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ABSTRACT 

DiMarzio, Victoria Lynn. More Than Windows and Mirrors: Using Culturally Responsive 

Teaching in Conjunction with Project Based Learning. Unpublished Master of Music 

thesis, University of Northern Colorado, 2024 

 

This qualitative action research project examined the connections between broadening 

students' cultural perspectives and student voice and choice while students explored how 

multicultural arrangements can be authentic and valuable to a student’s music education. The 

following research questions were  

Q1  How do students perceive world music arrangements? 

Q2  How will participation in this project impact students’ sense of belonging in 

music class? 

Q3  How do musicians and music educators determine if arrangements are appropriate 

to use/perform? 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore students' perception of world music arrangements, their 

sense of belonging in instrumental (band and orchestra) music class and create criteria to assist 

other music educators and students to determine the appropriateness of multicultural band and 

orchestra arrangements. Thirteen eighth grade students participated in this action research study. 

By sharing the process of repertoire research and selection, students improved skills in musical 

analysis, expressed feelings of belonging in the class, and expanded their musical horizons by 

learning about a broad spectrum of musical cultures.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Since the Tanglewood Symposium of 1967, music educators have taken strides to move 

beyond just the Western canon, and show respect for folk, pop, and cultural music from around 

the world. At this symposium musicians, educators, sociologists, and other stakeholders came 

together and created a declaration with eight statements which provided a philosophical 

foundation for music education. The second statement was a need for a more expansive and 

diverse curriculum. As a result of this philosophical aspiration, there was a shift in pedagogical 

approach that included implementing multicultural music (Volk, 1993). In the 1970s, 

multicultural resources were largely basic information about world music from an outsider’s 

perspective being shared in publications such as the Music Educators Journal. Overall, there 

were limited resources and little training available to implement multicultural teaching. By the 

1980s a shift to teaching from a multicultural lens came into focus, with training available in the 

form of conferences, community learning, and reading sessions (Volk, 1993). In the 21st century 

implementing multicultural music shifted to culturally responsive education. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

I focused on literature describing Culturally Responsive Teaching and Project Based 

Learning, and the outcomes of the philosophy and outcomes of these two teaching pedagogies. 

Literature on Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) reviews what skills and attitudes teachers 

have when they are successful in this way of teaching, and also highlights some pitfalls of not 

being culturally responsive. The Project Based Learning (PBL) literature shows how this process 

increases student engagement in the subject and their understanding of content. 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy  

Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995b) coined the term culturally responsive pedagogy and 

stated that it has three criteria: “(a) Students must experience academic success; (b) students 

must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a critical 

consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order” (p. 160). 

At the time, she noted that much of the work on improving the school culture for African 

American students sought to improve their self-esteem, and pointed out that academic success 

was pivotal to that improvement. Her second point referred to the issue of academically 

successful African American students being ousted from their community for “acting White” (p. 

160). She stated that culturally responsive teachers leveraged student culture to bring them into 

the academic circle, such as teachers using rap lyrics to learn poetry. Culturally responsive 

teaching (CRT) uses student’s own background knowledge, understanding, and meaning-making 
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schematics to leverage new learning. Teachers that taught in a culturally responsive way held all 

students to high standards and provided scaffolds and entry points to help those that needed it. 

Most importantly, she found that these culturally responsive teachers believed themselves to be 

part of the community and relished the artistry of teaching. Additionally, she found that 

culturally responsive teachers believe that not only can all students succeed, but it is their job to 

guarantee they do. 

Culturally responsive teaching is not a collection of strategies, but a way of being and 

thinking about education (Hammond, 2014). When diving into CRT, some teachers may be 

tempted to look for the checklist, or tricks of the trade. However, none of those things would be 

helpful if the teacher still has a fundamental belief that certain students can only achieve certain 

levels, or that it is a child’s fault for not understanding. CRT is a mindset centered around how 

you can organize your teaching to help everyone in your class succeed. It is a way to plan to use 

students’ culture and schema to leverage new understanding. 

Developing Culturally Responsive Teaching 

Gay (2002) described five elements of culturally responsive teaching: 1) developing a 

knowledge base about cultural diversity, 2) including ethnic and cultural diversity content in the 

curriculum, 3) demonstrating caring and building learning communities, 4) communicating with 

ethnically diverse students, and 5) responding to ethnic diversity in the delivery of instruction (p. 

106). As educators, it is our job to dive into students’ backgrounds to help build bridges from 

what they know to what they need to know in our curriculum. Many articles and books on CRT 

reference going into the world outside the classroom to build this knowledge (Emdin, 2016; 

Ladson-Billings, 1995a). Attending outside music performances in which our students 

participate, their non-music extracurricular activities like sports and theater, and their church 



4 

 

 
 

services (Emdin, 2016) are all excellent starting points for developing the mind-set of culturally 

responsive teaching.  

