little bits about it as 

they go along.” 

Bob and Kirby both saw the value of fundamental skills as a starting point in learning 

new music.  Bob found that he was distracted by listening to decoding mistakes, declaring, “I 

think I can't be talking about what the music represents when there's wrong notes, wrong 

rhythms.”  Kirby was also concerned with having the initial basics of decoding correct early in 

the process.  “We need to get the notes, rhythms, and language if it's a different language, 

learned, at least at the very beginning.”  An observation of Kirby’s class confirmed his beliefs on 

this, as he spent part of class having his students repeat the lyrics of a piece they were about to 

perform in French in a call and response style to correct pronunciation. 

Paul understood the traditional teaching emphasis on decoding and skills but questioned 

this widely accepted teaching method, contending: 

I don't love our model of ‘the notes are on the page, learn how to regurgitate them and do 

it the same every time.’ I mean, there's value to that in a performance ensemble, but I 

really think we're not teaching kids about music and expression like we should if we just 

do that.” 

Sub-Theme: Creative Teaching.  Participants disclosed that non-traditional 

instructional techniques stimulated student engagement, motivation, and interest.  Dina described 

her students as “success machines” and when given an opportunity to show what they know in 

regard to technique, pedagogy, identifying and fixing musical mistakes, “they write it like, 

‘thanks for asking, I want you to know that I understand this’ or they come up with stuff I 

wouldn't have come up with, like, ‘thanks for asking. We should always be doing it like this.’”  

When asked to record musical passages and turn them in for feedback, Dina asserted, “They take 
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it real serious.  Like, ‘okay, I learned it now.’” But they each have to [record it], and they were 

proud of it.” 

Keith and Paul both used technology to heighten student interest.  Keith created an 

assignment where students were asked to find a YouTube video of someone playing the same 

instrument the student played and present it to the class.  “It could have been anything. And 

some of them found the coolest things, and they got so excited.”  His goal for the assignment was 

to get students energized about their instrument and, “to hear what a professional sound is 

supposed to be.”  Paul created “Wacky Video Wednesday” where he opened each Wednesday 

class with a video “to try to get them thinking about something differently in regards to some 

sort of musical aspect.”   

Ezra, capitalizing on student facility with technology, gave students a music publisher 

website and parameters to use to select a piece for the ensemble.  Students submitted selections 

via a Google form, and then the class discussed musical and expressive merits of the selections 

before voting on the piece they would perform.  Because of that process, “they have the buy-in.”   

Furthering that concept, Zane spoke of a colleague teaching social studies, and how she 

took time to get to know the students in her class and through those discussions, had students 

help develop the curriculum they would use.  “And somehow, she was able to put all the other 

stuff… the state standards into that, but here are kids that would take a class that they normally 

didn't care at all about. And were 100% invested because they designed the curriculum.”  Zane 

took his cue from this model.  “You give the kids ownership of anything, and they will take it 

because then it's on them. And then they have that, you know...And they know that you care, and 

then it gives them something to care about back.”  Zane cited evidence of student ownership in 

his classes, by having students involved in putting scenes together in all aspects of performance.   
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“One of the main comments I got from each of those three concerts, how invested the kids were 

in each song.”  Zane reported that his building administrator and district superintendent attend all 

of his concerts.  “I've had the principal name students and say, ‘I've never seen that child 

engaged in anything before it in their life, they’re like…whatever you're doing....’  It's those 

things [where] you give the kids ownership of anything, and they will take it because then it's on 

them.” 

In the traditional teaching paradigm, teachers give direct instruction from the podium.  

There are very few questions asked by the teacher, and even fewer from the student musicians. In 

observing Bob’s classroom, questions were asked in the moment, and were based on what he 

heard in front of the ensemble.  Bob asked “them to consider those passages that may be a 

problem…and then I may ask them about the notes or I may ask them about the rhythm.”  Bob’s 

questioning was very closed-ended, with one correct response.  In dealing with musical concepts 

in class, Kirby confirmed that he asks closed-ended questions, “because I'm trying to get them to 

answer and acknowledge that this is the right answer for this particular musical concept.”  Paul, 

on the other hand, welcomes interruptions and questions from the students in class, seeing those 

as high engagement by his students, stating “if a kid interrupts me with a connection or comment 

my attitude is it's all about that. It just shows their level of engagement is far superior than me 

just telling them what to do.” 

One of the byproducts of director-centered teaching is that students are told what the 

problems are and how to solve those problems.  The creative teaching model challenges students 

and lets them struggle with finding solutions to the problems.  Cavendish presented challenges 

by raising the level of difficulty of the repertoire with which his students were working.  He 

observed “They're up for the challenge. I think they needed the push to go up a notch or two. 
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And they seem to be responding.”  The concept that Bob used for challenges was overcoming the 

discomfort some students felt when asked to play a passage in front of the rest of the band.  He 

asserted “Inquiry in band has its challenges. You're asking them to respond. Sometimes it's very 

uncomfortable for them. Really uncomfortable.”  Referring back to the topic of non-verbal 

communication, Bob clarified “You’re talking about responding musically with their 

instruments.”  Kirby took on a pedagogical perspective of students who have more ‘grit’ than 

others, claiming “some kids are great at it. And they realize that they're struggling, they can learn 

something and they're, they're gaining skills, whether they realize it or not, they at least 

acknowledge that. Other kids just are like, ‘Yeah, screw it.’”  Kirby observed that most of his 

students elementary and middle school ensemble experiences are through rote instructions, so 

when they get to his classes, they get a paragon: 

 ‘You have to learn how to read them on your own. You have to learn how to read 

intervals on your own, you have to know how to figure that out. If I drop over tomorrow, 

and you start putting a concert, what are you going to do?’  

