An Investigation of Improvisation in Elementary General Music Classrooms

¥achel Whimomhb, Bd_ [ Liza Gimmnbagen, P00,
Acsistimt Professot of Music Education Azgisiant Professor of Mu=ic Education
Iquesne Liniversity Bovaling Cerzen Biaks Tniversioy
400 Forbes Avenue; Pilshuach, PA E5182 21359 Moore Musical Arte Center; Bowling (rrzen, O 43 303
(912) Wo-2225  whilcoinbrideg ey (419 372-200%  lemgenbid:besu.cdy

FPresemiad aof he ormgad conference ol the Pennsyivanic Muyic Edwcators Association
HHershep, A Aptl F4-05, 2001

The purpnae of this survey study was to determme: (1) the nature of mprovisational activities in
elementary general music classroome, (1) the extent to which improvisation s occurring In lementary peneral
music mastruetion, and (3} current teacher athtudes regarding the implementation of improvisation in clementary
gemeral music, Tn November 2000, with assistance from WENMT, emails were cent to 1,174 elementary general muwse:
brachers aersas the United States sith o Link o of oaline questionnairs using Swrvey Monkay. A toizl of 148
clementary general music teachers responded o the survey, resulting in 103 completed questionnaives, Dz was
analvzed using descripiive siatlstics (lrequency counts, percentapes) and qualicative muthods thar support 2
systematic search for and categorization of cmerging patterns and themes,

Teachers (rom all six geogrephic divisions of MENC participated in the study, Participants were primarily
weteran teachers, with 71% reporting 11 or more years of cxperience as certified music teachers, Regarding the
nanwe of improvisational activities occurring in classronms, the most common impeovisational activity reporied was
cill-and-responserguestion-and-answer singing (9756, followed by improvising on unpitched (96%) and pitched
(F4%a) peTcussion instnmments, improvising rhvthmic petterns osing instrments (92%), and mdmvidual students
improviging (90%a). Specifically, question-and-answer/call-and-response conversarional experiences wers reported
at overy grade level with students improvising vocally, with body parcussion, through movemant, and ab unpitched
and pitched instruments. When teachers were asked to reflect on their reported improvisstonal sclivites and to
discuss student achievemeant in relation o fhebr instuctional objectives, two booad themes: emorped: (17 teacher
plemming end instructien, and (2) student response to the activities. Many teachers indicated that at the elementary
liswel, they are mest interestod n the quality of improvisational process vather than with the product. Discusson
pbowt importance of sequencing in preparing students for improvisstion was prevalent throughout the teacher
responses, indicating that structurs, parameters, and a stepeby=slep process is necessary support at any
developmental lavel, Mooy teachers deseribed the naiure of student improvisations a3 appropriate for the student’s
devalopmentsl skill level, indicating that improvisations varied sccond ing to expersiencs,

Regarding e extent fo whch improvesation 15 gecormimg o elementary general music classrooms, results
are mixed. Whike T3% of wachers reported that improvisationsl activities are included in the music curriculum
documents of their school districts, 58% of teachers indicated that they include improvisation betwesn rero and 1%
of their instrectional tme with students.

I'zacher sttitudas soggest thet improvisation is an imporant part of & comprefensive music education, with
0% of respondents mdicating that improvising should remain in the National Standards. When asked to identifi



Factars thal have or cosld inbibil their inclusion o improsisition, teschers cited 2 lack of mstructional tme, lack of
iraining wmdfor experience with improvisation, and thedr prioricy given to other musizal skills. When asked to
idcntify factors that hawve or could assiat them in including impeovization, tcachers ciosd profesalonal
developmenttraining, more instructicnal lime with students, collaboration with other music teochers to learn best
practices and sze meedela of feaching impravisotion, personal experience improviaiog, helpful teaching resowrees,
and having an apen mind regarding improvisation

While thesa data provide a valuable lzns into te natwre of improvisaticnal activities in these leachens'
classroomz, furiher reseanch wilhh @ i:-u'ﬂl:r K?llrl!lll! v warranted. Cieneralization of the cusreng I:nljir.,gs shiom el mit he
assumed, however, similar findings from previows studies and characteristics within the current data, such as
uvetlapping thenses anaong the cachers' responscs a regard w the narrative questions suggest that this sam ple may
he  good representation of the pepalation in spils of the lew relom rale, Future investigations coold be condmsted a
the state level within and ameong districts and schools to detérming réglonal and jocal praciices and peresptions,

B |hermes oo e roeralive diabe indicale these lenohers wanld welooine moss Lt.a.|hl'rr|?; arud _|:u'|'|JiEt'.=i|||1ﬂ|
development including workshops nnd collwporntive opporiunities with cther weachers, e soppested thal ewcher
aducarors, peoviders of professional development, and teacher leaders in echoels affer more extensive experiencas
antl tradning that support wachess in the developrene of theie own improvisationgl skilla: that model best practices
for tesching, sequapcing, aml planing curccala oot in improsisation; and tha supporl teachers in deveboping
sound pedagogical skills for waching improvisation fem the beginnimg so the more advanced stages of skill
development. Several teachers in this study reported persomal networking oppormities such s pathearing with
colleapwas o share, prectce, and participate m Improvisstienal activitics. These petheringy coubd orovide rich
contexts for future case study or ethnegraphic research that would provide insight mto valid and desired 1ypes of
collaborative profesalonal development for music educatnes.

While sceme teachars in this shedy pur bass fnportanice and praocity on ngrovisatin then other nosical
avtivities, the majority of respondents perceive mmprovistion as necessary W the developmentl of students” musicd
skills, as an importent way for studénts to show their musical understanding, ond as an empowering and creative
proess that produess more independent thinksrs and muzgicians, In order to better underitnnd the irbpect
impravisetion has on children's musical development and understanding, future research could include case studies
of individual reachers, their musical practice, and the perceptions of their students io regard to perticipeation in
oy isational actividkzs.

1L ks hopesd thal Uns study sill pusitively iofuom leachers, wacher sdwcalers, prolessional developrment
providars, admindsirators, and palicy makers abour the natare of impravization in elamertary general music and the
irmprst thid these kinds of ksming appsrton ities may have on children®s oeesical developneast and ondersinding.
We believe that it is necessary 1o Lizten o the voices of thess who ane directly involved in (e day=10-day instmuction
of our youngest musicians and hope that cach of these constitaencics will ssck opportunities to further understand
arad collabormie i provide e Best gossibls edocatienal coporioness and suppoet for clementary gencral mosic

tachars and their sdudents.