Culturally Responsive Teaching in Action 

Shaw (2015) followed four community choir teachers, and found they all had strong 

personal practical knowledge that led them to have open dispositions towards cultural diversity, a 

desire to know all students’ cultural backgrounds, and worked to “not essentialize culture by 

assuming that all people belonging to a social category were culturally similar (see F. Erickson, 

2005), nor did they assume any single musical tradition was representative of or relevant to all 

people" (p. 201). Shaw (2016) found that culturally competent teachers who taught community 

choirs believed cultural diversity was an asset, and actively planned for using it in the 

curriculum. "Conversations with and observations of teachers revealed that their instruction was 

informed by and responsive to the cultural diversity present in their classrooms" (p. 280).  

Irizarry and Raible (2011) found that teachers whom the community had identified as 

effective at teaching Latino students actively worked against being “color blind” (p. 201) and 

very intentionally sought to understand their students, and how the teachers’ own identities 

worked in each context. While this study corroborates other’s evidence of teachers needing to 

have socio-cultural competency, it is interesting to note that neither researchers nor community 

participants offered any criteria for what made a socio-culturally competent teacher. 

To avoid stereotyping cultural music, teachers must develop socio-cultural 

understandings, work to provide a wide variety in musical offerings, and attend “to cultural 

validity” (Shaw, 2016, p. 285). Cultural validity, as opposed to authenticity, recognizes that not 

all music can be replicated authentically in every situation. If those learning about the music of a 

particular culture are not from said culture, are not in the setting of the original music, are not 
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using the intended original instruments, and/or not using the original language, it can be argued 

the music will never be authentic. The question of validity comes to how far from the original 

one can sway before it becomes something else entirely (Abril, 2006). Students are acutely aware 

of teachers’ attempts at honoring culture and musical diversity, while also not wanting to be put 

into boxes. Not all Hispanic students may feel respected and honored if their only “in” with 

music is a Mariachi ensemble. All students want to know a wide variety of music, because they 

do not want to be ignorant or feel left out of other opportunities for learning and performing 

(Shaw, 2016).  

Prest et al. (2023) examined how one school district in British Columbia embedded 

culturally diverse music in their curriculum. Policy changes required them to embed local 

Indigenous knowledge and worldviews into all subject areas. To meet these standards, they 

collaborated with local Indigenous groups, commissioned new music, and examined cultural 

differences. Findings revealed an understanding that not all music is for everyone, and that 

authentically engaging in culture-sharing may mean resisting integrating one form into another. 

The researchers identified four ways to imbue the curriculum with Indigenous music. The first is 

Integrative and is how much of the modern multicultural repertoire works today. We make the 

‘other’ music fit in with Western style, instrumentation, and aesthetic, which leads to inauthentic 

listening. This can fit Abramo’s (2007) definition of cultural violence by making music pleasing 

to Western tastes and ignoring any implications of interpretation. Second is Nation-to-Nation 

trading, which offers the performers and audience members a chance to compare the process and 

performance of two differing cultures. Third is Combinator, which offers a chance for Western 

elements to enter the global sound, such as a clarinet playing the melody. This may look like 

Integrative, but the key difference is involving culture bearers in creating new musical 
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compositions and following Indigenous protocols or global perspective. The fourth is Non-

Integrative, which says we do not need to try to fit one culture into the mold of another. The 

result for any choice of sharing differences must be respect and honor for the culture being 

taught.   

Culturally Responsive Teaching Misinterpreted 

In the early 2000s a movement towards authenticity became apparent, but there were still 

trappings of trying to make things fit into Western traditions. Abramo (2007) argued that rather 

than celebrating diversity, multicultural band music promoted racial and cultural stereotyping, 

and continued an othering of non-Western music styles and practices. Music educators have lofty 

goals of global harmony through music practice and performance, but Abramo worried that we 

further entrenched differences by viewing musical diversity through White eyes. Simply 

providing multicultural music examples or works written by people who are not culture bearers 

can misrepresent a culture and be actively harmful to students’ identity and sense of self in the 

classroom.  

Fitzpatrick (2012) examined how culturally responsive education could help identity and 

self-relationship. She noted that teachers from a different background than their students tend to 

assume their own culture is “normal” and their students’ background is “abnormal” which leads 

to deficit-minded teaching. This deficit-mindedness can lead to invalid representations of pop, 

folk, and world music. "Multicultural content in and of itself does not necessarily lead to 

increased cultural competency or to forging a better alignment between home and school life for 

our students" (p. 57). Related, Gurgel (2019) suggested that some attempts made to incorporate a 

variety of music can be done inauthentically, since Western European standards and traditions 

are more highly valued. This leads to arrangements and transcriptions that lose their intrinsic 
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value by becoming static, taught in inauthentic ways, and eliminate the possibility of 

collaboration.  

I have personally attended clinics at music education conferences where colleagues 

suggest CRT can mean using non-Western musical examples, programming non-White 

composers, or even adding a Mariachi ensemble to your course offerings. Lind and McKoy 

(2016) noted this trend:   

When we talk about culturally responsive pedagogy, people’s first reaction tends to 

center around music choices. While we do see a value in expanding the types of music 

used for instruction, including world music, or focusing on pop and hip hop is not 

necessarily the answer. (p. 96)   

While these are well-intended, and some should be considered necessary curricular steps, 

they do not truly encompass what CRT set out to achieve. Teachers must incorporate a wide 

variety of musical styles, histories, and traditions, which could include adding Mariachi 

ensembles, or multicultural music. However, a pitfall of many Western trained and European 

centered programs is picking “multicultural” music without a clear lens. Abramo (2007) warned 

that multicultural music can lead to racial violence if not done with proper sensitivity. So, while 

incorporating a diverse repertoire is an element of culturally responsive pedagogy, teachers must 

go a step further to program with intentionality and involve students in the creation of curriculum 

to develop students’ autonomy over their own learning to fully embrace the pedagogy of 

culturally responsive education.   