He concluded that “I think the kids are still trying to figure out what's the balance of, ‘I can learn 

this on my own and it's going to be a struggle’ so they're not really ready to be as gritty yet.”  

Zane understood the students struggle as growth, stating:  

… in an environment like this, where it might be a little bit of a struggle at first, but once 

the kids start to get a feel for what they [are doing], the door opens so quickly, and so 

quickly, it goes from, ‘oh, man, we're sight reading’ to ‘this next step is so cool,’ so the 

inspirational piece feeds itself too.  

In working toward breaking out of traditional teaching modes, Rachel broke her students 

into small groups and had them face away from each other and the conductor.  By doing this, 
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Rachel removed herself from the podium: “I get to move around, I get to see, I can hear kids 

individually. So, I get to assess them informally. They can’t all see me so that they rely on those 

who can, so it gets them to be more independent.”  Doing so forced students to really listen.  

Eventually the groups fall apart and when that happened, Rachel questioned students and pushed 

them to use critical thinking skills to answer questions such as “Why did you fall apart?” 

Some study participants received help from administrators in their questioning 

techniques.  Ezra appreciated feedback from his former principal who worked with him to 

“refine my questioning techniques” so he was allowing students to think instead of “leading 

students to the answer.”  He understood the value of questioning in the music ensemble class, 

especially with listening exercises, stating “I always try to ask open-ended questions so that the 

students are using their own analytical mind and not just relying on what I'm trying to give 

them.”  Keith articulated frustration with teacher evaluations because “I consistently get Hs 

(highly effective) in everything except my questioning techniques. It’s always an E (effective) in 

that and I say to myself two things: I say, ‘How can I do that better?’ but I also say it's different. 

‘This is a different environment.’  In observing Keith’s large ensemble class, it was apparent that 

he focused on closed-ended, musical concept-based questions during class.  He spoke about the 

different techniques he tried, saying “pose a question, two choices; show me one finger, two 

fingers.  I don’t think it’s all that effective to spot pick and just ask questions.”  However, when 

he broke his class up into small groups, he circulated to different spaces to listen and facilitate 

the work.  He stated “I’ll definitely pose questions that are based on whatever comes up…and 

it’s such a small thing…there’s more engagement.  It’s just more intimate.” 
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Kirby confessed to understanding the need for better questioning skills but observed “we 

talk about things like questioning techniques; we talk about things like student-driven learning, 

but then we don't actually reflect that in our own pedagogy.” 

When participants discussed questioning techniques outside of skill-based musical 

concepts, they described having their students participate in inquiry-based learning.  Most 

participants spoke of the assignments as less-important than skill-based work, yet also 

recognized the heightened engagement of their students. 

In speaking of an assignment Dina designed that asked students to use critical thinking 

skills, Dina regretted using the assignment at the end of the year.  She opined “Every year, I say, 

‘Oh, I wish I had done this earlier, because you guys are giving me really good stuff here,’ and 

then use it to inform the rest of the rehearsals, like ‘Okay, you suggested this. This is what we 

should do.’  Kirby defined a theme for a concert based on community and spent time “talking 

about what does community look like, and how does our repertoire reflect that?”  Kirby 

recognized that this was “more conversational in the rehearsal,” and that they could all spend 

time “trying to reverse-engineer it back into the way we perform the repertoire.” 

Keith created a “Band-a-rama” project that calls on his older students to orient the 

elementary students into the program when they are moving up.  He structured the affair as an 

evening event in which elementary school students in the instrumental music program came to 

the high school to begin to familiarize themselves with the instrumental program at the 

middle/high school.  Keith asked the older students to create and edit a lesson plan that they 

would teach to younger students.  In the course of planning, the older students were required to 

present their lesson to the rest of the ensemble class.  Keith asked questions and gave feedback 

based on developmental levels of the younger students.  He really appreciated that all of the 
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students got to see each other’s’ work, and he encouraged them to borrow ideas from each other.  

Further, Keith admitted, “some of them came up with awesome ideas that I wouldn't thought of.”  

He was excited about the level of engagement of the students, stating, “They were awesome. 

Yeah, kids were all about it.”  Keith was surprised when he unexpectedly saw his students 

through a different lens.  When the Band-a-rama event took place, Keith’s intent was threefold: 

build a program, get students of all ages excited about band, and make the younger students feel 

safe and comfortable.  Since he was not running the program, he had to rely on his high school 

students to accomplish those goals.  

I tried to make it a social thing too.  These young kids are coming to this school. They're 

scared, you're big, the school is unfamiliar. You need to be nurturing and welcoming. 

Make them feel at home. And they [the high school students] were just way better than I 

could have ever expected. Some of the behaviors I saw from some of my students. I 

didn't know that they were capable of those behaviors. 

Yet Keith did not believe that this project was based in musical instruction because students were 

not playing instruments and learning musical concepts.   

One of the most challenging aspects of creative teaching that emerged from interview 

data was that of the teacher/conductor as a facilitator/coach.  Rachel summed it up by stating, 

“Student discovery, trying to take yourself out of the center…is hard to do when you're 

conducting an ensemble. It is hard.”  In the classroom observation for this study, Paul put a 

student in the conductor position.  He regularly puts students in front of the ensemble because 

Paul wants his students to understand “…it's not about me. It's about the position. Whoever 

stands in this position is the person in charge, is the person who's facilitating or rehearsing...”  

Paul’s approach to the position takes away the sense of the “holder of the baton is the keeper of 
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the wisdom” and supplants it with the “facilitator of the vision.”  This perspective lets the student 

“in charge” problem-solve a way to bring their vision of the music at hand to life and requires 

that they communicate their vision effectively to the student musicians. 

Overall, participants felt a need for successful performances as an immediate goal, which 

fed the long-term outcome of life-long appreciation for music.  Most of the participants felt that 

traditional teaching methods were preferred to reach that immediate goal.  A minority were 

willing to define a successful performance by deeper understanding of music by employing 

creative teaching methods.   

While some of the participants employed non-traditional teaching methods very few of 

them utilized inquiry in observed classes, or spoke of an intentional, overt use of inquiry during 

our interviews.  The majority of participants stated a lack of knowledge about inquiry-based 

learning.  Ezra used it with his middle school students inadvertently: he was not aware that his 

project, where sixth graders nominated, researched, discussed, and selected repertoire, was 

inquiry-based learning.  Because most music teachers have such limited experience with inquiry-

based learning or teaching, their perceptions of it may be skewed. 

Theme Three – Perceptions of Inquiry 

Because most of the participant personal philosophies were heavily based in traditional 

teaching methods and skill-based goals, their perceptions of inquiry were based accordingly.  

Cavendish asserted, “I guess I find that the knowledge and the investigation comes from playing 

the instrument and playing music, much less from talking about it in the ensemble setting.”  He 

saw student inquiry arising from practicing the instrument and the music and “get to that next 

level of musical inquiry.”  Bob contended that inquiry needed to be defined for the music 
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classroom, because “you're trying to translate what you're saying here into band director or 

directors [language]. 

One of the most universal results between the participants was that inquiry was much 

more conceivable in smaller groups.  All of the participants had small group pull-out lessons 

with their ensembles, where sections or groups of students were pulled out of a different part of 

their day to come down and work together in the music rooms.  These sessions were consistently 

referred to as lessons or sectionals.  In Bob’s understanding of inquiry, he stated “I think it has its 

place in the ensemble, in small groups” because “it gets less effective as you have more people in 

the mix.”  Ezra referenced his college experience with an applied instrumental teacher who 

employed inquiry-based learning techniques with Ezra, who claimed “saved me as a horn 

player”.  Ezra recognized his teacher’s approach as “very much kind of discovery and 

investigation” and was aware that he now “model[s] a lot of what I do, especially in instrumental 

lessons, around what he did with me.”  Keith gave students more room to explore in lessons than 

he felt he was able to do in the large ensemble and found that “…it's definitely more effective in 

lessons in general, as opposed to a large group ensemble.”  When Paul was able to, due to 

physical space issues, he broke up his large ensembles and discovered: 

When space is an option, it's amazing what you can do. You put your clarinets in one 

room, you put all your flutes in one room, you put all your low brass in one room, and 

you give them a goal, and you don't tell them how to get there, or you give them a 

challenging piece, and you don't tell them how to get there. 

Kirby had a small group that meets outside of regular rehearsal time due to scheduling 

issues but performed with the larger groups.  Kirby observed that his “Conflict Choir, as they are 

lovingly called… is a social fest, but I can get all of the repertoire taught in a shorter amount of 
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time…because…there's this willingness and personal responsibility that they have, because they 

know that they're not getting as much time.” 

Zane had a group informally called “Fourth Period Choir.”  His group was not an official 

class.  He had 12 students that were scheduled for lunch or study hall but came to his classroom 

to extricate themselves from those environments.  Zane’s approach with this group was casual, 

but he used them as a focus group for the rest of the large ensemble.   

I will have full class conversations about rep, like, “What do you guys want to do?” But 

if I've been doing that too much, or if we're running out of time, or whatever, I'll use 

these 12 kids. And I'll say “What you guys think? Did you like that? 

Sub-Theme: Professional Development.  Participants emphasized a need for models of 

inquiry-based teaching/learning in their field.  Music teachers frequently feel isolated in their 

building, and when opportunities arise to seek out professional development on their own, they 

gravitate to what they already know.  Paul justified “I don't get to NAfME (National Association 

for Music Education) and NYSSMA (New York State School Music Association) or stuff as 

often as I would like. When I do, I tend to gravitate towards performance-based sessions, which 

in my opinion, are really helpful for practical use…”  He went on to declare, “I don't see a lot of 

models of like, ‘Hey, there's a [workshop on] how to bring in group-based learning to your 

performance workshop happening at NYSSMA this year’.”  He believed that ensemble directors 

base best practices on successful “all-state ensembles” that perform at conferences. 