In the early 2000s, many teachers became aware of their school and community’s 

changing demographics and made curriculum changes and class offerings to be more diverse. 

Abril (2006) examined one teacher whose school had an increased Hispanic population, although 
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her band program remained majority White students. She added a Mariachi ensemble in hopes of 

recruiting more students to music. However, she was not well trained in Mariachi music and 

lacked many cultural competencies to properly address the tensions between herself as a White 

woman and her Hispanic students. Students noted her lack of content mastery and lack of self-

awareness regarding her own privilege and positioning in the class.   

Carlow (2016) conducted a case study of English Language Learners (ELL) in choir to 

understand ELL students’ perceptions of participating in high school choir, and any possible 

tensions between socio-cultural traditions of the American choral program and the students’ 

previous music education. The teacher did not know one of her students was Russian, and the 

student was highly aware of this lack of cultural acknowledgement. The student, Irina, was a 

Russian immigrant of Korean background, who had experience in choral settings in her 

homeland. She lit up a stage at the talent show, singing a Russian pop song. But in choir class, 

she disengaged, saying her teacher would “diss” her class as not being as good as the other choir, 

and didn’t select good songs for them to sing (p. 73). Since this teacher had little idea of her 

student’s background, or even how musical the student was, she had no idea how to activly 

engage her in class. Despite her student being familiar with the norms and processes of choral 

class, as they were similar to her previous education, since she did not feel seen or welcomed to 

the class, she regularly sat in rehearsal without participating. Carlow noted that “music educators 

must begin to acknowledge that students’ previous experiential backgrounds provide both a point 

of departure and an anchor for new learning” (p. 75). Teachers need cultural competency and 

respect for diverse cultures before multicultural music offerings can be culturally relevant.  
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Need for the Study 

Previous studies of CRT focus on changing the teacher's perspective (Emdin, 2016; 

Erickson, 2005; Gay, 2002; Hammond, 2014; Irizarry & Raible, 2011) and models for how they 

will prepare and deliver instruction (Prest et al., 2023; Shaw, 2015, 2016). My philosophy is that 

students are not empty vessels needing to be filled by the teacher; they have vast background 

knowledge and expertise that can leverage learning in the classroom. In the 21st century, merely 

acknowledging students’ diverse identities is not enough to engage and welcome students into 

learning. They deserve to see themselves in the curriculum and to feel their identity and 

knowledge are valuable and essential in the world. Positioning them as experts can create an 

environment of joy and inquiry, leading to deeper understanding and sense of community.  

I wondered what CRT would look like if I flipped the classroom to student-led inquiry 

using a project-based learning model; one where students engaged in the process of evaluating 

multicultural music arrangements and developing understanding of cultural competency. Project 

based learning (PBL) is a research-based learning technique in which students work to solve a 

real-world problem or answer a question, and present their solution to the community (Almulla, 

2020; Blumenfeld et al., 1991). The solution can come in the form of artifacts such as models 

and reports, or products, and they answer the driving question of the project. Studies have shown 

that using the project-based learning model increases student motivation and engagement 

(Almulla, 2020; Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Geier et al., 2008; Ozkan, 2023), increases 

understanding of content (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Ozkan, 2023), and stronger development of 

skills like synthesizing, analyzing, and transfer (Ozkan, 2023). 

Project based learning implements the Gold Standard (PBL Works, 2023) to evaluate 

quality of a project, and ensure students can get the most out of their projects. The Gold Standard 
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has seven criteria: 1) a challenging problem or question, 2) sustained inquiry, 3) authenticity, 4) 

student voice and choice, 5) reflection, 6) critique and revision, and 7) public product. Evans 

(2019) examined a New Hampshire science teacher implementing Gold Standard criteria and 

found that academics improved, with 62% of students scoring proficient or above on a 

culminating task. Success skills were also high; 71% of students scored proficient or above in 

collaboration skills, and 83% demonstrated proficient or above self-direction skills. Sahli (2017) 

examined Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) growth scores by comparing students in a 

traditional classroom setting to a PBL setting and found that students achieved higher in math 

and reading scores in the PBL setting. PBL is typically associated with subjects such as math and 

science, but the results were similar in a visual arts classroom. Ozkan (2023) found pretest to 

post-test growth was evident with a PBL process compared to a traditional classroom setting. 

Students in the PBL model had significant differences in understanding of content, research 

skills, and more positive attitude towards the subject matter.  

As a result, developing research skills in the visual arts lesson enables students to develop 

the skills of collecting, analyzing and synthesizing information and materials that they 

will use in their artistic productions. It also improves students' critical thinking, problem 

solving and aesthetic evaluation skills. (p. 369)  

Putting students in the driver’s seat of their own education has a significant impact on 

learning, success skills, and their perceptions of learning. 