Most participants felt that while they have received training and/or professional 

development on inquiry-based practices, the training they received was focused on other 

subjects, such as language-arts.  Rachel affirmed, “I feel like I've had a lot of professional 

development on it. Not in the music classroom, though. There are a lot of examples in like 
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literacy, and then you adapt it to your own subject.”  Dina was able to participate in “really good 

staff development opportunities” in her current district.  She found “some quite useful in 

education,” but did none in terms of music education pedagogy.  In one of her staff development 

sessions based on Problem-Based Learning, the participants in that session were asked to 

develop a lesson that was not lecture-based.  Dina asserted “I would sit there twiddling my 

thumbs and they would come over to me. I said, ‘I can't think of anything I do that isn't problem-

based learning. What would I change?’”  With the professional development that Dina received 

through her district, she was still unclear as to what inquiry-based learning was. “I'm not sure 

that I still really have a definition of what it is.”  

Zane saw a division of professional development between music curriculum and other 

subjects by district administration, declaring “They don't have the time or effort, nor does it help 

their testing numbers.”  Zane identified a need for administrative support, but also recognized a 

need for educators to shift mindsets, stating “you have to resign yourself to the fact that while it 

is your job to put on a fantastic concert, two hour-long events are not justification for 40 minutes 

for 180 days.” 

Most participants described a divide between the music wing and the rest of the academic 

classes.  They contended that the circumstances in which they teach is very different.  Keith 

claimed, “Because of the environment, I find [inquiry] hard to do and the number of students, the 

way that I did in, like my theory class. It was small and it was traditional academic teaching.”  

Bob, quite plainly, stated “I think it's more important in the classroom and not necessarily 

ensemble.”  Kirby’s district asked teachers in all disciplines to examine their inquiry-based 

practice. Kirby reported, “So I'm trying a little bit here to do those questioning techniques and 

introduce that concept because the school’s really big on that. They think that that's what we 



 
121 

should be doing. Whether or not my colleagues are actually doing it district-wide, I have no 

clue.”  Zane felt that “I think they more often than not, kind of leave us alone. And when they're 

trying to, whatever initiative is popular now, because they don't really know how to plug it in.” 

Cavendish, Paul, and Ezra saw a need and a certain joy of inquiry in their personal 

practice.  Cavendish emphasized this importance: 

I do not only score study and practical things, but researching the composer, any history 

associated with that…just really disseminating and dissecting the music…anything 

significant associated with that piece. Whether or not that all comes out to [the students], 

it may not all the time, but I feel much more comfortable teaching the piece of music 

when I have considered all that. 

This is particularly interesting, because Cavendish expressed a comfort and preparedness in 

knowing more about the music, but he did not express interest in students having the same 

information. 

In attempting guided inquiry in small groups with his ensembles, Paul spoke of giving 

small groups “a goal, and you don't tell them how to get there.”  Since students do not have that 

background in inquiry, they devolve to what they know how to do.  

It's ‘can the students actually play the notes?’ So it goes quickly to performing a task so 

much as it is delving into why the composer chose this. Or why the composer chose that 

or, you know, maybe, what's the historical context of the piece? Can you garnish that 

from the music itself? All those big questions. You know, those are areas that I love to 

explore. 

Ezra identified himself as a life-long learner, and recalled what held the most importance for him 

from his time in school: 
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I can't stand when somebody tells me what I'm supposed to know. I've always found 

when I reach my own conclusions, even if maybe they're the wrong conclusions, they're 

much more meaningful and purposeful. And that's what you remember in life.  

Participants recognized that to incorporated inquiry-based learning into their curriculum 

would require a shift in practice.  Rachel observed that students learn differently now than when 

she was in school.  “I'm teaching this 21st-century learner.  The way that they do research is 

different from how we do research.  They have these computers in their hands.”  She contended 

that with so much information readily available, “we should focus on helping students learn 

ways to ‘think,’ not just ‘do.’” 

Paul and Evan referred to block scheduling as a boon to implementing new ways of 

facilitating their classrooms.  Evan felt that he had more time to do “enrichment-type things” or 

“spend more time in a given piece or song and kind of get into some more nitty gritty.”  Paul felt 

that with the new schedule, inquiry-based learning “becomes much more possible…and that’s 

something that is exciting.” 

Evan also perceived a need to shift student expectations, anticipating “student 

discomfort” with the process.  Inquiry-based work shifts the onus of work onto the students, and 

Evan did not “think every student is necessarily going to embrace it.”  Students have been 

steeped in traditional instruction of “tell me what I need to do, and I’ll do it.”  Evan assumed the 

blame of that student attitude, professing “I don’t see how we could blame them, because that’s 

what they’ve been accustomed to all the way through.” 

Sub-Theme: Student Developmental Levels.  Kevin suggested that confidence was a 

product of developmental levels.  If a student was “weak” in the subject level, he found that he 

would “try and ask questions, and they just sit there like lumps.”  He believed he needed to 
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“build their confidence up” so they would be able to participate in discussions.  If students did 

not feel capable of contributing, they “haven’t earned” the ability to discuss because “they’re not 

going to that next level.” 

Age and skill of students were a focus of perceptions of inquiry for participants.  Kirby 

communicated concerns about discovery learning and struggling to “figure things out.”  He felt 

that “struggling with something to try and reflect on it and figure it out…I don’t know how well 

that works for teenagers, developmentally.”  Paul felt that the younger, less-technically-skilled 

musicians had not built stamina to play an instrument for the better part of an 80-minute block.  

He asserted that those students were still “exploring” the instrument and the technique.  He saw 

the exploration as a way to use inquiry with those students who “can’t always get to the point of 

performing” like the older students.  He also cited the education of middle school students as 

developmentally different from the older students.  Scheduling in the middle school, “being 

every other day, half groups” causes very different goals from high school ensembles.  “They are 

just trying to survive those pieces.”  They need time to adjust to the change to high school goals. 

Zane described middle students as, “biologically unable to critically think, in some respects.  

Bringing them back from the brink of alien-ness is really crucial.”  He also cited personal 

experience as a child and stressed the importance of scaffolding inquiry to appropriate age levels.  

He felt that his “ability to think for myself and problem solve that I don’t think was getting 

addressed in the classroom when I was a poor student.”  His father helped with his homework, 

“but he tried to be inquiry-based on such a high level that I resisted…he would ask me a leading 

question that was five steps beyond me.”  Zane was very aware of “meeting them [students] 

where they are.” 
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Sub-Theme: Unintended Inquiry.  Unintended inquiry occurred when participants were 

not focused on strict musical concepts.  Like Keith, Kirby, and Dina, Zane realized that inquiry 

was happening during discussions he had with his ensembles.  In giving students an opportunity 

to voice their opinions when he asked questions like, “Do you agree with the order of this 

[concert]?  We have one song that’s a little bit hard.  Do you think we should do it and why?” 

Zane realized, “it was inquiry-based; it just was different inquiry.” 

The topics that emerged as unintended inquiry expanded the scope of music education in 

and considered the importance of process of learning in the ensemble classroom.  Keith 

referenced a study that reported one of the best ways for students to learn music was 

independently of the teacher, “playing in a small ensemble, and having to figure out how to play 

with each other and kind of problem solve.”  This approach develops student independence, 

collaboration skills, and critical thinking skills.  Keith asserted: 

It's one thing to just be told, ‘do this, do this, do this, do this.’  I don’t know that it really 

sticks. But how to dissect a piece? I tell students, there's a process; they call it Three 

“P”s. We pick music, we practice music, and then we perform and that's what we do in 

band. That’s what we do as professional musicians, and that's what they're going to have 

to do on their own. 

Dina designed a project for her students that required students to listen to a performance 

of a choral piece that her ensemble was working on.  Students were asked to critique the 

performance and then offer suggestions on how to correct the mistakes they identified.  Dina 

designed a rubric for the students to use for this project.  She found that her students “take it very 

seriously,” and while she guides them through the early iterations of the project, asking them to 

be more specific about what they heard, she discovered that “they really have to think and they 
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like to be asked.”  While reflecting on this project during her interview, Dina appreciated the 

success of the project because she was asking students to “tie together what they’ve learned and 

to use it [in their own performances].”  Her only regret about this project was that “if I’d done it 

earlier [in the year], it’d be better.”  Dina did not recognize this project as inquiry until she was 

reflecting on it during her interview. 

Zane described preparing for a winter concert.  He depicted this concert as a “huge 

spectacle.”  His younger choir sang two pieces with the older choir, as well as both choirs 

singing their own repertoire.  Along with full choir pieces, he scheduled 10 soloists.  The 

repertoire ranged from Native American pieces to contemporary pop music with a student band 

playing along with the singers.  He asked his students for input on much of the concert, 

including, but not limited to, concert repertoire, researching the history of the music, creating a 

script for the concert, determining the program order, and had to balance talking and 

singing/rehearsing during class with necessary class discussions.  In reflecting on the work that 

went into that concert, Zane realized that the conversations regarding the concert production 

“was inquiry-based; it was just different inquiry.”  He surprised himself with the epiphany that 

he was utilizing inquiry-based learning in an aspect other than very focused music skills. 

Evan was eloquent in what he expected students to gain from the learning process in his 

classroom:  

…that sense of safety and personal understanding, self-awareness, self-concept, all of that 

stuff within there that is at the core of what I'm teaching, and through shaping skills and 

acquiring knowledge and all that's associated with that, it allows for that growth and 

awareness so that whatever paths they explore thereafter are at least somehow enhanced 

by the process of performing in the ensemble. 
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Overall, participants had very little experience with inquiry-based learning as students in 

ensemble classes.  Consequently, they had little to no experience implementing inquiry in their 

own classrooms.  For some, the view of inquiry was very narrow, focusing only on the aspects of 

playing an instrument or singing and the skills needed to decode music and respond to the 

gestures of the conductor.  While some saw benefits to inquiry, they felt that they had no training 

or inspiration as to how to use inquiry in their ensemble classrooms.  There was a general feeling 

that students were not developmentally ready to engage in inquiry, and that doing so could cause 

a decline in student engagement. When participants used inquiry, they felt it was not for musical 

purposes; it was peripheral to their content.   

Theme Four – Obstacles to Inquiry 

A number of participant-identified barriers to inquiry were related to their perceptions of 

inquiry.  Participants in this study exhibited a high propensity to traditional teaching methods.  

Only two of the eleven observations showed some non-conventional classroom approach during 

classroom observations.   