Summary of Related Literature 

As evidenced in the literature, Culturally Responsive Teaching is a way of thinking and 

preparing classes, not necessarily a tip or trick to engage students. Teachers that are most 

successful with diverse groups of students intentionally plan for the differences of their students 
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and consider each student’s background as valuable knowledge to build upon. In music 

education, it sometimes requires teachers to step away from their personal lens of how music 

should be studied or performed and understand the cultural context of how and why different 

performance practices are used. It also shows that Project Based Learning is an effective 

classroom model to increase student engagement in the learning process and increase student 

understanding of content.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore students' perception of world music 

arrangements, their sense of belonging in instrumental (band and orchestra) music class and 

create criteria to assist other music educators and students to determine the appropriateness of 

multicultural band and orchestra arrangements. Research questions were 

Q1  How do students perceive world music arrangements? 

Q2  How will participation in this project impact students’ sense of belonging in 

music class? 

Q3  How do musicians and music educators determine if arrangements are appropriate 

to use/perform? 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Study Design  

I used action research to engage teacher and students in a cycle of reflective inquiry on 

multicultural repertoire. Action research is an approach educators use to look at practice 

problems with intentionality in a formalized way to find solutions. Action research can be 

quantitative or qualitative, and differs from mere reflection on practice, as there needs to be 

cycles of looking, thinking and acting on the findings (Miksza et al., 2023). In this research, 

cycles included (1) examining students’ understanding of cultural appropriation, world music, 

and their sense of belonging, (2) adjusting lessons and instruction throughout the project, and 

finally (3) re-evaluating students' understanding and sense of belonging. I went through the 

University Institution Review Board process (IRB) for research on human subjects, and was 

determined to have an exemption under 45 CFR 46.104(d)(701) (702) for research involving 

Category 2 (2018): EDUCATIONAL TESTS, SURVEYS, INTERVIEWS, OR 

OBSERVATIONS OF PUBLIC BEHAVIOR (see Appendix A). All eighth-grade music students 

(n = 35) were invited to participate in this study via a letter sent to families describing the study 

and participation expectations. Another letter was sent home later to attain consent, which both 

student and parents signed in order to participate in the study (see Appendix A).  
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School Setting and Participants 

This study took place in an urban school in a large metropolitan district in the Western 

United States. At the time of this study, the school had three magnet programs designed for 

students of diverse backgrounds and needs: 1) the Newcomer program, for non-English speaking 

immigrant students with interrupted education backgrounds; 2) the Multiple Intensive/Severe 

(MIS) program for students with special needs; and, 3) the Pragmatic Language and Executive 

Functioning (PLEX) program, for students on the autism spectrum. Demographically, the school 

population was approximately 58% white students, 25% Hispanic students, 7% Black or African 

American students, 4% Asian students and 4% students of two or more races. Approximately 

38% of students qualified for the free and reduced lunch program.  

Students could take two electives each day. The music electives offered were eighth 

grade band and combined seventh/eighth grade orchestra. Twenty students were enrolled in 

eighth grade band and thirty were enrolled in the combined orchestra. Of those, three students 

elected to take both band and orchestra. The eighth-grade music classes reflected the overall 

student population; 26% of students were Hispanic, 11% were Black or African American, 2% 

were Asian, and 5% were two or more races. Additionally, 17% of the music students had one or 

more documented disability, and 20% were Multi-Language Learners (English was not their 

native language). While 35 students were invited to participate, 13 eighth-grade music students 

returned signed permission slips consenting to be part of the study. 

Procedures 

Throughout this four-week inquiry cycle, students individually and collectively examined 

multiple pieces of music categorized on music publishing websites as “multicultural” or 

otherwise marketed as specific to a particular world culture (such as “Latino” as found on J.W. 
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Pepper’s website). Students were asked to be experts, sharing what they knew about various 

music and world cultures, researching what they did not know, and presenting their findings in 

the form of a flowchart and learning summary (see Appendix D).   

The first lesson (week one) began with a discussion of appreciation versus appropriation, 

and the three major components of our project: 1) researching a genre/style of world music 

students were unfamiliar with, 2) analyzing arrangements of music at our class's playing ability 

that were meant to represent that same culture then discussing if it accurately represented the 

intended culture or if it stereotyped musical styles or created a biased sound, and 3) creating a 

flowchart to help us and other musicians determine if those arrangements are respectful and 

representative of a world culture, and therefore appropriate to perform. I created a vocabulary 

definition sheet with terms such as appreciation, appropriation, culture, tradition, and 

arrangement, to make the content accessible for all (see Appendix B). Students completed a pre-

project questionnaire (see Appendix C), gauging their interest in learning about music from other 

cultures, their sense of belonging in class, and how important they believe it is to learn about 

music from other cultures. 