Sub-Theme: Efficiency/time off task.  Because the tendency toward traditional skill-

based teaching was so prevalent, some participants could not see a need for inquiry-based 

learning in their practice.  Cavendish noted “it does take away from performance time. I'd have 

to really think about and look at it carefully exactly how it would benefit the students.”  Bob 

contended, “I think there's a place for it, but hard pressed to say in a large ensemble rehearsal 

that it would be effective.”  Kirby asserted, “I think even if inquiry-based instruction is done 

well, it works because it shouldn't actually ever interrupt the artistic process and the music-

making process.” 
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One of the common threads between participants was the inefficiency of inquiry in the 

ensemble classroom.  Bob asked two questions: “When and where do you to use it especially for, 

for band to make it effective and not, not make it inefficient; to make it meaningful?” and “How 

do you employ it without dragging your rehearsal down or not, not getting to what you want to 

get done?”  Cavendish saw it through a pragmatic lens, contending “it's a practical issue.  I only 

have X amount of time. I would just want to focus on the playing.”  In Dina’s case, she observed, 

“It takes a while. It takes time, and you just sometimes just gotta freaking get it done.”  Ezra, 

while seeing the value that inquiry-based learning brings, claimed “the sad fact is sometimes rote 

techniques are the most time-effective way to get students to a particular performance spot that 

you want them to get to.  Inquiry-based, I think just takes more time.”  Rachel admitted that 

sometimes “it’s a matter of patience on my part” and went on to assert: 

…it's taking time away from playing. Sometimes it's just faster to give them the answer 

and move on.  ‘You’re flat. Let's go, move on.’ There’re just some things when there's 

just a clear answer: just right or wrong. Not ‘Oh, well, if you discover it, let me see. 

Maybe you'll learn it more deeply.’ 

Sub-Theme: Physical issues.  Physical issues were frequently identified as obstructions 

to implementing inquiry techniques.  Keith, Rachel, and Bob noted that students were holding 

“instruments,” “noisemakers,” and “weapons” in their hands.  Bob went on to state “they’re 

pointing guns at you while you’re doing that stuff. It's always a balancing act.”  Keith, Paul, and 

Rachel also named the actual physical space in which they teach as a barrier.  Keith’s room was 

typical of band rooms built in schools in the 1960s. It was high-ceilinged, and it tiered upwards 

from the podium at the lowest point in the front of the room.  There were four levels with the 

percussion section on the highest level at the back of the room.  The room was full with his 
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students in the room.  Keith contended “If I had 20 more kids I don't know what I would do.  So, 

there's the physical space, the structure of the classroom…”  Paul’s classroom echoed the 

structure of Keith’s.  The ceilings were higher, and the room was larger and airier, but Paul still 

felt, “At the end of the day, having these giant tubas and percussion instruments, you would need 

a Texas-sized school in order to have that space for kids to do more creative things in the 

performance setting, especially if you have a large performance group.”  Rachel noted “the 

number of students in the room, the noise level, the impatience, or patience, or just getting them 

to focus” implying that the size of the ensemble made the room seem smaller.   

Sub-Theme: Class size.  The number of students in the ensembles was recognized as a 

barrier to using inquiry-based practices.  Bob declared “I don't know how deep your questioning, 

questioning as a conductor can get [when] you're dealing with a large group of kids.”  Cavendish 

spoke of a colleague in the building with a smaller instrumental ensemble who successfully 

entertains inquiry units with her students, asserting “It's a smaller group, you know, so it's just, 

it's just a little bit easier to, to do those kinds of things with the group, then I think that it is with 

mine.”  Zane articulated concerns with student accountability in the large ensemble, stating 

“because in a group that large is very easy to feel unaccountable. ‘Oh, he never looks at me. I 

don't sing too loud. So he doesn't notice if I'm doing something wrong or whatever.’”  Paul, in 

speaking especially with his younger high school ensemble, described the difficulty in a 

changing routine.  “I think makes it harder for us to, you know, work with 60 or so kids at a 

time.”  Participants also cited the routines they’ve established to maintain classroom 

management with large groups as an impediment to inquiry.   

Ezra instilled routines in his students from middle school for that purpose. “…an 

ensemble rehearsal will always follow the same structure from my sixth-grade band to my high 
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school wind ensemble so the kids see consistency throughout. They know what they're getting 

from me. And that takes care of classroom management.”  Dina used routines to get her students 

in the room and working from the beginning of rehearsal.  “I try to be singing almost all the time 

and I, for me, I find that routine really helps that a lot… I feel like that sort of preserves the 

instructional time, or the singing time.”  Like Ezra, Paul intentionally worked towards “trying to 

create an environment where there was a routine where students knew what was expected of 

them, no behavior problems, come in, get their stuff, sit down.”  In doing that, “part of me is 

saying, ‘Oh, this is a good thing. They're doing, they're performing, they're producing, they're 

engaged, there's no downtime.’  [It] doesn't leave room for them to goof around.”  In breaking 

the routines, Rachel disclosed “But you as soon as you stop rehearsing, they start talking.”  She 

told her students, “This is when we learn the most! [When] you're taking a test and you get a 

question wrong, you don't get feedback on that immediately. You get the test back a week later, 

two days later. You don't remember what it felt like in that moment to take that test.” 

Sub-Theme: Isolation.  Participants felt that they worked outside the curriculum of the 

rest of the district.  There was a general feeling of marginalization.  Rachel described the student 

attitude toward her class, “They're looking at the science, the math, the, the STEM classes, so 

like, you know, pushes us to the margins.”  Kirby depicted the situation of the music department 

in his district “the social dynamic of what choir is, is so far removed from what is important here, 

which is academics. [Administrators] claim the arts are important. But in reality, we're not quite 

there yet.” 

These attitudes have a direct impact on student commitment and student perceptions of 

the music programs.  Student perception of music classes is that they are a place to escape the 

rigor of academic classes.  Kirby works in a high performing academic district where “kids are 
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going to Harvard, you know, Yale. If they're going into music, they're going to Juilliard because 

nothing else is really acceptable” and his students “look at the choir rehearsal as the one period 

in the day where it's not like every other class.”  He observed his students’ attitude toward his 

class in this way: “In calculus, English or history they're willing to struggle because they're more 

academic and they expect that that's what it's supposed to be like. But up here in the [chorus 

room], completely removed from the school? Totally different thing.” 

 Rachel teaches in a district not unlike Kirby’s where students are “taking two sciences. 

They're the most academically charged kids in orchestra, and they’re pressured.”  She contended 

that “some of them just need that, need it as a release, as a break.”  Her question was, “how do 

you balance it and also make it so it's not a drag and they drop it for something else?” 

Rachel’s question points up the marginalization barrier.  Since music classes are not considered 

by most districts to be “core curriculum,” the classes are all elective classes, forcing teachers to 

build and maintain programs.  Some participants felt that they must make, in Cavendish’ words, 

“accommodations” to hold student interest.  Cavendish declared, “Some kids who are very 

talented, but do 10 other things; they're not here very often, because they have SAT tutoring, 

because they have all these other things. But yet we still make accommodations for them, to keep 

them in the groups.”  Some of those accommodations are centered on how participants teach, “so 

it’s not a drag.”  Kevin runs a looser classroom where, “I give them a little bit of free time… so 

they're more comfortable, they're going to sing more expressively.”  Kirby emphasized “it's got 

to be more social driven” because “choir’s the fun thing and academics are the part, the more 

important thing.”  He stated “[it’s] still a struggle just because we're trying to balance that social 

aspect with that instructional piece.” 
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The obstacles were easily identified by the participants during interviews.  Perceived 

inefficiency and time away from performing was universally recognized as the main barrier to 

employing inquiry-based learning/teaching in the ensemble classrooms.  The instrumental 

teachers were united in describing the physical issues of space and instruments.  All participants 

were happy to have ensembles with large numbers of students, but established that inquiry is 

difficult, if not impossible, to successfully implement with large classes.  Most felt that lessons 

or small groups were better suited to inquiry.  Finally, the perception of the music classes as a 

place to escape from academic rigor and to have fun was classified as an obstacle to inquiry in 

the ensemble classroom. 

Summary of Chapter Four 

Chapter Four presented the examination of data of a collective case comprised of 11 

participants bounded by their employment in secondary music ensemble classrooms.  Analysis of 

the data revealed common themes.  Commonalities were aggregated to find a consensus within 

each case and compared across cases to identify related sub-themes. 

Theme One   

Teacher Identity emerged from participant stories about their experiences as student 

musicians, pre-service teacher educators, and professional experiences as both teachers and 

performers.  In analyzing data through this lens, two sub-themes emerged: construction of 

teacher identity, and balance of teacher identity and musician/performer identity. 

Participants in this study were greatly affected by their time as students in their own 

ensemble classes.  In discussing their stories of being student musicians, each of them had strong 

memories of their experiences, and their reactions to those experiences were visible when 

observing the participants teach in their own classrooms.   
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Theme Two   

Attitudes and Beliefs became apparent through teacher identification of goals and means 

by which teachers achieve those goals.  Three sub-themes that further explained the philosophy, 

attitudes, and beliefs were outcome goals of participants, traditional teaching, and creative 

teaching.   

The outcome goal articulated by the majority of participants was to create life-long 

appreciation of music in their students.  Most participants exhibited tendencies toward traditional 

teaching methods to achieve that goal, working to provide successful performances so students 

would experience a feeling of self-satisfaction in a ‘job well done.’  A smaller number of 

participants were cognizant of a need for a deeper understanding of music to enhance not only 

student performances, but to also deepen students’ understanding of who they are as people 

through music and performance. 

Theme Three   

Perceptions of Inquiry emerged from data obtained by interview questions concerning the 

need for and use of inquiry in the secondary ensemble classroom. The theme split into three sub-

themes: professional development needs, developmental levels of students and the need for 

scaffolded instruction to address those needs, and unintended and unrecognized inquiry-based 

learning in their own practice.  

Participants felt that they had no experience as students or teachers with inquiry in the 

ensemble classroom; therefore, they were hard-pressed to find a need or use for it in their current 

classrooms.  As conductors of ensembles, they had very narrow views of inquiry that related 

only to immediate performance goals.  Teachers expressed a concern about the developmental 

levels of students.  They felt that engaging in inquiry could cause student engagement to 
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decrescendo.  When participants engaged in inquiry-based lessons, it was unrecognized as 

inquiry until they were reflecting in the interview process about the lesson or project.  Those 

teachers felt that those projects were not necessarily music-based because students were not 

performing as part of the inquiry. 

Theme Four   

Obstacles became apparent as teacher participants described barriers to the practice of 

inquiry in their classrooms, schools, and to the larger community of music education.  Across 

cases, teachers felt that inquiry was inefficient and time-consuming with little reward.  