In our second lesson (week two), students practiced describing music using content 

vocabulary (rhythm, style, instrumentation, etc.) while analyzing compositions specifically for 

our classes. In band class we used “The Tempest” (Smith, 1995) and we used “Dark Matter" in 

orchestra class (Taurins, 2023). They shared what instruments, articulations, harmonic style, and 

beat they heard, then sight read a “multicultural” piece. In band we read “African Sketches” 

(Curnow, 1992), and “Noche de Estrellas” (Caponegro, 2001) for orchestra. After playing, 

students analyzed the arrangement by describing the music using content vocabulary. We then 

listened to original music of the same culture- Maasai dancers from Kenya (John Johnson, 2017) 
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for band, and Cumbia (Carnegie Hall, n.d.) for orchestra. Students completed another style and 

instrumentation analysis, comparing what they heard in the originals to the arrangements.  They 

then completed a Likert scale rating of whether or not we should ever perform the arrangements 

we sight-read, with 1 being we should never perform this composition/arrangement for any 

reason, and 4 being we should perform this composition/arrangement whenever we want, no 

questions asked.  

In our third lesson (week two) we used Carnegie Hall’s Music Explorers Digital (n.d.) to 

independently research music students were unfamiliar with. Students completed Research Note 

Catcher One, writing about the performer’s musical background, influences on the performer’s 

musical style, what instruments were used, and key stylistic features of the genre (see Appendix 

C). They then compared the music they researched to the music we typically play and were 

asked if it would be reasonable for us to play music in this style. 

In the fourth lesson (week three) students searched for musical arrangements for our class 

that represented music from the culture they previously researched. This lesson was adjusted as a 

result of previous student work; they struggled with the idea that when music was arranged for 

their playing level, it became culturally inappropriate to play. They thought the music must 

sound exactly like the original music, and it had to be arranged or composed by a person from 

that particular culture 100% of the time. Therefore, the lesson began with a comparison of Irish 

fiddle music (peakfiddler, 2015) to an arrangement for our level orchestra, called “Irish Faire” 

(Newbold, 2008). Students were directed to listen for how it had similar meter (6/8 feel), rhythm 

patterns (long-short) and was mostly scale-like melody. I told them it would not sound exact, as 

it needed to be arranged for our musical level, but the “bones” of the structure were the same. 

They understood the musical structure and why it needed to be arranged for us. I asked them to 
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guess the arranger. No one guessed that it was Soon Hee Newbold, a South Korean-born 

American with no explicit cultural ties to Ireland. We discussed as a class if we still thought that 

a composer or arranger must be from the culture, or if there are caveats to that rule. Students then 

listened to “La Sortija” by (O’Brien, 2013) and researched this composer. They found that he is 

an ethnomusicologist with a specialization in Argentinian music, having studied there 

extensively. Students realized the importance of composers connecting to and understanding the 

music they arranged. For the final part of the lesson, students individually searched the music 

publishing websites J.W. Pepper, FJH music, and Hal Leonard, for arrangements of music they 

examined (see Appendix C). They completed Research Note Catcher Two, where they linked 

music they found, researched and wrote a short background on the composer, and listed if the 

key stylistic features of the arrangement matched that of the original music. 

In the fifth lesson (week four) students completed a jigsaw read of four articles that 

described cultural appropriation. A jigsaw is a reading strategy that splits text into smaller groups 

for students to read and collaborate on understanding. Students were divided into four groups 

based on reading level and given one of the articles to read. In their like-ability group, students 

highlighted themes of the article, and took note of quotes they thought were important. Then to 

complete the jigsaw, students shuffled groups, so that there was one student representing each 

article in the new group. In this new group, students developed a shared definition of cultural 

appropriation, and shared important themes and quotes from their articles. 

In the sixth lesson, students created their final project, the flowchart (see Appendix D). 

We reviewed what a flowchart is, how they function, then students individually created their own 

to help themselves and others determine if world cultural arrangements are appreciation or 

appropriation. They crafted definitions of cultural appreciation and cultural appropriation, 
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applied their flowchart to an arrangement they analyzed in a previous lesson, and reflected on 

their learning throughout the project. Finally, they completed the post-project questionnaire (see 

Appendix C), which asked the same questions as the first questionnaire.  

Data Gathering and Analysis Tools 

Data gathering occurred over a four-week period while also preparing for a performance. 

In the first week, students were given the pre-project questionnaire, and the first lesson on what 

the project would entail and important vocabulary for the project. Week two, we completed 

lessons two and three, in which students practiced describing music, compared global musical 

examples to Western arrangements, had a discussion about the arrangements, and completed the 

first portion of research for their project. In week three students completed lesson four, which 

included the second portion of research. Finally, in week four I delivered lessons five and six, 

and students completed their flowchart and post-project questionnaire.  

I collected a pre- and post-project questionnaire to gauge students’ understanding and 

interest in the topic. Questionnaire items were almost identical, both centered on student 

perceptions of world music and their sense of belonging in class before and after the project. I 

video recorded lesson two, and transcribed verbal and non-verbal responses from part of the 

lesson asking students to rate on a Likert scale by holding up their fingers. Finally, I collected 

student work, analyzing students’ use of vocabulary, their responses, and how well they applied 

their knowledge to the final product. 

Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously to maintain a cycle of reflection and 

organization. I used organization categories to analyze and sort data as it was collected 

(Maxwell, 2013). Findings from the questionnaires, discussions, assignments, and student 

products (flowchart) and learning summaries were sorted by my research questions. As new data 
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were gathered, I made adjustments to lesson plans to address student misconceptions and 

adjusted the post questionnaire to include an item asking for student feedback on the project 

design. In the last reflective cycle, I finalized themes present in student work and questionnaire 

answers. I also used triangulation throughout data analysis (Carter et al., 2014). 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS  

Findings are presented in relation to each research question. Research questions were  

Q1  How do students perceive world music arrangements? 

Q2  How will participation in this project impact students’ sense of belonging in 

music class? 

Q3  How do musicians and music educators determine if arrangements are appropriate 

to use/perform? 

Through this project, I was able to see how students analyzed music and identified musical ideas, 

made judgements on quality of work, and became empowered with their new knowledge. 

Perception of World Music Arrangements  

Throughout this project students were asked to analyze music, make judgments about its 

quality, and connect musical ideas and works with societal, cultural, and historical context to 

understand relationships and influences. Students needed to hear distinct instrumentation, style, 

and other characteristics of original music and hear those characteristics in arrangements for their 

own ensembles. In Lesson Two students most often identified instrumentation and could make 

generalized descriptions with phrases such as “it has a melody and harmony” or “it has strong 

drum beats” (Research Note Catcher 1). At this point students struggled to articulate specific and 

distinct characteristics such as articulation, feel/meter, and modality, and ways to describe style. 

When they compared original works to the arrangements in the second lesson, most could 

identify that it sounded different, but struggled with specifying how it differed. After feedback, 

students’ ability to describe stylistic characteristics somewhat improved as shown in their second 
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Research Note Catcher. One student was able to hear indirect connections, such as the original 

having strong drum beats, which was also represented in the bass part of the arrangement 

(Research Note Catcher 2). However, two other students left the stylistic features question blank. 

It is unclear if this was from lack of understanding or lack of motivation to complete the project.  

In Lesson Three, students were shown examples of simplified arrangements that the 

teacher considered culturally appropriate, and then engaged in discussion about elements to look 

for when determining if an arrangement could be considered appropriate. In the second half of 

the lesson students were given time to research arrangements on their own. They used the 

websites JWPepper.com, fjhmusic.com and halleonard.com to find arrangements for our class 

based on their research into a particular culture in Lesson Two. They then completed Research 

Note Catcher Two to gather information on the arrangement, the composer/arranger, and 

describe the similarities and differences between the original music and the arrangement. Almost 

all participants were able to describe the composer’s background and make inferences about 

whether they thought the composer had adequate knowledge and cultural understanding to be 

writing that music. One student commented about a composer’s background, “no evidence they 

went there, but they have studied music extensively, so they probably know enough.”  

Research Note Catcher Two showed students’ improved ability to describe stylistic 

elements of the music as compared to the previous assignment. In Lesson Two, students thought 

the instruments in the arrangement needed to be exactly like the instruments in the original work. 

Many students noted drum-heavy music is not enough like music made for orchestra. As a result, 

Lesson Three addressed how changes must be made when we are making music for our group. 

After this reteach, more students were able to connect stylistic elements from the original to the 

arrangements, despite them not having the exact instrumentation. One student found the bass 
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parts in the background similar to the drums of the original. Another strength in this assignment, 

as a result of the reteach, was that more students had strong stylistic descriptions, and they were 

confident making judgements about arrangements being accurate representations versus Western 

interpretations with no real connections to the original.  

Students’ Sense of Belonging and Empowerment 

An important part of this project was to provide students opportunities to explore a more 

diverse musical repertoire, giving them a window into other worlds of music making. In the pre-

project questionnaire, many students responded that they already felt they belonged. This sense 

of belonging ranged from enjoyment of class activities, saying, “I get to play,” and “orchestra is 

fun no matter what we play.” Others’ sense of belonging came from feeling their voice was 

valued. Comments included “my voice is heard and my ideas and opinions are taken into account 

most of the time,” and “being able to express my opinions and make great music alonside [sic] 

my peers.”  Others’ sense of belonging came from the community, or how others in the class 

made them feel, “I feel like I can play and be comfortable here,” "we all work together, making 

an inclusive eniroment [sic]," “nothing has made me feel like I shouldn’t,” and “everyone is 

nice.” These were classes with a strong sense of community and joy from being able to make 

music together. Students felt valued and confident in their class participation.  

When asked, “Do you think people can perform music of a different culture than their 

own? Why or why not?” all students answered affirmatively. Some responses focused only on 

the musical aspect, stating, “music is for everyone,” and “it can support their education in 

music.” Others focused on being aware of cultural difference and a need for cultural sensitivity, 

commenting “because it shows you learned and care about a different culture and how their 

music is,” “because it is good to learn about other cultures and how their music may differ from 
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how music in their own culture might be played,” and “you are broadening your understanding 

of other cultures.” This project started strong with participants ready to learn about different 

cultures of music. Five students mentioned doing it respectfully, or needing to know the 

background before performing, with one saying specifically "don't be racist."  