Instrumental teachers communicated issues regarding physical space, such as room size, students 

with instruments, and noise levels.  Class sizes were also recognized as a barrier to implementing 

inquiry with integrity.  Lastly, the separation between music and academics was perceived as an 

impediment in that students used the music room as an escape from academic rigor.  There was a 

close connection to Philosophy, Attitudes, and Beliefs to this theme. 

Conclusion of Chapter and Relation to Research Questions 

The research questions (What does the inquiry-based secondary ensemble classroom look 

like? What are the perceptions of secondary ensemble music educators of inquiry-based 

pedagogy in their classes? What are the conditions that allow or inhibit implementation of 

inquiry practices in the secondary ensemble classroom?) guided the researcher’s exploration of 

participants’ learning and teaching experiences as musicians, as well as their perceptions, 

feelings, of the use of and need for inquiry-based instruction in their own classrooms, and in 

music education overall.  The study’s purpose was to explore the perspectives of inquiry-based 

instruction from 7 New York school districts.  Analysis of the data suggested four themes: 
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teacher identity; philosophy, attitudes and beliefs; perceptions of inquiry; and barriers.  The 

implications of these themes are discussed in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter provides a brief overview of the research study – background, methodology 

used, and the associated themes that emerged during data analysis.  A comparison is made 

between the themes and the literature review provided in Chapter 2.  The implications of these 

themes for the teachers, schools, and university music education programs, as well as 

suggestions for areas of future research are discussed.  The chapter addresses limitations of the 

study and concludes with an overall summary. 

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this collective case study was to explore the perspectives of practicing 

secondary school music teachers regarding their perceptions of inquiry-based learning in the 

secondary ensemble classroom.  The case was bound by the participants’ employment in public 

school secondary ensemble music education.  The research questions, “What are the perceptions 

of secondary ensemble music educators of inquiry-based pedagogy in their classes?” and “What 

are the conditions that allow or inhibit implementation of inquiry practices in the secondary 

ensemble classroom?” were prominent in all aspects of design, implementation, and analysis of 

data of this study. 

The purposive sample in this study included music educators who volunteered from the 

159 teachers identified in the school districts in the area defined as the lower Hudson Valley of 

New York (n = 11/159). Each case represented an educator whose primary teaching assignment 

is in the large-ensemble classrooms, teaching either band, orchestra, or chorus. 

Each participant consented to a classroom observation during one of their large-ensemble 

class periods to enable the researcher to observe everyday implementation of inquiry during 

class.  Participants engaged in semi-structured interviews with the researcher immediately 
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following the classroom observation to gather data pertaining to teacher perceptions regarding 

inquiry-based learning in the large-ensemble setting. 

Observation data of the phenomena was collected using the EQUIP protocol during 

classes.  Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed, and the transcriptions were cleaned 

by the researcher while listening to the recordings. Cleaned transcripts were shared with the 

participants before data analysis took place.  Participants were composed of female (n = 2) and 

male (n = 9) educators with varying levels of education: (a) 2 holding doctorates, (b) 2 with post-

doctorate work completed and (c) 7 with master’s degrees.  Full-time teaching experience ranged 

from 7-30 years, with an average mean of 19 years of experience. 

An inductive, thematic approach to data analysis from interviews and observations was 

utilized to explore theoretical concepts, constructs, themes and patterns within and between 

cases.  Once coding of the data had occurred and open codes were developed, the data were 

categorized to allow patterns and constructs to develop into axial codes.  The data were 

categorized based on the emergent design.  Categories were informed by continuing data 

collection analysis using constant comparison as codes developed.  Initial coding of patterns was 

compressed until theoretical saturation took place, and thematic findings emerged from the data.  

The findings across the cases showed consistency. 

Comparison and Contrast of Findings Related to the Literature Review 

This investigation examined inquiry in large-ensemble music education through the 

questions:  

• What does the inquiry-based secondary ensemble classroom look like?  

• What are the perceptions of secondary ensemble music educators of inquiry-based 

pedagogy in their classes?  
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• What are the conditions that allow or inhibit implementation of inquiry practices 

in the secondary ensemble classroom?’   

This section examines the findings to the research questions and compares the findings to the 

existing literature. 

Because the study focused on music educator perceptions of inquiry-based learning in the 

secondary large-ensemble classroom, all participants in this study chose careers as secondary 

school music teachers with a primary teaching assignment in the large-ensemble classroom.  All 

of the participants but one studied music education at the university level to earn a bachelor 

degree.  All participants entered the field with an extensive knowledge of music as pre-college 

student-performers and college student-performers.  The data showed that the methodology used 

by these professionals was primarily traditional, didactic instruction, and that, while familiar 

with the term inquiry-based learning, the majority of participants did not see a connection to 

inquiry in their everyday teaching in the ensemble classroom.  Educators felt that professional 

development provided by school districts was focused on academic classes, and they would be 

amenable to learning more about inquiry in large-ensemble classes.  The data showed that when 

teaching, most participants were content with a master-apprentice approach, and that the concept 

of inquiry was inefficient and time-consuming with little to no benefit to the performance goals 

of the teacher.   

Data analysis revealed that music skills and technique were of the utmost importance, and 

the ultimate curricular goals were centered on music performance.  The few participants that 

employed some inquiry in their classes did so in non-musical ways.  They saw upswings in 

student engagement levels but felt that those ways of learning were still secondary to music skills 

and techniques. 