In the post-project questionnaire, most students who responded indicated that their 

interest in and familiarity with global music remained high or increased, as did their belief that 

learning about global music is important. Two students noted that their perspectives changed, as 

they now believed understanding the music was more important than just performing it. Two 

other students noted that they need to be careful about what they play, and to do research and 

educate themselves about music from other cultures before performing it. Students already 

believed that learning about music from other cultures was important, and that you should be 

respectful doing it, but they could now articulate how to be respectful. By putting students 

through a similar process that I use to examine music–studying its origins and listening with a 

critical ear for authenticity and teachability–students deepened their understanding of why 

certain repertoire choices were made.  

Students did not believe that what they learned should be contained to our class alone. 

One student felt empowered to stand up for cultures being misrepresented in musical experiences 

outside of class, writing:  

This information has broadened my understanding of not only the music we play, but also 

other music that is played in musicals, movies, and other mainstream networks. By 

knowing the difference, I am able to stay enlightened to my own actions and other 

actions, in order to build a better future and stand up for cultures that are misrepresented. 
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Nearly every student mentioned the word “respect,” or a desire to not do harm. One student 

made a poignant quote: “music is a beautiful thing and music should be shared amongst 

everyone, and all cultures alike.” Another student agreed, saying “we should perform world 

music more often, as long as it is respectful, because ‘music is for everyone.’” A different 

student said: “all cultures are important and should be celebrated.” The common thread here is 

that exposure to all kinds of music is essential, and students appreciate a window into other 

musical experiences. The students now are thinking ahead to how this is applicable to their 

personal and musical lives. By participating in a project-based learning unit with a real-world 

problem, students were able to think beyond our classroom. 

Determining Music Appropriateness 

Students were tasked with creating a flowchart to help musicians and teachers determine 

if arrangements of global music were appropriate to play. The only formal guidelines were that 

there should be at least two levels of questions on the flowchart, and that it should have clear 

if/then flow. All students created their own questions and organized them as they saw fit. As a 

result, each flowchart varied in number of questions and directions for how to follow from start 

to finish. One student’s flow chart had only one question, and it related to composer background. 

Another student’s flowchart had two questions, but neither related to the content we had studied. 

Many flowcharts had two to three questions, but some were organized as independent questions 

rather than in a flow of “if yes/if no” or “then this/then that” structure.  

While the organization of each flowchart differed, there were similarities in content. 

Nearly all students said that composer background is important, or that the composer needs to 

have done proper research prior to composing in global styles. Half of the students mentioned 

that the arrangement needed to sound similar [to the original] or have the right style. Four 
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students mentioned respect in some way and four noted that the arrangement needed proper 

instrumentation. Three students mentioned understanding the purpose of the original music and 

whether or not that music is appropriate to be used for entertainment. This connected to our work 

in the research phase, and in the jigsaw definition activity in Lesson Five. Students connected the 

musical qualities and described music and the definitions of appreciation and appropriation into 

their charts.  

Overall, each flowchart connected with the central theme of the project, answering 

“When is it appropriate to perform music from another culture” despite variance in answer. This 

aligns with Project Based Learning, as there is not meant to be “one right answer” but instead an 

opportunity for students to make their own meaning and rise to the challenge of having broad 

interpretation. Had every student come up with the same questions and directions for their 

flowcharts, individual understanding and growth could not be on display so clearly.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore students' perception of world music 

arrangements, their sense of belonging in instrumental (band and orchestra) music class and 

create criteria to assist other music educators and students to determine the appropriateness of 

multicultural band and orchestra arrangements. Findings revealed that students were able to 

analyze and apply understanding of musical elements in various pieces, that they believed in 

cultural sensitivity and a need for respect in our actions as musicians, and that all styles and 

genres of music should be shared. Through the combination of culturally responsive education 

and Project Based Learning Gold Standard, students could engage in the discovery process on 

their own and self-direct their learning based on interests.  

From the first lesson, students showed an interest in learning about music from various 

global cultures. The questionnaire responses showed that their initial perceptions were positive, 

that they had varying degrees of background knowledge on the subject, and overall thought it 

would be important to be respectful of others. The first two lessons demonstrated that students 

had limited skills in describing and classifying music aurally. They relied heavily on describing 

instrumentation but did not have the vocabulary or refined listening skills to put different musics 

into specific genres or styles. After addressing these gaps in lessons three and four, students used 

more specificity in their descriptions. They also became more curious about other factors in the 

arrangements, asking questions about the composers’ backgrounds and purpose of the original 
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music. This showed they were absorbing the lessons and beginning to make their own 

judgements on the quality of arrangements. They were synthesizing the ideas from each research 

portion, the articles from the jigsaw, and their own background knowledge in order to come up 

with their final product- the flowchart.  

From beginning to end, a common thread held true in the form of a core belief the 

students shared. That core belief was “respect.” This term appeared more often than any other in 

all data gathering materials. From the pre-project questionnaire, to discussions, to the reflection, 

to the post-project questionnaire, the theme of ‘treating everyone and all cultures of music as 

valuable’ rang clear. Throughout this project students believed that the most important part of the 

choices we make in music center on treating all music well. This was emphasized in the final 

reflections, where students expanded on their original thoughts of respect to include caution, 

warning others to do research and understand as much as you can before playing (Flowchart 

assignment). The kindness and cultural sensitivity of these young students was on display 

throughout this project. Their concern for others shone through as they encountered 

arrangements that did not emulate respect for another culture (Research Note Catcher 2).  

Students also consistently expressed the belief that “music is for everyone.” This was 

evident throughout, in students repeating the same ideas in pre- and post-questionnaires, and in 

their final take-aways from the flowchart assignment. When responding to the question, “Do you 

think people can perform music of a different culture than their own,” students were able to give 

more nuanced answers in the post-project questionnaire. While still agreeing, they were able to 

make connections to our project, such as learning about the composer and their background, 

knowing elements of music to listen for in the music, and understanding the original purpose of 

the genre/style of music. Once again, they noted being respectful as an important part of the 
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process. Students had developed an understanding that context is a vital part of the repertoire 

selection process in regard to performing music from a culture different than their own. 

Although there was a variety in students’ flowchart questions, they were all able to 

connect their criteria to the Lesson Six outcomes. Students asked questions about composer 

background and context, which related to Lesson Four. Students asked questions about the 

original purpose of the music, which related to our first research lesson. Students asked questions 

about the style of the music, relating to our second lesson and all the research portions. By 

sustaining inquiry throughout the project (PBL Works, 2023) students were always focused on 

the end goal, understood the purpose of each part, and made lasting connections. 

While many positives came from this project, there were also some challenges. Because 

we used only the Carnegie Hall Music Explorers (CHME), students were only able to research 

what was available on that site. This caused difficulty when students went to search for music 

written for their playing level. Not all the choices on CHME had leveled band or orchestral 

arrangements, which made the second part of the research process much more challenging. Some 

students recommended that the teacher provide more resources for research, so they could access 

more materials to examine. Providing more resources would allow more variety in cultures, and 

more information to help students analyze musical styles, techniques, and cultural significance of 

practices.  

Students were directed to search for arrangements on their own using JWPepper.com, 

FJHmusic.com, and halleonard.com. Some had stronger search skills, leading to some students 

finding strong arrangements with direct links to the culture they studied, and other students 

finding music with limited connections, if any at all. This could be improved by providing 

structured repertoire lists for students to explore, rather than leaving students to independently 
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examine a whole website. There was also opportunity for more collaboration in this step, as 

many students researched the same culture, and therefore could have worked together in their 

search and analysis portion. This may have relieved some of the imbalance of search skills and 

lead to more repertoire being discovered and analyzed. A longer period of time provided for the 

project would have allowed an opportunity for a dedicated lesson on how to refine searches and 

use digital resources to build students' technology skills. However, it may be important to note 

that some teachers experience these same “keyword search frustrations.” If it is difficult to even 

find the multicultural repertoire, how can we begin to analyze and consider playing it?  

We also had a limited number of resources and time to dedicate to this project. We only 

had access to and could play through arrangements available in our current music library. And as 

these were performance-based classes, we were simultaneously preparing for a concert. With 

more time, teachers could consider inviting guest speakers or experts in different musics to help 

students gain further perspective on various styles and performance traditions. Having students 

craft questions and engage with culture-bearers presents opportunities to deepen learning and 

understanding.  

The next time I do this project, I will provide more time and practice to create a 

flowchart. This was the first time this type of assignment was used in the class. More practice 

with making flowcharts might have helped as preparation for this project. I would have us 

practice making a flowchart as a class, using the example of how to practice. We could go 

through how we normally assess our playing and turn it into a flowchart. It could start as, “Do 

we sound good, yes or no?” Then go through the questions we normally ask ourselves.  

Additionally, while students were given time to get peer feedback for their flowcharts, it 

was in an informal setting, and did not have a strong protocol. Per the Gold Standard of PBL, 
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this could have been structured better to create a stronger public product with less variability. 

Unfortunately, this unit aligned with the end of the quarter, and time was not available to make 

these final adjustments. For the future, I would adjust the timeline to allow for a proper critique 

and feedback cycle before final publication of our projects. 

Involving students in selecting repertoire for an instrumental ensemble provided 

opportunities for them to examine the need for cultural sensitivity. This project gave all students 

a chance to learn about music they may not regularly encounter, practice using music vocabulary 

and listening skills, and connect the work of our class to the real world. Using PBL Gold 

Standard practices helped engage students in extended inquiry and provided structure for the 

unit. It also investigated concerns about repertoire selection that are relevant to all music 

educators and musicians and leveraged student interest to build knowledge and help them grow 

as musicians and members of musical society. Students demonstrated learning all the way 

through and agreed that it was valuable and that they enjoyed this project (Post Questionnaire).  

Students deserve a well-rounded music education that includes access to a diverse 

repertoire of listening and performing selections. Giving students the opportunity to explore the 

whole world of music through a critical lens of research and analysis of their own performance 

repertoire deepens their understanding of the differences in how music is shared in various 

cultures and provides high engagement and rigorous learning. Using the PBL model to drive 

student learning leads to higher engagement with the content, skills needed to be successful 

students, and deeper understanding. The world of music education is taking a more critical look 

at repertoire and effective practices for our students, and bringing students into the discussion 

can improve our practice. 
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